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THERE’S SOMETHING TERRIFYING about horrors in the middle of the day.

It was early, about nine am. Tabitha grabbed one of the bags sitting next to the front door of the house she shared with her older brother, Charlie. The two were loading his things into the large pickup truck that sat idling under the hazy, grey sky. It was a cold day, brisk, as they moved further into January. Charlie loaded up the rest of his equipment to go hunting for white tailed deer, something Tabitha had long grown out of. The older sibling put his fists on his hips when the last bag was loaded.

“Alright, you got the walkie talkie?”

“Yep,” Tabitha glanced up at the sky, soft grey with clouds. Rain was coming soon. “You gonna make it this weekend with no electricity?”

“Yep. Plenty of firewood there. There’s like ninety acres of it.”

“True.” She slapped his arm, which was covered by a camo jacket, typical of many people in this town this time of year. “Drive safe.”

“You got the walkie talkie?” He asked as he climbed into the truck. She snorted.

“You already asked that. Your brain’s going out, old man!”

He laughed and closed the door, revving the truck. He backed out, and she headed inside. The house was now quiet, with only the sound of the fish tank filter going. Tabitha  peered into the tank, smiling slightly to herself as she saw little fishes swimming around. She had no idea what they were. They were Charlie’s. She called them all goldfish, much to his frustration. One of the little ones swam by, tail swishing to and fro, paying her no mind. To be a fish in a tank, she thought, fed every meal on time every day.

Tabitha headed upstairs, to her bathroom. Charlie had the master bedroom, but Tabitha had one of the smaller rooms. She, at least, had her own bathroom. Checking the time on her phone, she found it was time to take her meds. Twisting the lids off of them, she picked out one pill each from several bottles and cupped them in her hand, popping them into her mouth once they were all accumulated in her palm. She drank out of the plastic water bottle to wash them down. She took a deep breath, rolled her neck, and looked at herself in the mirror. She needed to braid her hair, or pull it back. She could do that later. Feeling a deep dissatisfaction at her reflection, she turned and left the bathroom, heading back downstairs.

Tabitha straightened up as she headed to the couch, taking off her hoodie by pulling upwards. She pulled her shirt down, which had ridden up, and tossed the hoodie aside. She sat on the couch, kicking off her tennis shoes, and turned on the tv. As she searched for something to watch, she cocked her head, biting the inside of her lip. She felt the scarring on the inside of her mouth from recent lip chewing incidents, noting the change of texture with her tongue.

The doorbell rang, and Tabitha's brows furrowed. Only one person rang the doorbell, and it was odd for her to be ringing it so early. She stood up, tossing her phone onto the cushion, and answered the door, tripping slightly on the hallway rug.

“Stupid fucking...” She huffed. Opening the door, she was greeted with the expected sight of the next door neighbor. Peggy was a short woman, about five foot tall, with a short cropped hairstyle long on one side, wearing a well worn The Cure shirt. Normally, she wore combat boots and skull earrings, but she’d opted for some comfortable beige slippers and naked ears. She smiled at Tabitha, teeth stained with tobacco and coffee, though the smile was affectionate and sweet.

“Hey,” Peggy said. “Your brother going out of town?”

“Yep, last weekend of deer season.”

“Well, if you get lonely, Daryl and I have dinner between six to eleven pm. Stop by anytime,” she laughed, a hoarse sound. Tabitha smiled, chuckling a little.

“I might take you up on that. Charlie was the cook around here.”

“Want a smoke?”

“Nah, I’m trying to quit.”

“Good luck. You’re too young to get hooked on that shit.”

Tabitha let out another little chuckle, this one slightly more awkward. Quitting smoking had been a challenge. She’d started when she was eighteen, and six years later she’d decided to try and kick it. Easier said than done. She’d backslide any time something stressful happened, then ‘quit’ again. At thirty two, she’d quit cigarettes more times than she’d started something else. Tabitha rocked on the balls of her feet for a second before Peggy seemed to sense her discomfort.

“Alright, I’ll head back to the house. Sorry I didn’t call. Figured this was quicker.”

“It was. Thanks, Pegs.”

Peggy waved her goodbye and left without another word. Tabitha closed the door, padding to the couch and resumed her search for something else to watch. It wasn’t long before she settled on a show she’d seen a million times, ‘Of Teeth and Decay,’ a thriller about a dentist who became a serial killer. He lured his victims in with promises of affordable tooth fillings, but what they got was murdered. It was what she put on when there was nothing else she wanted to watch.

A familiar opening credit song played, the chimes of the snarky music scratching an itch in Tabitha’s brain. She reclined on the couch, yawning before stretching out across the couch. With one hand behind her head, she began scrolling through her phone.

Before she knew it, she heard her phone clatter to the hardwood floor. She was on her side, her mouth dry and open.  Tabitha tried to will saliva back into her mouth as she stretched. Picking up the phone, she checked the time to find it was after noon. She rubbed her eyes and stretched, pointing her toes for that really good stretch. She relaxed, then sat up fully. She grabbed her phone and texted Charlie.

Hey bubs, you made it yet?

You actually probably can’t get this lmfao

Bring me back jerky

She stuck her phone in her pocket and headed to the kitchen. She started a pot of coffee, looking forward to drinking the hot, caffeinated liquid. She pulled out the cheese, ham, butter, and bread, and began heating up the skillet. It was then she heard the gunshot. It sounded like it was a few streets away, and she quickly played the game ‘Is it murder, or target practice?’ after playing the game ‘Gunshot, or firework?’ it definitely sounded like a gunshot, but after a long pause, Tabitha shrugged and began buttering the bread for her sandwich.

There was a knock at the door, causing her to pause. She played yet another game, which was ‘Mormons, or salesman,’ before deciding to not even answer. She placed the sandwich on the pan and leaned against the counter, pulling out her phone to begin scrolling.

There was another knock.

Tabitha rolled her eyes, leaving her phone in her pocket and heading to the door, once again tripping on the hallway mat. She kicked it, swearing, and looked through the peephole to see Peggy, hands at her side, a smile on her face. She was looking directly at the peephole, which was unnerving, to say the least. Tabitha sighed, then opened the door. She smiled tightly at the older woman.

“Hey, Pegs, what’s up?”

“Hello,” Peggy said, the smile still on her face. She made direct eye contact with Tabitha, who felt compelled to look away. Her hair seemed too close, maybe Peggy’s shirt? No, then her neighbor would think Tabitha was staring at her chest. Tabitha settled on the exterior wall near her. She took a deep breath.

“What’s up?” She asked again.

“May I come in?”

“... sure?”

Peggy moved past Tabitha, who had stepped aside. She did a quick turnaround, her eyes marveling at the interior of the home.

“What a lovely home. How long has it been since I’ve been inside?”

“Uh,” Tabitha moved towards the kitchen. “Like a month? Hang on, I’m cooking something.” She quickly tried to find solace in the kitchen, making sure her food wasn’t burning. She flipped the sandwich over, the smell of coffee calming her slightly. She took a deep breath, cut off by her phone going off. The sound that was done for emergency broadcasts. She pulled her phone out, frowning as she checked.

Emergency broadcast

There is a terrorist attack by unknown hostile forces. Please stay in your homes and await instructions. Do not open your door for anyone.

“Peggy?” Tabitha turned around, jumping when she saw Peggy merely ten inches away. “Shit, you scared me! You need to go home. Apparently we’re under attack?”

Peggy smiled wider, showing more tobacco stained teeth. It seemed to almost stretch the limits of how far a mouth could smile. Tabitha suddenly felt very afraid, wondering if Peggy was some sort of sleeper agent for terrorists. She tried to inch towards the kitchen entrance, but Peggy cut her off.

“Such pretty hair,” Peggy said. “Like raspberries. I remember raspberries. The first time I ate one, I was very young.”

“Peggy,” Tabitha began, but Peggy continued as Tabitha began sliding along the counter towards the corner.

“They’re an important part of a human’s diet. They provide fiber, and other benefits.”

Peggy lifted her hand, her nails growing into long claws as her hands morphed into a grey color. There were pads where her fingertips were, and the polish that had been bitten and chewed off had disappeared. Tabitha let out a whimper, her lip quivering.

“Peggy-”

She- or it, sliced at Tabitha, blood pouring from the claw mark on her collarbone. Tabitha screamed, then grabbed a nearby liquor bottle full of whiskey and slammed it into the creature’s face. It reeled back before Tabitha swung it again, harder. The bottle shattered, the liquid splattering on her hands and along the creature’s neck and shoulders. It screamed, the sound rattling her ribcage. Tabitha grabbed a kitchen knife, jamming it into its neck. She heard  gunshots just outside the house as people began firing. Tabitha kicked the creature back, not waiting to see if it was going to follow her. She cursed herself  for being messy as she scrambled to find the walkie talkie in her purse. She found it, turned it on, and pressed the button quickly.

“Charlie,” she whispered. “Charlie, come in!”

There was static, and a faint voice could be heard on the other end.

“-abitha?” The walkie talkie croaked. 

“Charlie! Listen, there’s something happening! Please stay out there! I’m coming to you!”

“-urry!”

Tabitha didn’t bother grabbing her shoes, or the hoodie she tossed on the couch. She slung her purses over her shoulder and grabbed her car keys off of the hook. People were fighting on the lawns as she ran to her car, with some being mowed down by others with guns. A few of them had longer arms, thicker legs, or necks that were too long. She unlocked her car and started it, buckling her seatbelt out of habit. She sped out of her driveway, nearly ramming her car into several people, and began trying to navigate the streets.

It was chaos. People laid dead in the streets. Some were fighting others, and a lot of them were running. Everyone was panicking, and Tabitha struggled to keep herself from joining them. She had to get to Charlie, fast.

The town’s roads were packed; cars were swerving to miss people in the streets, or outright mowing them down. Everyone looked completely human to Tabitha, so how were they able to tell who was what? As a car crashed into a family of three, bile rose in Tabitha’s mouth as she realized they were just killing everyone. Tears sprung into her eyes as she swerved around someone, trying to not panic. Bad things happened when she panicked.

Tabitha tried to keep her eye on the road, swerving to miss a black SUV barreling from the right. A gunshot cracked through the air, breaking the driver’s side glass of the SUV. It careened off the road, hitting a parked car, before coming to a rest. Tabitha let out something akin to a whine as she tried to correct her path, tires skidding as she yanked her wheel back to the right and continued.

There were too many ways for her to get caught between other cars, too many people in the streets. She wasn’t sure she could completely blame them; apparently, being in your house made you a target. That didn’t stop the panic from rising when a man she didn’t have time to recognize stepped in front of her and leveled a gun straight at her. She once again jerked her wheel to the side as he fired. Her car swerved, she felt herself lift, her own screams piercing her ears before everything went black.
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PAIN THROBBED IN TABITHA’S head. It was dark, and she was laying on something hard. As she opened her eyes, they adjusted just enough to make her squint from a flash of orange outside the windows of what seemed to be a store. The lights were off, but the street lamps were on outside, the weak, pale beams mimicking moonlight. In front of the window, peeking out, was a dark haired figure, pointer finger and thumb spreading the blinds apart. In their hand was a hatchet.

Tabitha tried to sit up, but let out a yelp as pain shot through her left hand. She tried to look at it through the darkness with the little light there was, groaning as she noticed it was bruised and swollen. The man turned his head sharply at her. He shifted the hatchet in his hand, moving over some fallen merchandise before he knelt beside her. Tabitha used her other hand to prop her up a little, trying to slide backwards, but her back hit the counter. He held his hands up in surrender.

“Hey, I’m not gonna hurt you.” He set the hatchet down, then put his hands back up. “See? I pulled you outta the car.”

“Why?” Her cheek hurt. She reached up with her ride hand to see it was also puffy, and felt tender. The man shrugged.

“Dunno. Seemed kinda like a dick move to just leave you there.” He held his left hand out. “Miguel.”

Tabitha looked down at it, then her left hand, then used her right hand to shake his.

“Tabitha. Where...?”

“Forrest Corner Store. You crashed right in front of it.”

“And the man who tried to shoot me?”

“What man?”

Tabitha’s brow furrowed. She had seen a man, hadn’t she? He’d aimed a gun at her, but... now things were a little fuzzy. She sighed, shaking her head before sighing weakly.

“Nevermind.” She tried to get up alone, using her right hand to help her stand

“Nothing else is broken, ‘sides your face and hand?” Miguel asked.

“My face?”

“Yeah, there’s bruises and cuts and shit all on it.”

“Great,” she sighed. “Well, I need something to wrap my hand in, something to sanitize the cuts, and we need to find some water. I think they keep those here.”

“Yeah.” Miguel stood there for a few seconds before startling. “Right, I should help. Uh,” He held his two fingers up, as if trying to locate the items by detecting them. He pointed both of them towards a shelf on the other side of the store. “Over there, I think.”

He walked over there quickly, his long legs taking him there fast. He wasn’t much taller than Tabitha, who was naturally tall, especially in her family. She busied herself with finding some painkillers, a few different types to make sure she didn’t overload her organs and cause them to fail. That was a fear she had.

After a few moments, Miguel walked over to Tabitha as she squinted at a bottle, trying to decipher the small lettering in the barely lit store. He held out gauze, a stretchy bandage, some medical tape, some rubbing alcohol, and a few bandanas.

“Figured we could make a sling,” he offered. Tabitha let out a short laugh. 

“Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” She glanced around for something straight to use to splint her fingers with. She found two pencils, then unwrapped the bandage. She let out a short breath, then worked to wrap her hand with the precision of someone in great pain. She grit her teeth, trying to not show how much pain she was in. She gasped, wondering if it was broken or just dislocated. Miguel moved closer.

“I can help, if you need it.”

“No, I've got it.”

“You sure? Cuz, uh, really seems like you don’t.”

Tabitha rolled her eyes, then sighed.

“Fine.” She didn’t trust Miguel, despite him saving her. Men usually expect something in return for favors. Especially life saving ones.

“You’ll have to walk me through it. I’ve never bandaged a broken hand before.”

“I have. Okay,” she took a deep breath as he took the bandage. “Firm, but not too tight. I don’t want to lose my fingers.” Miguel began wrapping her hand up, beginning at the fingers. She winced, but urged him to keep going. When he was finished, he tucked the end into a fold on her palm. She ran her right hand over the fabric, letting out a breath of relief. 

“Thanks.”

“Sure thing.”

“Gimme the alcohol. I’ve gotta go clean up.”

“Alright. I’ll be out here watching.”

Tabitha went to the bathroom, taking a moment to douse her chest wound with alcohol, as well as sanitize the cuts on her face, legs, and feet. She grit her teeth, letting out little groans of pain, but ultimately stayed as quiet as she could, gripping the counter tightly after the chest wound. It burned like a bitch. She’d only used it on minor wounds. Nothing prepared her for the searing pain on a deep gash. She was glad she couldn’t see bone, at least. The perks of being overweight meant there were more layers to slice through.

She looked at herself in the mirror again, sighing. Her head still throbbed. She needed to pull her hair back. It was shoulder length, but it would still be a pain later. She missed the short haircut she’d gotten a few summers ago. Without sparing herself another glance, Tabitha left the bathroom to find Miguel peeking through the blinds again. He turned, looking at her with an expression she couldn’t read in the dark.

“Better?”

“Yeah, but I need more clothes. Mine are torn to shit,” she peeked behind a door to see a storage room. There were boxes stacked of inventory, though she couldn’t see what. Miguel left the window and walked over. Tabitha searched the wall and found a switch, and flicked it on. Boxes of various things like styrofoam cups, a mop and bucket, as well as a door into the cold beverage section. She looked through some unlabeled boxes and found shirts that were certainly left over from summer. She recognized these shirts from summer; the corner store had outsourced printing to a small company based in town, and they were all discounted from the egregious misspellings on some of them. ‘Goud Vihes’ didn’t have much of a ring to it. She found one approximately in her size, though it was a little tight. It was better than a fucked up lazy day shirt. If only she had found some pants.

She walked out of the back room, flicking the light off. Miguel looked over with what Tabitha guessed was a smile.

“Find something to wear?”

“Yeah,” she pulled the shirt down. It didn’t quite cover her stomach, but she would deal. “Anything to report?” She pulled the waistband of her pajama bottoms up to cover the exposed skin. Miguel opened his mouth to say something, but there was a crash outside. Miguel retrieved the hatchet from the ground and held it grasped in a fist as he looked out the blinds. Tabitha leaned against the counter, worry gnawing at her insides.  After a few seconds, Miguel turned back to her. 

“Looked like a raccoon. I don’t know if those things can turn into animals, though.”

“Me neither, and I hope we never have to find out.” She sank to the ground, sighing. Miguel peeked back out for a quick second before sitting down across from her. He placed the hatchet to the side, then placed his hands on his knees. 

“Alright, twenty questions.”

“Uh, why?”

“Well, we’ll need to know each other in case one of them steals our face. Go ahead, get deep. Give me a good one.”

Steals their face? Tabitha thought back to Peggy, the older woman’s wide smile and dead eyes. Tabitha wasn’t quite sure how else to explain what she’d seen. It had gotten her teeth right, but everything else had been off. Peggy wasn’t some sort of sleeper agent for a freaky government organization. That thing wasn’t human.

“How do I know you’re not one of those things?” Tabitha cocked a brow. Miguel snorted.

“Guess you don’t. I could ask you the same question, though.”

“Hey you saved me. If I’m one of those things, then that’s your fault if you get eaten, or whatever happens.” She awkwardly crossed her arms. Miguel chuckled, then shrugged.

“Guess we’ll just have to hope, huh?” He leaned back a little. Tabitha could see the smug smirk on his face. She huffed.

“Guess so.” Tabitha thought for a moment, wondering what exactly she should ask. What type of question would fit the situation? She quirked her mouth to the side, brow furrowed. Finally, she thought of one. 

“Okay, don’t tell me your most embarrassing moment, but tell me about a time you were embarrassed for someone else.”

“Oh, shit,” Miguel let out a low whistle before chuckling. “Probably the time I watched a friend of mine propose to a woman who’d broken up with him while she was sitting in her new boyfriend’s lap at a bar.”

––––––––
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“OOF,” TABITHA CRINGED. “That’s bad. Shit, that’s bad,” she laughed weakly. She tucked a stray strand of grey-streaked red hair behind her ear. 

“What about you?” Miguel asked. “What’s something you got embarrassed about?”

She blew out a breath, her lips making a noise as she did.

“Probably the time my brother Charlie-” she stopped, her eyes widening. “Fuck, Charlie! I need my bag!” She started getting up, but Miguel grabbed her injured arm.

“Relax! I got it for you.”

“What? Where is it?”

He stood up and grabbed a lump that she hadn’t noticed in the darkness. He pulled the bag up by the strap and walked back over, handing it to her as he sat down. She was confused, but rummaged through it to find the walkie talkie.

“What’s that for?” Miguel asked, but Tabitha ignored him.

“Charlie? Can you hear me?”

“-bitha?”

“Charlie, are you okay?”

“-hear you. Don’t-”

“Charlie, I’m coming, okay? I’m gonna find a way to you!”

“-ay, be care-”

“Charlie?”

Static, then nothing. Tabitha stared at the walkie talkie in her hands for a moment, before Miguel spoke.

“So... he’s alive. Where is he?”

“By Wilton county forest. He owns some property he hunts at.” She felt hope that he was alive. He was all she had left in this world, and she’d find a way to him. She crossed her legs, putting her hands gingerly on her knees. Miguel made a thoughtful noise.

“Well, that’s like, what a hundred miles away?” and not some

“Ninety-six.”

“Is that a... long range walkie talkie?”

“Yeah, it has a range of a hundred miles. He got it for my birthday so when he goes hunting, if our phones don’t work, we could still talk to each other.”

“Well... at least now you can check on him. So, what’s the plan? We steal a car, go for a joyride up there?”

“We?”

“I don’t wanna be here. I’m not waiting around for someone to break in and try to kill me.”

Tabitha was going to say something and not someone, but the family being mowed down caused her to keep that to herself. She blew out a breath, leaning against the counter. Having Miguel, who was able-bodied, might help a lot. She was injured, and he seemed sweet. She’d hate it if he got hurt out there, though. She hoped she wouldn’t regret letting him tag along.

“You sure?” She asked. “Those things out there are vicious.”

Miguel seemed to consider this for a moment, but ultimately nodded his head.

“Yeah. As long as we can make a pit stop at my grandma’s house. She’s on the way, about halfway.”

“Sure,” Tabitha said after a few seconds of consideration. Charlie was remote enough that the chances of someone getting to him were slim. If she could get there, they could hide out in safety, catching what they could on the radio. If they could trust it. She hoped that wouldn’t be the case, but either way, the two of them had hunting and foraging knowledge that would get them through the worst.

“Great,” Miguel said, looking relieved. At least, Tabitha thought he looked relieved. The light was behind him. As he slapped his knees, Tabitha suddenly had a thought.

“Hey, why did you have my bag?”

“It was slung around you,” he replied. “I figured you’d need it for tampons, or something.”

“... tampons?” Tabitha was confused. “You thought about my period while dragging me from a burning car?”

“It wasn’t burning, but... I mean, if you lived, it has shit in there you need, right?”

“I... guess.”

“I kind of assume a lot of people need them at some point, unless they’re old. Even so, don’t they keep snacks and shit in there?”

Tabitha’s mouth opened and closed, unsure of what to say. She reached into her bag and pulled out two protein bars. She handed him one.

“Your stereotype is correct this time,” she let out a short laugh. Miguel opened his protein bar, grinning.

“Yep. Glad it was this one.” He took a bite as Tabitha opened hers. She realized she hadn’t eaten yet that day, nor had any water. She licked her dry lips, then looked around for a water bottle. The power was still on, so surely the water must be as well. She began getting up, but Miguel put a hand on her arm.

“Whatcha need?”

“A drink.”

“Shit, me too. Whatcha want?”

“Water.”

He got up and grabbed water, then a lemon lime soda. He sat back down and handed her the cold water. She opened it and quickly drank half the bottle. They could grab more, if not the whole shipment, when they left. If they could find a car.

The two sat in silence as they ate their protein bars. Tabitha mapped out how they were going to get where they needed to go. If Miguel’s grandma was on the way, they could probably find a car to get them there, at least that far, depending on how many people drove off the road. There was a back way they could go that she and Charlie had mapped out years ago. Most of the way there had been back roads and unofficially sanctioned places to traverse, but she was confident she could make it there. They’d need a map.

“Hey, Miguel,” she said suddenly. “Where does your grandma live?”

“Trenton,” he said. “I can get us there.”

“Yeah, but we need a map. I need to mark it.”

“Right. I can’t imagine the satellites and internet will be working for very long.”

“If ever again,” Tabitha said. Miguel was silent for a moment.

“I have online friends I play games with,” he said, his expression unreadable to Tabitha. “I hope they’re okay.”

“I’m sure they are,” Tabitha said, trying to be comforting. She wasn’t used to it. It seemed like empty words to her, but that was what most people did, right? “For all we know, this is only happening here.”

“I kinda hope so.”

“We should... bar the doors, or something. Get some sleep.” Tabitha didn’t think she could sleep, but hoped that the pain meds she was about to take would help with that. A shadow passed in front of the shop, and Miguel grabbed the hatchet, putting a finger to his lips as he stood up. He looked through one of the slats, quietly holding his hatchet closer to his chest. Tabitha gulped, trying to quietly stand. After a moment, Miguel walked back over.

“We should probably whisper from now on,” he said quietly. Tabitha nodded.

“Yeah,” she said just as softly. Miguel cracked his knuckles.

“Maybe you should sleep,” he whispered. Tabitha looked around, noting the largest space to sleep was in the back room. Miguel nodded at the window. “I’ll keep watch tonight.”

She nodded and headed back through the door. She was still dazed, the reality of the situation becoming more and more present in her mind. She opened the painkillers and took four of them, then drank some of her water. Her hand throbbed, as did her head. She could feel the sliver of pain emerging behind her right eye. She went to the back room to find something to sleep on or with. It was a mess, and it was difficult to figure out if it was already like this, or if there was some sort of struggle. She grabbed the box of shirts and made a small pallet on the ground, covering her arms with one of them after barricading herself in the back. She moved boxes in front of the door, as well as a shelf. Miguel seemed nice, but she wasn’t sure about him just yet. She settled down, trying to get as comfortable as possible.



​DAY 2
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TABITHA TOSSED AND turned the whole night. Her headache, along with the throbbing pain of her hand, made it impossible to sleep. She finally gave up when she assumed it was daylight. She quietly walked out, peering around to see if Miguel was still there. He was asleep in a chair near the door. The sun was barely peeking over the horizon, washing him in a cold, grey light. His skin was a smooth walnut, with a mustache and goatee that just seemed to be barely coming in. His curly hair, the color of obsidian, was pulled into a messy ponytail with a single ringlet laying across his forehead. She realized how young he was right then, despite taking control of the situation last night and saving her.

She felt certain right then that he needed to make it to his grandmother’s house. 

He didn’t look comfortable at all, sitting with his arms crossed and head tilted to the side, but she didn’t wake him. Instead, she carefully began navigating through the aisles of the small store in order to find some food they could take with them. She grabbed a few breakfast bars, some chocolate to keep their blood sugar up, whatever apples and bananas she could stuff into her bag, as well as all the muffins she could manage. She glanced at the cabinet of cigarettes, heavily debating on taking a pack or two. She wanted one badly. If they were going to walk, though, her lungs needed to be clear. When her bag was full, she set it aside and found a thin backpack and began stuffing that full as well. Miguel didn’t wake up the entire time she was doing this.

When she was finished, she got to work getting water for them. She had a go bag at home, but there was no way she was going back out there. Not after what happened with Peggy. She couldn’t even be sure that Peggy was even dead. Or, whatever that was that had Peggy’s face. She’d laid awake, trying to figure out what could have happened to her neighbor. Was she eaten? Possessed? Maybe just outright killed? Whatever it was didn’t know Peggy’s habits completely, or maybe it didn’t care.

Miguel finally stirred whenever she opened the second cooler, looking around wildly. The hatchet was still gripped in his hand, and he groaned when he saw it was Tabitha. He cracked his neck, sitting upright fully as he began stretching.

“Fuck, it’s cold,” he mumbled, rubbing his arms. Tabitha could now see he only had a t-shirt and shorts on, as well as flip flops. He must not have been prepared to go outside when shit hit the fan. There weren’t any shoes or pants she could see, but she did make a little meager nest with the shirts. She motioned him to the back room, showing him the pile. He glanced at her before grabbing a few shirts to find one in his size. He was thinner than her, with a longer torso. He found a shirt that fit him much easier. While they searched, Tabitha explained about the bags of food and water. Miguel frowned, pausing his search.

“What about the others?”

“What others?”

“You know, survivors. What if they need shit? Are they supposed to starve?”

“That’s not... our problem?”

“Why not? I know zombie apocalypse shit always has people like, fighting each other and it’s kill, kill, kill, but why does it have to be that way?”

Tabitha was reminded of the family of three. She opened her mouth, then sighed. She patted Miguel’s arm with her right hand, a slightly condescending smile on her face.

“People suck, plain and simple. Hopefully you won’t learn that.”

Miguel seemed to want to argue, his dark brows furrowing. As they slipped the sweatshirts on, he adjusted his long hair and pulled it from beneath the shirt, letting it come to a rest on his shoulder. His hair seemed silky and soft, and Tabitha found herself jealous. Her red hair was very frizzy, despite being straight. It was also fairly thin, and always had been. She’d kill to have thick hair like him. He likely didn’t do much to achieve that look. 

“Okay, so the plan,” she said quietly. “We get some transportation, and get you some pants and us some shoes.”

“Looting.”

“It’s not looting if it’s the end of the world.”

“Isn’t it? And who says it’s the end of the world? You said last night it might just be our town.”

“Then it’s the end of the world for us, right?”

Miguel sighed. Tabitha waited for him to argue, but he didn’t say anything else about it. She felt satisfied that he saw her side of things. She slung her bag across her chest, hissing as she felt the wound on her collarbone. She moved it to her shoulder, a dissatisfied frown on her lips. Tabitha slung the backpack on, and Miguel did the same with the water, grabbing his hatchet. Tabitha looked around for a weapon for herself, realizing she had left herself unarmed all night. 

Charlie would have scolded her for that. The only thing she could find was a 9 mm behind the counter with three shells missing. She was glad she had taken a test to get her gun license a decade ago, but she was incredibly rusty. She tucked the gun in the only place she could safely put it; down the back of her pants. She also had not been prepared to go out.

Walking barefoot with so much glass was going to be tricky, and Tabitha had no idea how to even try to do it. Miguel, however, had an idea.

“What if we duct tape some of those shirts to our feet?” He suggested. Tabitha wanted to dispute it because it was a ludicrous image, but as she cocked her head and thought, she couldn’t think of a better idea.

“Yeah, sure, why not?”

Miguel set the water back on the counter and got to work. He gathered the shirts,  folding the smaller ones up for the soles, and wrapped them in another shirt. He made the terrible looking shoes and taped them to her feet. He grinned proudly at his invention.

“Like slippers,” he chuckled. Tabitha smiled, letting out a quiet laugh.

“Yeah, buddy, they sure are,” she said in a playfully condescending voice. He didn’t seem to catch the tease.

“Lumpy, but they’ll work.” He picked up the water, and they carefully headed out.

It was eerily quiet, as if the whole town dared not to breathe. The sun hid  behind clouds, and the breeze chilled the two even more as they began carefully making their way through the carnage. Cars littered the road, and bodies lay strewn about. Tabitha felt bile rise in her throat, averting her eyes as her heart sank at the sight. 

Miguel seemed disturbed, his lower lip twitching before he covered his mouth. The silence was made worse by the realization that while there were so many bodies, Tabitha still couldn’t tell which ones were human, or those things. For now, though, none of them were people.

Tabitha tried to steel herself for the task ahead of them; getting to the local sports store for warmer clothes and good boots. The former would be easy enough, and she had some good ideas for the latter. None of the cars seemed particularly ideal for what they needed, and Miguel didn’t seem eager to get too close as he made gagging noises when they passed a body with its skull smashed in. He ran a few feet in front of the car and vomited. Tabitha had only seen dead bodies in caskets, but she was right there with him. Her stomach turned, and the sound of him vomiting ultimately made her circle back around the back of the car and vomit as well. Neither of them had eaten breakfast, as neither of them had felt keen on it.

Tabitha wiped her mouth and spat, then headed back to Miguel. He was facing away from the body, a look on his face that Tabitha had seen before.

“Someone you knew?” She asked softly. Miguel gulped, wiping his nose.

“My cousin has a shirt like that. It’s his favorite one. Wears it all the time.” he gulped, then turned and spat. Tabitha’s lips pouted as she gave him a sympathetic look. She felt awkward, but rubbed his arm.

“Come on. We gotta keep going.”

Miguel didn’t argue, purposefully averting his eyes away from the body. The walk was about twenty minutes of quiet, no sign of anyone aside from them. 

Tabitha had to wonder what the point of this was. If this was some sort of alien invasion, then what was the goal? Wipe the human race out, then what? At least in the movie War of the Worlds, they were seemingly harvesting the humans for something. But the bodies were just lying in the street, untouched. If it was some sort of mystical creature, then what was it doing? What were its end goals? And how many of it were there?

Tabitha’s head felt strange as they walked. She felt a general sense of something being wrong. She felt like her brain needed something it wasn’t getting.  She remembered her medication, sitting on her bathroom counter back home. She silently cursed herself for forgetting them, and not having any backups in her bag. She’d have to deal with the withdrawals and suffer in silence. The lack of food, coupled with the lack of meds would not prove to be a fun experience.

“So,” Miguel said, after about ten minutes of silence. “What do we do if we can’t find a car?”

“Well,” Tabitha began. It was a good question. Charlie had always said to have at least three plans, so when the first two failed, you had a backup. “We could find some bikes. Can you ride a bike?”

“I haven’t since I was a kid, but you know what they say about riding bikes. Riding a bike is like riding a dick. You never forget.”

“What?” She snorted. Miguel shot her a smile.

“Yeah, cuz like, if you ride a dick for the first time, you never forget it.”

“Okay, Miguel, whatever you say.” She rolled her eyes good naturedly. 

“What about your hand?” He asked. “Won’t it be hard?”

“I’ll make do. I’ll have to.”

“And if we don’t find bikes?”

“Well, then we walk. I don’t think we can get around that. Cars run out of gas, bikes break.”

“I don’t have a wallet to pay for gas.”

“I do, but I’m not sure how much gas ten bucks is gonna get us. And I don’t know how to work a gas station register to make it give us gas for free.”

“Me neither.” Miguel bit his lower lip as he stared ahead. They fell into silence for the last ten minutes of the walk, though as they moved closer, Tabitha stopped, putting her hand on his elbow.

“Okay, so, I need to warn you. It might be horrible in there. We could find more of those things, or we could find people in there. Either way, stick with me, and try not to get killed.”

“Vague and ominous.” His expression didn’t match the joking tone of his words. She shook her head slightly, leveling a firm gaze at him.

“Seriously. We need to be alert and ready. You’ve got a hatchet, and I’ve got a gun with a few bullets. We need to conserve energy, resources, and stick together. We get in, get what we need, and get out.”

“Right,” he nodded. He tucked the stray curl behind his ear. “Should we have a code word, in case it takes one of our faces?”

“Right, yeah, we should.” She pursed her lips as she thought. “How about... pineapple?”

“That’s my safe word.”

“Miguel...”

“Sorry, sorry. Kumquat?”

“Well that’s my safe word,” she joked, grinning. He snickered.

“Okay, uh... Persian?”

“Hmm.” Tabitha considered it. “Yeah, why not? Persian.”

The two began their approach to the store. The parking lot was littered with cars, some still left in their parking spots, and some askew, and one crashed directly into the storefront. It looked deserted, aside from a few of the birds that normally walked around pecking at a few bodies. Miguel made a noise that almost sounded like a gag, but when Tabitha looked at him, he only looked mildly upset. She put a hand on his elbow before leading the way. They picked their way around the car and went inside, ignoring the dead driver in the front seat.

The sporting goods store wasn’t a huge place, but it was fairly large. It had been a popular place for everyone in town, especially around summer and hunting season. On the right side was fishing supplies, ranging from lures to tackleboxes to fishing poles. On the back wall was hunting gear, including guns, as well as deer corn and salt licks. In the center were clothes, full of winter and fall wear. On the left, various shoes. The store wasn’t massive, but it would take them a few minutes to find what they needed. Luckily, Tabitha was well acquainted with the store and knew where everything was.
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