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The hunter peered through the rifle's scope, the deer’s antlers barely visible through the thick
underbrush. His breath misted in the cold air, a reminder of the cigarette he craved. Winter was
closing in, and his wife and daughter were hungry. He needed this.

The deer moved cautiously, its body still half-obscured by a tree. The hunter weighed his
options: take the shot and risk a miss or wait for a clean kill. He waited, the cold biting into his
patience. Moments passed before the animal fully emerged into view. The hunter's brow
furrowed as he adjusted his aim—something was wrong.

A long, twisted shape dangled from the deer's side. He squinted, thinking it was a rope caught
on the animal. But as it stepped forward and turned, he saw it clearly.

“Fuck...” he hissed.

It was a piece of intestine, trailing from a yawning cavity in the deer's belly. Its ribs jutted out
like broken timbers, and its stomach and lungs were missing. Glistening entrails dragged behind
it, a grotesque reminder of the world they now lived in.

“Fuck!”

The deer turned its head toward him. That's when he realized his mistake—there was no
breath. No plume of steam from its nose. He should’ve seen it sooner. The deer was already
dead. His heart kicked into overdrive as the deer started walking toward him.

He had seconds. Shoot and risk drawing attention, or retreat and hope it didn’t follow.

He pulled out the clip and recounted the two rounds. Not enough to risk it. He exhaled
sharply, lowering the rifle. There would be no shot. Slowly, he backed down the hill, careful not
to crunch the frosted leaves beneath his boots.

Eighteen months had passed since the fall. It hadn’t been like the movies. The dead didn’t
scream, didn’t groan. They were silent. And that made them more dangerous. In the films, you
always had a warning, a moan carried on the wind. Now? Nothing. No one knew how it
started—biological warfare, a plague thawing out of the ice. All the theories ran dry when the
world ended.

And now, even the animals didn’t die right.

He glanced back; the deer was still coming. The campsite was a mile north, and he wasn’t
about to risk leading it there. Instead, he veered east, hoping to lose it in the trees. The tree line
was about fifty yards ahead, just past a clearing. If he could make it, maybe it would lose sight of
him and wander off, giving him a chance to swing back toward camp.

He sprinted toward the forest, knowing the sound and movement would draw the deer. It
would follow. Sure enough, the decaying creature trudged after him, relentless in its slow, steady
pace. The hunter pushed through the trees, weaving between trunks until the undergrowth
swallowed him. He stopped just a few yards in, listening for the telltale crunch of leaves that
meant it was still on his trail.



But there was nothing.

He stood there, heart hammering in his chest, ears straining for any sign of movement. Maybe
it had lost him, wandered off somewhere else. The thought gave him a flicker of hope, and he
allowed himself to exhale.

Sticking to his plan, he continued east for another quarter mile until he stumbled upon a
narrow stream, its surface just beginning to freeze over. He crouched down, scanning the trees
around him before unshouldering his pack. Two empty canteens and several plastic water bottles
clattered as he pulled them free. Kneeling by the stream, he cracked through the thin layer of ice
and started filling them, the cold biting at his fingers.

The world was unnervingly quiet since the fall. No birds chirping, no cricket music, just the
oppressive silence of the end. The kind of quiet that made the sound of your own breathing seem
too loud, like the woods themselves were holding their breath.

Until he heard a faint rustling ahead, on the other side of the stream.

He froze, eyes scanning the forest floor. Quietly, he capped the last bottle, slipping it back into
his pack. More rustling. This time, he saw it—a squirrel. It looked normal. It moved normally.
Rummaging through the leaves, searching for food.

Me too, buddy, he thought, lips twitching in a brief smile.

Reaching into his pack, he pulled out a small sandwich bag half-filled with homemade trail
mix. He picked out a few peanuts and tossed one near the squirrel. It stood on its hind legs,
watching him, before darting to the nut. Stuffing it into its cheek, it looked up expectantly for
more.

He tossed another one, closer this time. The squirrel, a little bolder now, leaped over the
stream, snatching the peanut and stuffing it away. Slowly, the hunter lured it closer, one peanut at
a time, until it was right next to his left leg. The squirrel sniffed the air, hesitating, and that’s
when the hunter struck—his knife came down in a sharp arc, severing its head in one clean
motion.

Before he could even clean the kill, a distant screeching echoed through the woods. He
glanced up, spotting two more squirrels scrabbling over a scrap of food in the distance. He tried
the trick again, and to his surprise, managed to catch another.

Satisfied that he wouldn’t return to his family completely empty-handed, he started his trek
north, eyes scanning the trees, hoping for something bigger—a rabbit, maybe a fox. He couldn’t
shake the feeling that the deer was still out there, somewhere in the woods, stalking at its slow,
steady pace.

Always following.

He moved as quietly as possible, ears straining to catch any sound. After a few minutes, a
familiar screech echoed through the trees. Hoping it was just another squirrel, he cautiously
made his way toward the noise, rummaging through his pack for more trail mix. But when he
reached the source, he froze.



About twenty feet ahead, he saw the squirrel—a live one, screeching. Surrounding it were
several other animals: two more squirrels, one missing a tail and the other half its body. It pulled
itself around with front legs while its spinal cord and intestines dragged behind it. They made no
noise save for the sound of jaws snapping in eerie silence. They closed in on the living squirrel.
Without warning he heard a flapping noise and saw a large hawk fly down and graze the squirrel,
a line of blood forming on its back. The hawk landed on a nearby branch with one eye hanging
from the socket. As the hunter looked closer he could see several feathers missing and an open
cavity where its stomach once was.

The hunter’s heart pounded in his chest as he began to back away slowly, praying the dead
would stay focused on their living prey. Step by step, he retreated, his eyes locked on the
unsettling scene in front of him—until the sharp crack of a dead branch under his foot shattered
the stillness.

The dead squirrels immediately turned on their living counterpart, tearing into it with ferocity.
But the hawk shifted its attention to him.

"Shit," he muttered.

He spun, trying to be quiet, only to find an unmistakably dead coyote emerging from the
shadows behind him. He could run—most of the dead moved slowly unless they’d just risen. But
the distance was too tight. He considered his rifle, quickly dismissing the idea. Two rounds left.
Not enough time. Too close. In a split second, he yanked his knife from its sheath—just as pain
exploded on the side of his neck. He screamed and tried to pull the hawk free, but its claws dug
into his shoulder muscle. He dropped the knife in the struggle.

It yanked away, a thin strip of his flesh hanging from its beak, but instantly lunged back
toward the open wound. The hunter’s breath came in ragged bursts as he pulled and pried the
bird loose. It tore away strips of flesh but before it could attach again the hunter slammed it
against a tree. He threw the twitching body down, picked up his knife, and stabbed it through its
good eye.

Before he could catch his breath, a force slammed into him—the dead coyote lunging from
the side, its rotting teeth sinking into his forearm. He screamed in agony, the coyote thrashing its
head, trying to tear flesh from bone. With his free hand, he stabbed at the beast’s underbelly,
again and again. Thick, coagulated blood mixed with the stench of decay as its rotten insides
splattered onto the forest floor.

The coyote didn’t let go, its jaws locked tight, shaking violently as it tried to rip his arm apart.
In a desperate move, the hunter yanked the knife free and drove it into the animal's eye, pushing
until the blade was buried deep into its skull. The coyote shuddered once before collapsing, its
jaws finally slackening.

Gasping, the hunter stumbled backward, quickly yanking his pack off. His hands shook as he
grabbed a bottle of water, pouring it over the gaping wound. He groaned in pain as the water
washed away blood and dirt, revealing the stark white of bone and the frayed tendons beneath.
He tore a strip of cloth from his pack and hastily tied it around his arm, tightening it with a grunt.

In this dead world a bite didn’t transmit the disease. No one knew exactly how the sickness
spread—whether it was airborne or something else entirely. Not everyone that died came back;



whether they had a bite or not, it seemed random. If there were any scientists left to study it, no
one was broadcasting the results. Radio and TV stations had long gone silent. But infection from
an open wound? That fear was real.

He winced, tying the makeshift bandage tighter before pausing to take a swig of water. His
pulse still hammered in his ears when he suddenly remembered where he was. His eyes darted
around the clearing.

The two dead squirrels were still busy feasting on their fallen brethren. Without hesitation, he
ran at them, slamming his boot down hard on the first one’s skull, crushing it beneath his heel
like an overripe piece of fruit. The second barely had time to twitch before it met the same fate.

The hunter scanned his surroundings, making sure the noise hadn’t drawn any more attention.
Satisfied, he sank to the ground, grimacing as he examined the wound in his calf. After doing
what he could to patch it up, he got back on his feet and continued north. Not much farther now.

As he crested the hill, the highway came into view. A haunting reminder of a world long
gone—abandoned cars and trucks packed the southbound lane, rusting in the endless traffic jam
of an exodus. The northbound side, in stark contrast, was nearly empty except for a faded green
sign: Riverwood - 10 miles. From this vantage, he could just make out the edge of the green and
brown tent they’d set up two days ago near the overpass. He squinted and saw movement, but it
was too far away to tell who it was. His heart lifted. It had to be his wife or daughter.

Smiling faintly, he carefully descended the hill, keeping the weight off his injured leg. Too
close now to risk breaking it.

At the base of the hill, the hunter limped forward, weaving through the shadows of rusted,
abandoned cars that littered the highway like gravestones. The air was thick with the stench of
decay, mingling with the cold bite of winter. Every step sent a jolt of pain up his injured leg, but
he could see the faint outline of the campsite ahead, their tent a beacon of hope amid the
devastation.

But as he rounded the concrete pillar of the overpass, his heart stopped.

The tent—their tent—was half-collapsed, one side torn down as if something had clawed its
way inside. Blood, dark and viscous, smeared across the remaining canvas, staining it in violent
streaks. By the fire pit, a grotesque sight greeted him, freezing the breath in his lungs.

The deer—that same rotting deer—was hunched over a lifeless body, its head buried deep,
tearing into flesh with grotesque hunger. His wife. It was her body lying beneath the creature, her
clothes shredded, her limbs twisted in unnatural angles. The sound of tearing meat and crunching
bone reached his ears, nauseating in its wet, thythmic ferocity.

His stomach churned violently, bile rising in his throat as his knees buckled. He fell to the
ground with a muted thud, his rifle slipping from his shoulder, forgotten. The world around him
dulled, a cacophony of silence pressing in. He wanted to scream, to rage, but the shock held him
in its cruel grip. His gaze drifted from his wife’s broken body to the tent, where he saw a small,
crumpled figure.

His daughter.



She lay still, half-covered by the fallen canvas, her small form curled in on itself as if she
were only sleeping. But there was no mistaking the pale stillness of death that clung to her.

The deer paused mid-chew, its hollow, glassy eyes turning slowly toward him. Blood and
viscera dripped from its mouth, staining the frosted earth below. It stared at him, chewing with
slow, deliberate movements, as if savoring the last remnants of his family.

The hunter’s breath hitched, his body quaking with helpless rage. His hand moved
mechanically, reaching for his rifle as his mind went numb. He checked the clip, he still had two
rounds.



