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The following account is from a journal recovered by the HK Team from the house of the unnamed author. Hopefully this can help shed additional light on the incident that occurred in the foothills of Cleveland National Forest.




Entry 1

The attic door creaked and popped with dust and paint as I opened it from its spot in the ceiling. The wooden ladder unfolded and slid down onto the carpet. Mandy sat at the bottom, wagging her tail, while I climbed up it. It was a rickety old ladder and I was always nervous to use it. I had almost forgotten it was there until I finished reading The Hobbit last night, my last available book.
I could go up to the school library and get a few more books, like more survival books, but after what happened the last time I don’t plan on leaving my house. I remembered the box of books my mom had put in the attic years ago. She loved books and for some reason never got rid of any of them. She had them all piled up in their room until finally my dad made her box them up so he could put them in the attic.
I was completely dreading going up to the attic. So far I had managed to steer clear of it. All of the family photos and knick-knacks are up there in boxes. I took them down off of the walls and mantle a few days after I boarded up the house. I couldn’t bear to look at them knowing they were never coming back.
It was hot up there and I instantly started sweating. No matter what time of year it was, it was always hot up there. I scanned the boxes piled up around the attic space with the flashlight I had brought, careful to stay away from those certain boxes filled with old memories. At this point I wouldn’t care if the box was full of old romance novels, I needed something to help pass the time.
I’ve done a pretty good job of keeping myself busy, but there’s only so much one can do. First it was the cleaning. I would spend hours rolling a lint roller over the carpet. That didn’t last long because it took about three rollers to complete the house and we only had twenty-four rollers. It seems excessive, having that many lint rollers, but then again you didn’t know my Mom. Luckily after the rollers were gone I found a manual vacuum stuffed in the rafters above the garage. It made cleaning a lot easier.
After that I discovered gardening. Again. With that activity I killed two birds with one stone. It kept me sane and we were able to have fruits and vegetables in our diet other than the canned crap in the garage, although I could never keep that orange tree alive. Boy do I miss oranges.
It didn’t take long to find the box of books right up front. I was lucky there weren’t any items in there to upset my fragile emotional state. Unfortunately, it was mostly made up of those old romance novels, but I was able to salvage a few titles. One I’m particularly excited to start, and the other, surprisingly, is this journal. I remember my father got it for me on my birthday. I don’t know what he was thinking when he got it and I didn’t really want it, so I hid it in the box full of books before he stowed them away in the attic.
For some reason it doesn’t affect me like I thought it would, bringing back a flood of memories. Memories I would be quick to push aside to avoid the pain. Maybe it’s the thought behind the journal, something to help cope with the feelings instead of push them aside. At first I was apprehensive about it. I’ve never been one to write down my feelings.
My apprehension didn’t last long though. I decided to fill it with the trials that I face day to day. Maybe someday somebody will find it and learn from my failures, and successes.




Entry 2

Home was a two-thousand square foot single story house on a quiet street behind a golf course in the unincorporated part of town. My parents got a killer deal on it. I heard there was someone murdered in the house, but I never found out for sure.
On the north side of the house were the three bedrooms; two regular, one for me and one for my sister, Emily, and my parent’s master bedroom. When you walked in the door, directly in front of you was the family room, or was it the living room, I never could figure out the difference. This was the room we were never allowed to be in except when we had guests.
The south side of the house was where you would find the kitchen, dining room, and what I would call the living room, where the TV was.
The garage sat off the west side of the living room.
Attached to the dining room was a small sun room that led out into the backyard.
The backyard was tiered, with steps leading up the center to the gate that led to the golf course behind our house. The first tier was a flat cement courtyard, where you could gather or put lawn furniture. Currently a system of wires strung up by PVC pipe ran overhead where I could hang my buckets to catch the water when it rained. The second tier was made up of the garden where I grew the various vegetables I used. My sister and I started this garden when we were in elementary school. I was in third grade and she was in eighth grade. She gave it up shortly after, jealous that I was better at it than she was.
The third tier housed all of the fruit trees. On the north side of this tier, out of sight like a decaying ruin, sat the old orange tree.
It wasn’t much, but it was home. I wouldn’t trade it for anything.




Entry 3

I spent most of the morning in the garage running the generator. I had found it there soon after this all began. It was a small hand crank generator and it was still in the box, unused. I didn’t know what to do with it a first and thought it might be a one hundred pound paper weight.
One day I finally opened the box and discovered that I could run some small electronics on it, like a hair trimmer, which was nice because I was starting to look like Tom Hanks in Cast Away.
It took me a few days to get it all set up. Instructions aren’t what they used to be. Gone were the days of “insert tab A into slot B.”
I mostly used it for powering the hair clippers and recharging the batteries for my iPod and the radio.
Mandy, my dog, didn’t like the noise the hand crank made when I had to charge the power cells. She would always hide under the computer desk in my parent’s room until I came and got her.
My sister had given Mandy to me, she was gift number two from that birthday years ago. Her real name was Salamander, but we called her Mandy for short. She was a little Australian Shepherd mixed with a little Dalmatian. The Dalmatian characteristics were shown in her short black fur and in her unlimited amounts of energy. The Australian Shepherd side of her was apparent when she tried to herd you down the hallway. 
I remember watching TV that day, my birthday. I turned it on after all the gifts were open and everyone had finished singing happy birthday. I wasn’t much of a cake and ice cream person so I turned it on while they were eating to avoid any awkward silences.
The news was on. It was summertime, so of course, it was a slow news cycle. There’s always some fluff piece to fill the time. Sometimes it was the shocking rise in shark attacks or the next big pandemic. This summer was the latter.
They were spouting off about some super flu in China. I always thought it was the next Avian or Swine flu. I couldn’t have been more wrong. While most of us sat in the safety of our living rooms glued to our TVs watching it unfold, we were completely oblivious to the danger that had just deboarded the 5:15 flight from Newark to LAX.




Entry 4

James P. Benson, a financial banker, hadn’t even left the airport when he started throwing up all of his in-flight meal across terminal four. He claimed he was fine, but airport police soon had to subdue him after he became belligerent to another passenger that made a comment about his sickness.
While in their custody Mr. Benson flat lined and was rushed to the E.R. Unfortunately, the doctors were unable to save him. Mr. Benson didn’t show any troubling signs of a virus so the hospital staff didn’t quarantine his body. Hindsight is 20/20.
The virus moved fast, spreading from the morgue and overtaking the hospital in a matter of hours.
Authorities then quarantined the hospital.
Officials thought it was only spread by contact, but when a case was reported in a nearby school it was all over.
Within days all travel to and from the bay cities was restricted. That didn’t stop the panicked families who loaded up their cars, trucks, and motor homes with everything they could, from heading inland. The last cover of Time magazine showed the 10 freeway heading out of Los Angeles. It was a veritable parking lot. If they were to take that same photo today I’m sure it would look exactly the same, except their escape vehicles have turned into their tombs.
It didn’t take long for the virus to be reported across the country. Port cities came first and then it slowly made its way toward the mid-west and central plains.
The news stations kept a live broadcast for a few days before they went off the air one by one. Some of them signed off with their goodbyes and good lucks, others just unceremoniously pulled the plug. It was kind of eerie watching the “Please stand by” symbols overtake the once powerful networks. The opinions of sports commentators and the laugh tracks of sitcoms were replaced by the high pitched whine of the Emergency Broadcast System, a system that never broadcasted anything. I wonder how many of them actually made it home to their families.
My father had fallen into what, at the time, I had thought was hype. He loaded the garage full of emergency provisions, everything from canned foods to water purification tablets. He actually sold our sand rail to make room for all of it, much to the chagrin of the rest of the family. I made fun of him for doing it, but I’m glad he did. I wouldn’t have survived this long without all of it. I would’ve starved long before I had worked up the courage to leave the house and search for sustenance. 
He never got a chance to use anything though, as he, along with my mom, disappeared looking for my sister a little before the news stations went off the air.




Entry 5

One of the first things I did after boarding up the house was requisition our hot tub as a water reserve. When I opened it I discovered it was empty. Not surprising since we had only used it once right when we got it. My mom had purchased it from some divorcee who was looking to get rid of everything her husband had acquired over the years. We could have bought a new Porsche too, but mom didn’t think it was necessary. I respectfully disagreed.
For a few months I left the lid open trying to collect as much water as I could, clearing the leaves and other large pieces of debris that had fallen in there.
Once the rain came it filled up in just a few days. The virus didn’t appear to affect water supplies and lucky for me it moved fast enough that we didn’t have time to poison our own water supplies. I still didn’t take any chances. I dropped water purification tablets in every few months.
I really didn’t know how much to put in and it may have been too much, but I’m no survivalist. 
During the summer time the water gets a little low and we have to ration it a little more carefully. When the rains come in I set up buckets around the backyard to collect whatever water I can, then I dump them in the hot tub.
The rainy season also means that we get to bathe more often. It’s cold and Mandy will smell like wet dog for a few days, but it’s better than the alternative.
I also had a trash can filled with water set up on the side of the house that I use for washing clothes and dishes and whatever else might need to be cleaned. I also use that to fill the toilet tank with water after I flush it. Thank God toilets require no electricity. If it’s yellow, let it mellow, if it’s brown, flush it down. Hopefully we don’t have a septic tank.




Entry 6

This morning after breakfast, boiled potatoes from the garden, I cleaned up and took Mandy out back to get her exercise. While I can clean the house or do some push-ups, Mandy has no way of getting her pent up energy out. The fairway to hole number 11 ran directly behind us so every morning I would take her out there to play.
She used to bark at the golfers through the chain link fence back when they would play through. She doesn’t see much on the golf course now.
To help camouflage the house I let the bushes, trees, and grass grow up and around the perimeter fence. I don’t trim them so it blends in to the other houses around it. You would have to see my house from the air to see any resemblance of a lived in home.
She waited patiently while I unlocked the gate, although the speed of her tail wagging back and forth told me she couldn’t wait to get out there.
Once I had the lock off, she pushed her way through and commenced her normal routine. Nothing to it really, run full speed up one way and full speed back the other.  I just watched her from the top of the lip that led down into the half pipe shaped fairway, drinking a hot cup of cocoa. She would probably do it all day if I would let her.
Today I decided to take the trash out while she exercised. I didn’t spot any threats, as usual, so I grabbed the three trash bags I had stored on the side of the house and dragged them down to the trash pit. The pit was a sand trap about a thousand feet north-west of the house. You had to cross the main street under a cart tunnel to get to it. Whenever I let Mandy out, I usually took the trash down there.
It looked like the coyotes had been digging through here again. I tossed the bags in and I headed back. It took me about fifteen minutes and she was still at it when I got back.
I noticed something at the corner of the south edge of the perimeter fence. I could see a pile of leaves and sticks scattered in front of the fence. They had come from the foliage that camouflaged the house, but there was something strange about them. They had been torn from their chain link jungle gym and so had the fence. Strings of flesh and blood hung from the exposed edges of the chain link.
At first I thought it might be one of them, but I hadn’t seen one in about eighteen months. They had pretty much disappeared. It was like they were following some sort of food source.
That only left the coyotes trying to get at the garden. They used to dig their way under, but I buried a two-by-four in the dirt at the base of the fence so now it looks like they’re trying other means. The little vermin are lucky I wasn’t here with my bow.
The fence will need to be fixed before night comes. I decided to leave Mandy to her business while I gathered my tools from the garage.
I’m back out in no time and start in on the fence. It took me longer than I thought and it was late afternoon by the time I finished. I was so involved in what I was I doing I didn’t even notice that the rapid thump-thump of Mandy’s paws on the fairway had stopped. It didn’t occur to me until later that she could go missing.
I finished bagging the last of my tools when I heard it. A sound I had not heard in person in several years. One that caused me to pull out my .45 caliber 1911 pistol I carried on my hip and point it toward the source of the noise.
Hello. A friendly enough greeting, sure, but as of late all words have become a source of danger.
Hello. Again it sounded. My pistol floated around the surrounding trees and bushes that lined the fairway searching for the source of the noise.
Then it came once more as a lightning fast flash of red flooded my vision to my right.
Hello. As I stumbled to recover from the attack searching for my would-be assailant I saw it gliding across the fairway, a beautiful red and green Macaw. Its colors a stark contrast to the dull gray and dark browns that now infested the Earth. It came to rest atop a fence over grown with bushes and vines, much like mine, but on the opposite side of the fairway. It fluttered its wings as it landed. Much like Mandy’s running I could have watched that thing all day.
Where did it come from and how far had it traveled?
Before I could think anymore about it, it left, just as easily as it had arrived. Before it flew off to the unknown it uttered one last word, one that would haunt me for the rest of my life.
Alone.
Who had taught it that word? Hello, sure. Polly want a cracker, maybe. But, Alone? There would be no possible use for a bird to know that word. And that’s when I noticed that Mandy was missing.




Entry 7

God dammit, she always liked to wander off.
I called for her frantically. My mind instantly went to the worst. I don’t know what I would do without her. She really was my lynch pin to sanity in this world. The one who I talked to. The one I confided in. The one…
The bushes started rustling about twenty feet down the fairway. Pointing the gun at the moving bushes I called for whoever, or whatever, was in there to come out or I would fire. I had only killed one of them before, but it wasn’t easy. They still look like us, but their eyes have glazed over and they seem, I don’t know, lost, empty, alone.
Three more seconds and I would empty the clip into the bush, cutting in half whatever was hiding in there. Two. I really don’t want to. The noise would definitely attract any scavengers in the area. One. I squeezed the trigger, but something stopped me, a familiar jingle of the collar escaping from the bushes, then that silky black fur. I lowered my gun and sighed.




Entry 8

The next few days were spent inside. After the run in with the parrot I had seen the black smoke from one of the scavenger’s caravans in the next city over, that horse town that thought it was cool to model their city after an old west motif.
The scavengers were dangerous folk that roamed the deserted wastelands of once great cities, searching for anything to kill or steal, or both, no matter how insignificant. I first heard about them from the search and rescue group that broadcasts over the dead radio. They warned me about the large trucks they would drive, emitting thick black plumes of smoke.
The first time I saw one was one of the most frightening moments of my life. They had come along the freeway plowing through the wall of dead traffic with a cow catcher welded onto the front of their truck. I watched them from my roof chasing a group of survivors. I can only imagine that they were caught at the freeway over pass down the street. As they passed behind a tree, blocking them from my sight, I heard the most horrific screams all night long. I didn’t sleep for three days. I still hear them sometimes in my dreams. Or are they nightmares? Whatever they are, they usually involve my family.
My father’s plan was simple. He and my mother were going to pick me up at the house and we were going to head north to get my sister, she was attending college for the fall. I had left work early and the west bound side of the freeway was a ghost town. It never moved fast, ever, let alone being deserted. The east bound side, however, was worse than a parking lot. Cars were crammed into every nook and cranny. The spaces that did exist were clogged with pedestrians trekking along the freeway.
Once I got off the freeway it wasn’t any better. I felt like I was driving through the streets of 1920’s Chicago. No one had any regard for street markings.
Normally, even though the freeway was less than a mile from our house, the freeway noise only grew to no more than a loud whisper. Now the noise was like an assault on my ears, car horns, yelling, and the occasional fender bender. I doubt anyone stopped to get insurance information. I kept telling myself it was a backfire, but I thought I heard gun fire once or twice.
My father told me to wait by the phone, he would call me when they were outside. I decided to turn on the news until they got there. The images reminded me of the ’93 L.A. riots. Cities burning. People Panicking. And, yes, I remember those. It wasn’t that long ago. It amazes me that in states of emergency some people’s first instinct is to loot.
One of the news stations must have been attacked somehow. A big bang erupted off camera, shaking the screen wildly and then it went dead, displaying the ominous “Please Stand-by” graphic with that picture of a cute puppy pulling the cord of the camera out of the socket.
Several times I tried calling my father and mother. Each time I got a busy signal. The lines must be jammed with people trying to reach loved ones. I even tried my sister with the same results.
As the night dragged on I came closer and closer to the worst realization I would come to, my family was never coming.
Their memory still haunts me to this day, that sick feeling in your heart and the pit of your stomach, the feeling of being left all alone in this world, not knowing their fate.
I still wait by the phone sometimes.




Entry 9

Being in seclusion for three days has left us weary. Mandy was eager to stretch her legs out on her speed track, but she would have to wait a little bit longer. Eating only canned foods has left me craving something more.
I dressed in my fatigues and pulled out my compound hunting bow that I had acquired from my neighbor’s house.
He was an avid hunter and was gone almost once a month hunting anything he could get his hands on. He had a small son that he wanted to mold into a fine hunter whose birthday was coming up. He never got the chance though, the bow was still wrapped when I found it.
The hunter’s house had a musky smell about it and there was dust floating through the air giving everything an ethereal quality. Nothing appeared to have moved. It was almost like someone had furnished it then forgot about it.
It was eerie walking through there. I knew no one was coming home, but I always felt like I was going to be caught. And for some reason I was quiet when I was in there like the inhabitants were sleeping and I might wake them.
I didn’t find any food in there, just a fridge full of rotting who knows what.
I found the bow in the corner of the closet of what I would assume was the master bedroom, still wrapped. It wasn’t a professional bow by any means, just one of those learn to shoot kits you find at any sporting goods store, but it got the job done.
I placed it by the front door with every intention of adding other items to it, until I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. I seemed like a stranger in that mirror. A stranger who didn’t belong in this house, or any for that matter. I felt wrong looting through their personal things. The bow was one thing because it didn’t hold any sentimental value yet, but I couldn’t do that to the rest of their belongings.
I picked up the bow and left the house. I crossed the yard and headed back home. From that day on I never went into another home. I realized how dangerous that was, venturing into the unknown. What dangers could have lurked behind those millions of closed doors?
I didn’t bring Mandy hunting with me because I’d have to watch her and she would make too much noise.
It took me about an hour to get to the base of the hills that surround our city where I go to hunt. I’m careful to avoid any open areas that might make me an easy target to anyone else that might be surviving in this area.
Usually I bring home rabbits or the occasional squirrel. I stay away from the coyotes as they have a greater risk of carrying rabies. Plus they don’t usually come down this far unless it’s night time.
I picked my usual spot and hunkered in, waiting for something to cross my path. It wasn’t long before a rabbit came bounding into my field of view. It was a pretty good sized one too, maybe five or six pounds, it looked like it might have been someone’s pet at one point. It must have been a bully to have sustained that kind of weight for this long.
I silently drew an arrow out of my quiver and locked it into place along the handle. I was pulling the string back when I heard the leaves crunch behind me. I was too occupied with my rabbit that I didn’t realize something had snuck up on me.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t very big. I’m not sure if it was trying to be quiet or not, but it’s wasn’t doing a very good job. I was in camouflage so it might have been harder for them to have seen me, but did it matter? They could probably smell me.
I slowly turned until I was facing the opposite way. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Standing in the brush was a deer. I’ve never seen a deer in this area. The coyotes must have separated it from the herd and lost track of it. It’s small so it won’t be wasted.
I took my time. Quietly drawing the string back again, aiming at its heart, just behind the shoulder blades. My aim was true and the deer never felt a thing.
I would need to be quick getting it back to the house. I don’t want the blood attracting them.
For its size it was heavier than I had expected and it took me longer to get it back than I thought.
Once I got it home I took it straight into the garage. I’m no butcher and I’m not sure what’s edible, so I used my best guess. After I cleaned it and separated the pieces of meat, I brought what we needed inside. I left the bow in the garage fully intending to get it later and put it back in its place.
We hadn’t eaten that much in a long time. Venison stew with potatoes and carrots. Mandy was especially happy that she got something other than canned baked beans, and she got some new bones to chew on.
After the sun went down I burned what we didn’t use in the fire place, I was too tired and too full to take the left over parts to the trash dump. Hopefully the mask of darkness will hide the smoke.
We settled in to our spots in the living room, me on the la-z-boy, Mandy on the floor in front of me chewing on one of her new bones.
Tonight I decided to read an old Reader’s Digest magazine I found in the box from the attic while I listened to the radio. It was the search and rescue’s nightly broadcast.
I had found the radio one day while I was rummaging through the garage. It was one of the things my father deemed necessary to have in case of emergency.
I turned it on out of pure curiosity, not surprisingly, all I got was static. Except one station didn’t sound like all the rest. Instead of the high pitched swish sound this one only broadcasted dead air, like some host ran out of things to say.
I actually left it on by accident and I nearly had a heart attack when the voice came through. He was jovial and upbeat.
That’s when I first heard about the scavengers, as he called them. He obviously wasn’t speaking to me directly, more like a wide audience. In case someone was listening I suppose. He also went on to say that they were a search and rescue group, whose main mission was to seek out survivors and bring them to one of their compounds and hopefully live out this mess. They had food, medical supplies, and beds. Roaming parties were sent out periodically to look for survivors.
Judging by the clarity of the broadcast I thought he might be close, although I had never seen any rescue party roaming through these parts. Then again I didn’t venture out much. I didn’t want to turn into one of them. I wonder if he broadcasts from the radio tower on top of the mountain behind the house?
Maybe one day when we started running out of food I might set out to find one of these compounds, but right now, this is all I need.
He closed the broadcast with his usual message to watch out for their symbol, a symbol of hope, a red shield outlined in gold with a gold hammer in the center.
After I was finished reading I lowered the magazine and saw Mandy was lying in front of me, starring me in the face. Her tail was wagging incessantly. She was more than excited to go to bed.




Entry 10

It was a full moon. The light filtered through the gaps in the blinds down onto my face. I couldn’t sleep. It was one of my nightmares again. This one was about my sister, so I came out into the den to be with my thoughts. Mandy came out not long after me and was now lying by my side.
I was somewhat glad I had the nightmare, otherwise I wouldn’t be sitting here listening to what’s going on outside. There was something prowling against the perimeter fence. I couldn’t tell what it is because of the foliage, but it was fast, running back and forth. I wonder if whatever is out there is what has been destroying the fence.
I first thought it might give up and move along, but then the first attack came on the gate as the thing tested for weak points. Mandy’s ears pricked up and she was over at the window ready to attack whatever it was.
Then there were two simultaneous attacks at opposite ends of the fence. This confirmed my fears that there was more than one. They were too fast to be one of them, and if they were human they could just hop the fence. And coyotes never attack, they always dig.
The attacks were increasing in frequency. I wonder what they were after?
I slid open the window so I could hear better. I listened to the low thudding on the ground as they ran back and forth, and what seemed liked panting followed by a sharp growl. They were too big for dogs, too organized.
Mandy was now pawing at the screen to get at them. I called at her to stop, but she just continued to whine and paw, with the occasional bark. That just made whatever was on the other side even more aggressive.
Suddenly one of them stopped behind the gate and let out a deafening howl. And I knew at once they were wolves.
They looked bigger than I remember. I had only seen a wolf once, at the zoo. I didn’t know if they were after the garden, or maybe even us. No doubt they had smelled the deer, wolves aren’t scavengers like the coyotes. They hunt.
The first pop of the fence being pulled away scared us both. Their powerful jaws were ripping the fence away from its post. The rest of the fence followed rapidly behind it and then the wolves flooded in, like a like water rushing through a broken dam.
One stayed atop the third tier and headed toward the north side of the property. The second moved the same way only to the south side. I thought I saw a third come in, but I didn’t see it anywhere, maybe my eyes were just deceiving me.
Mandy was too fast for me. She ripped open the screen and was out before I could even react.
I got up and rushed into my bedroom and threw open the closet door searching for my handgun. The growls and yelps forced their way into my ears. I tried not to imagine what was going on out there, that not all the yelps were from her.
I found the box that contained the handgun under a pile of sweaters. I opened the box and the chrome of the gun illuminated in the moon light. I snatched it out of the box and sprinted for the backyard.
When I reached the sliding glass door I could see I wasn’t a moment too late. Mandy was on the ground and one of the wolves was on top of her. Their growls and barks had grown in intensity. The wolf was just toying with her.
I ripped open the sliding glass door with such force that the glass pane cracked when it hit the metal frame. In the sun room I could see the second wolf perched on the south brick wall of the second tier watching over the fight like a boxing coach. I fired once. The report was deafening and anyone within a few miles would surely know my location. The bullet hit the wolf in the upper left shoulder blowing it into the back wall and leaving its left leg behind. It was dead before it hit the back wall.
I turned left and saw the other wolf on top of Mandy. Both of their fangs were bared and they were biting and gnashing their teeth. The wolf obviously had seen what had happened to its cohort because it was no longer toying with Mandy, it was going in for the kill. Mandy’s cries had turned to panic. As bright as the moon light was I couldn’t tell if she was injured or not.
I aimed at the wolf, but I couldn’t get a clear shot, it was too close to Mandy. The only part that I could get a clear shot at without hurting Mandy was the wolf’s hind quarters, so I put a bullet in its left haunch. The beast yelped in pain as its leg was destroyed and it was spun off of Mandy. It was facing me now and it started to crawl toward me. The beast must have been really hungry or angry I couldn’t tell the difference. It growled at me one last time before I blew its teeth out the back of its throat.
I started toward Mandy when I heard a rustling in the bushes to my left. There was a third wolf. I fired into the bush and the wolf took off toward the north. I fired again and the wolf continued running. I took a split second to recompose myself and aimed at the end of the bushes. The wolf burst out the shrubbery at lightning fast speed. It ran in front of the hot tub and I fired the last round. I must have missed because the wolf kept running. I heard its paws scrape on the wood gate as it jumped it, and just as quickly as it came, it was gone.
After I regained my composure I looked toward Mandy and saw she wasn’t moving.




Entry 11

I threw the gun down and rushed to her side. I put my hand to her chest and was relieved to find she was still breathing. I was searching for a wound when I noticed my pant leg. It was wet. My first thought was blood, but this wetness was cold. If it was blood, it would have been warm.
Looking all around me I saw that the white concrete of the courtyard was turning black in the moon light. It appeared to be flowing so I followed the flow up until I came upon the hot tub.
Low on its grey side was a gaping hole about six to eight inches in diameter. The bullet missed the wolf completely and tore a hole the size of Montana into our water source, which was now leaking out all over the backyard.
I didn’t know if I could fix it, but it would have to wait anyway. Mandy may be seriously injured.
One of the battery powered lanterns lit the dining room table where I placed her after I brought her in. She had some lacerations around her face and paws where she tried to defend herself. I cleaned her wounds with alcohol, to both of our chagrins.  The superficial wounds don’t worry me, but the large gash on her front right leg does. This must be where the wolf grabbed her and tossed her to the ground.
I cleaned them as best I could and closed it with a bottle of that liquid stitch gel then I took a roll of gauze and wrapped it tight.
By the time I finished she was wagging her tail again. I think she’ll do just fine. The next few days are going to be rough and I’ll have to keep an eye on her.
Once I finished tending to her wounds I carried her to her bed where she quickly fell asleep. Now it was time to take care of the carcasses in the backyard.
I didn’t want any more wolves returning to the smell of their rotting comrades resulting in a repeat deer incident so I wrapped them in a tarp I got from the garage and drug them to the trash dump. It’s extremely dangerous taking the wolves down to the dump with it still being dark. I grabbed my manually powered flashlight, cranked the handle until it came to life, and I headed out.
It wasn’t easy, the wolves were heavy and my back was hurting by the time I got to the dump. I drug them to the edge of the sand and pushed them in with my foot.
Back at the house the hot tub wasn’t as bad as I thought, but it was still serious. The outside lining slowed the bullet so it didn’t blow a complete hole in the tub, although there is still a wide crack where the water was seeping out. I shoved a towel into the crack to stem the flow of water while I made sure Mandy was going to make it.
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I tended to Mandy’s wounds, but she wasn’t out of the woods just yet. Infection may yet set in and I don’t have the tools or the knowledge to fend it off.
I had placed her in her bed so if she does go, god forbid, I wanted her to be as comfortable as possible.
She didn’t eat anything for the first few days. I took that as normal behavior, but when she wouldn’t drink any water I was forced to make her. She still had the energy to fight me when I tried to pour water from a glass down her throat. I guess anyone would. I needed something I could easily put in her mouth to give her the water she needed. Then I remembered the turkey baster.
I found it in the drawer next to the sink. It still had the burn mark on the reservoir from when I dropped it in the oven that one Thanksgiving.
I had burnt my hand and dropped it in the crevice of the door. My mom had my hand bandaged and the baster out of the oven before I could even react. She always knew what to do in those situations and that was before Google. I hope those skills have rubbed off on me now.
Mandy takes the water a lot easier now. It was touch and go for a couple of days. She drinks the water, but she still hasn’t eaten anything. She’s dropped a few pounds at least, and with our already diminished frames it shows quickly.
She sleeps most of the day and I have to take her outside at least once an hour to use the restroom. It was hard for her. She’s weak and she trembles when she squats down. A few times I had to hold her up so she wouldn’t fall into her own urine.
Soon after she was finally able to hold some food down. I gave her some cream of chicken soup. It’s not exactly solid, but I thought it might be better to work her up to solid foods.
Once she was able to walk again I decided to shift some of my attention back to the hot tub. There was a lot of water pouring out that first night. I had put a rag in the crack to slow some of the leaking, but at just a little over a week later the water had drained to about a foot and a half of water. Considering the hot tub is only about four feet deep that is quite a bit. I’ve done what I could to slow the flow of water, but it still seeped through the rag. To make things worse it hadn’t rained in weeks and we don’t have any more water bottles. If I can’t fix the hole before it rains, we’ll be dead in no time.
Mandy is doing much better now. She follows me around the house again and no longer needs my help eating, drinking, or using the bathroom. She does her best to help out, but all she really does in lie around.
I scoured the garage looking for anything and everything I might be able to use to seal the crack. My dad was pretty handy so if I ever needed anything it was going to be in here, and if it wasn’t, well, I would have to venture out, and I wasn’t looking forward to that. After about an hour I had gone through each and every drawer and cupboard and have come up with nothing. I found a piece of plastic that I might have been able to use to patch the crack, but I found no glue or epoxy.
I still didn’t feel comfortable searching through the neighborhood houses. I didn’t have much time to sit around and debate with myself, the water was draining faster and faster. The hardware store was my only option. They would probably have something there I could use. It was already too late to leave today so I would need to leave first thing in the morning.
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I was a little paranoid about leaving the house. The last time I went to the library I was almost killed by one of them and I swore I would never be stupid about leaving the house again. I also told myself I would die before I would become like them.
Mandy seemed to be doing better than expected so I decided to take her with me. Before we left I stuffed a fresh rag into the crack of the lining to slow the leak. By now only about a foot of water remained. Hopefully I could make it back with something before all of the water drained.
I went into the closet and pulled out my holster containing my 45 caliber 1911 semi-automatic pistol. It didn’t offer the stopping power of the revolver, but it was fast and held more ammunition. It was funny, my father abhorred violence, yet I found two guns and about a half a dozen knives under his bed. Food stores, disaster supplies, weapons, must have been the paranoia.
I slid one of the large hunting knives into a sheath opposite the pistol. The last thing I did before I left the house was strap on my hiking boots. Sneakers won’t do much good out there.
The latch to the side gate is rusted shut so I had to hop the fence to get out front. There’s still fur and blood on the fence, it looks like I got the wolf after all.
The front of the house looked different to me. I hadn’t seen it in a few years. My truck was still in the same spot I left it, parked in front of the garage, blocking it. The tires are gone now, the rubber long since rotted away. The windows were gone too, and the white paint had been replaced by a layer of rust and oxidation.
The tree that sat in the middle of our u-shaped driveway had overgrown terribly and the roots had started to push through the cement.
The street didn’t even resemble a street anymore. I only recognized it because of the derelict cars spread about up and down the street. I could see the library of the school at the top of our street and the bell tower raising its head over the roofs of the other houses.
The radio tower still sits defiantly at the top of the mountain behind the school. If they do broadcast from there, I wonder if they’re up there right now.
I let Mandy take a minute to sniff around.
Our street ran about six hundred feet to the west before it crossed the main street that led north to the freeway. The hardware store is about a mile south following the main street and it’s all uphill. Not knowing what the road will look like I started out early giving myself plenty of time, I don’t want to be stuck out here when it gets dark. Taking the main street is more dangerous, but it’s a lot faster, and time is a luxury I didn’t have. 
The streets are pretty bare, most of the cars are trapped on the freeway, but it’s still hard to walk through what cars are there. It was quite a site seeing all the families trapped with all of their possessions in their cars like the tombs of Egyptian pharaohs.  
Mother Nature had started to reclaim some of the earth back and I had to watch my footing as I made my way towards the store.
Lying in the middle of the street propped up against the windshields of two cars is the street sign. Someone had torn it down and placed it on the cars as what I can only assume is some sort of warning. Spray painted in red over “Fern River Road – 2 Miles” is “Long is the way, and hard, that out of hell leads up to light.” The letters had started to run like some children’s haunted house attraction sign. It had an ominous feel to it, and it didn’t sit well in my stomach. I was reminded of the night my father never called.
At first I thought I might bring my bow, but with the exception of a small rabbit, I didn’t see any animals so it didn’t matter. Perhaps they somehow knew to stay away from here.
I would say it took us about ninety minutes to get to the top of the hill where the shopping center is, which wasn’t bad considering what we had to walk through.
Even with her wound Mandy has no trouble bounding from car roof to car roof. It was harder for me to traverse the river of cars as I didn’t have as good of balance.
When we reached the top and rounded the corner into the shopping center my heart sunk at the sight of the hardware store, it’s completely ransacked. The windows are all busted out and the shelves are bone dry, arranged like someone had moved them to make sure nothing was hiding underneath them.
It was actually rather eerie standing in the parking lot of the shopping center. Except for a slight breeze it was completely quiet up there. It was always quiet up there, now it was just disheartening.
The grocery store, the corner stone of the shopping center, was now just skeletal remains of its former super market glory. The roof had caved in some months back, I heard it happen, but I didn’t know what it was until now.
The pizza restaurant next to that sat mostly untouched, mocking me. Man, I miss pizza.
I didn’t think I would find anything in the hardware store. Its empty store front didn’t leave me with a good feeling. I came all this way, so I have to check.
The shelves were barren and the floor was littered with useless tools, dirt, and a layer of leaves, among other things. Mandy followed her nose through the store, I had to follow my eyes. I kept my eye out for any sort of glue bottle or sticky substance that I might be able to fashion into what I needed, because I didn’t think I would be lucky enough to stumble on a new hot tub.
After about twenty minutes of searching I stood in the middle of the store defeated. I hadn’t found anything. No bottles of glue or sealant. No sticks of gum that I could chew and stick to the hole. Nothing.
It was eerily quiet in the store, too quiet, as they say. I didn’t hear Mandy anymore.
I frantically searched around the store, calling her name, pushing shelves out my way hoping she wasn’t underneath one. I really wish she wouldn’t wander. I didn’t want to save her from the wolves only to lose her in some damn god forsaken hardware store.
I found her in the employee lounge staring at the unisex bathroom door. She was aware of something that I was not. I stood there a moment with her, in the silence. Only, there wasn’t silence. She could hear better than I could, but I heard it. Shuffling.
I didn’t stick around long enough to find out what it was, but someone, or something, was pacing back and forth, back and forth, very slowly in the bathroom.
I had to drag Mandy out by her collar. But before we left the lounge I spotted something on one of the lunch tables. Someone had left their Styrofoam containers from their Chinese food or whatever, I couldn’t really tell anymore, on the table.
I had remembered back in eighth grade a science experiment we did in class. We had learned how to make our own homemade glue. We weren’t supposed to try it at home, it was just meant to demonstrate how the properties of elements chemically change. And for some reason it stuck with me. The teacher, Mr. Knox, had put a Styrofoam cup into a bucket and poured some gasoline in it. We all had to leave the classroom because of the fumes, Mr. Knox wasn’t the brightest bulb.
Outside he showed us how the gasoline slowly melted the Styrofoam into a dark green sticky substance. Mr. Knox demonstrated how it worked by throwing the glob onto the classroom wall and sticking the bucket to it. And it worked. Once the glob dried, which was fairly quickly, it held the bucket it place. It was one of the coolest things I had ever seen. Mr. Knox was fired a few years later for threatening a student, but for some reason his experiment stayed with me. And now it was going to save our lives. 
Outside the sun was starting to set behind that thick plume of black smoke from the scavenger’s vehicle. It was a couple miles away and moving this way. It had snuck up on us while we were in the hardware store. We needed to get back quick, they would be here soon.
I steered clear of the main road on the way back, hugging the trees that lined the golf course. It took longer, but the trees offer good refuge from any prying eyes they might have sent ahead.
We made it back and I made my little concoction using a small can of gasoline my father had in the garage. Just in time too, there was only about eight inches of water left. Nothing like this better happen again because I used the last of the gas, not that there was much to begin with.
The glue didn’t dry as quickly as it did back in eighth grade, I think it was because of the water, but so far it was holding.
I decided to sit out on the roof, as I sometimes do after a long day, and watch the sun set. I don’t view sitting up there as dangerous because of the way the roof is set up. Whoever designed it gave it two peaks and the middle creates a kind of barrier from the outside world. My sister used to come up here to clear her head after her fights with whatever boyfriend she had at the time.
Even in the roofs alcove of safety I could see the plume of smoke getting ever closer. I would have to lay low again for the next few days and hope they pass on.
The clouds are rolling in behind me. They were almost black, even against the coming night sky. Lightning exploded from the clouds in regular intervals. It was going to be a big one.
I opened the hot tub and set my buckets before I went inside.
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Seven cans of beans, twelve cans of corn, one can of cream of chicken soup, four cans of stew, and one can of yams are all that’s left after the blaze gutted the garage.
Really, it’s less than that because I won’t eat the yams, no matter how dire the situation is. At least three year’s worth of food all burnt to a crisp except these 25 cans of, well, side items really. 
All of that food destroyed in an instant by Mother Nature’s fury. There were a few other bits of food left too, like a couple of bags of beef jerky, but nothing that will sustain us.
It was the worst sound I had ever heard, a high-pitched buzzing of all the plugged-in electronics turning on then being blown out.
It was followed by the most blinding light ever as all the lights in the house turned on then exploded when they were overloaded. From the outside the house must have looked like a mad scientist’s lair for a moment.
A chunk of glass from the light that hung underneath my ceiling fan fell and cut my cheek.
The lightning had hit the satellite dish and sent a surge of electricity through the whole house. I guess I had never really seen the need to unplug all the electronics. Everything that was plugged in was now ruined. The microwave, the fridge, the TVs, my iPod that my mom got for me, gift number three from that fateful birthday. I used to watch movies on it some nights before bed. Not anymore.
The house looked like a disaster area. There was glass everywhere. I had to lock Mandy in the bathroom so she wouldn’t cut her feet on it. Little burn marks snaked their way up the walls from the sockets. The fridge, oven, dishwasher and microwave doors had all been blown open.
I discovered all of this after I put out the fire of course. The lightning had hit the satellite dish in such a way that sparks ignited the roof of the garage and it went up like wild fire. My overgrown foliage had come back to bite me in the ass.
The house filled with smoke fairly quickly. When I got to the living room the fire had already breached the door leading to the garage. I grabbed one of my fire extinguishers from under the sink and tried my hardest to put out the fire. Tears fell down my face as I tried in vain to extinguish the flames.
The cans of food would heat up and explode, they sounded like the mini bombs we used to make out of Piccolo Petes on the Fourth of July. Each pop was a pop closer to starvation.
I went through five extinguishers trying to subdue the blaze. Thank God it was raining, otherwise it would’ve taken the whole house. Not that that mattered now.
If the fire had burned slower or the lightning had hit closer to the front side of the house, I might have been able to seal off the garage and continue on, but the fire had gutted the living room. I was now standing in an open air living room staring into the garage.
Yesterday, the scavengers were about a mile away from the house at sundown. And with the fire turning the house into a giant beacon, similar to the ones of middle earth, they would surely be on their way at first light. I didn’t have much time.
It had stopped raining and water was falling in from the edges of the burnt roof as the sun rose. The garage was a smoldering mess. It takes all I have not to lose it. Writing is usually therapeutic, but somehow I don’t think writing in the journal will help me at the moment.
I found a piece of melted metal twisted like a piece of modern art. It was the bow. Why didn’t I put it away the second I got back? Probably the same reason I didn’t take the deer down to the dump. I tossed the hunk of useless metal back into the ashes. The embers were still glowing when they were disturbed by the bow.
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Mandy was happy to be out of the confinement of the bathroom. She didn’t know it yet, but we were leaving. She’s not normally allowed to, but I let her lie on my bed while I got things ready.
It took a little digging, but I found my backpack at the bottom of my closet.  I stuffed it full of anything and everything I thought I might need; band aids, iodine, gauze pads, alcohol wipes, antibiotic ointment, a manually charged flashlight, a Leatherman tool. I put extra bullets in the front pouch before wrapping the revolver in a towel and placing it in with the other items. I put one each of a fork, spoon, and knife that I stole from a flight to Hawaii, before they took away metal utensils. Lastly I put what canned food I had left into the pack, along with other provisions, before topping it off with my book, and zipped it up. Underneath the pack I strapped a small sleeping bag and my heavier jacket.
I slipped my journal into the inside pocket of my jacket.
The 45 pistol took its place on the right side of my belt and the knife is on the other.
I didn’t really have a set destination, all I knew was I couldn’t stay here, but I figured the radio tower was a good bet. My only hope was running into a search and rescue team along the way so they could take me to the camp, as I had no idea where it was.
It was a hard decision, but we don’t have much room in the backpack so I left the vegetables behind, plus I think they would spoil.
With the threat of unwanted visitors any minute now, my home, my safe haven in this wasteland, had become unfamiliar and unwelcoming. It was hard to leave. Mandy reciprocates that feeling by sitting at the gate leading onto the fairway of the golf course. I stood at the bottom of the hill while she defiantly sat at the top, begging me to stay. I called her, but she didn’t budge. She tried with all her might while I called her name, but I knew she couldn’t resist long, she didn’t want to be alone any more than I did. It breaks my heart to know we can’t stay here. It takes a great deal of coaxing and a handful of treats to get her to follow me onward.
We headed east for a while, occasionally turning south, following the golf course. It’s a lot longer walking it than I would’ve thought, then again it’s hard to tell were the golf course ends and begins in some places.
The sun was high over our head now, it must be around noon. Even though it’s winter it was suddenly hot.
Mandy was trailing a bit behind me sniffing out some invisible smell.  We went on like this for hours until we eventually come to the edge of the course, at least I thought it was the edge. There was a little limbo area before we reached what was definitely a park. I could make out the rusted over and decayed playground equipment. The sign was worn down and covered with vines, but I could make out some of the words, it read “Memorial Park,” I hope it’s Memorial Park and not a memorial park.
It was now getting dark so I made camp inside a drainage outlet. It didn’t stink anymore and it was also dry which meant the rains didn’t affect it. I laid out my sleeping bag and my jacket for Mandy, it’ll be cold and I can’t let her just sleep on nothing.
We ate cold beans. They were good, but we went to bed hungry, we need to ration what we have.
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The world isn’t as inviting as it used to be. It takes us hours to move a few miles. Empty cars have littered the roadways, makes you wonder if there are any roads that aren’t littered with cars. The small spaces between these cars have filled with debris and plants. Mandy has no trouble bounding from car to car, but I have trouble making my way through, I’m not as limber as I used to be.
I see the occasional boarded up house which may or may not contain people and possibly help. It also might be a veritable death trap. I like to stick to places with easy exits that I know, like the hardware store.
We pass shops and markets and fast food restaurants. I never knew how bad I would miss a McDonald’s
cheeseburger.
We stopped for a break and a small lunch, and I use that term loosely, under a tree across from the solar generating plant. The plant used huge satellite dishes plated with solar energy catching mirrors. The city got funding from the federal government to build the plant and it ended up being a huge money maker for the city as they were able to sell the energy generated to surrounding cities.
We didn’t get the power though because we were in the unincorporated part of town.
We finished our delicious lunch of beans and water. This was getting old, couldn’t the lightning have burnt more of the beans?
As I was packing up I noticed something wrong with the satellite dishes. When we had stopped it was about noon and the sun was over head and so were the satellite dishes. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but now that the sun had slipped further down to the west so did the satellite dishes, almost imperceptible, but they did. They were following the sun! How could they still be working?
I quickly shoved the rest of my gear back into the pack and hurdled over the empty shells of the cars towards the compound, leaving Mandy napping under the tree.
The compound had a huge wrought iron gate covered with a thick mesh blocking the entrance. Surrounding it was an eight foot tall block wall topped with razor wire.
I banged on the front gate shouting for somebody, anybody, giddy with anticipation. Usually in the movies people wander until they are on the brink of starvation before they are rescued, I’ve only been at it for about a day.
I banged again thinking that maybe they couldn’t hear me. I thought that anyone able to maintain these would be smart enough to occupy the underground facility that the engineers used to use. After a few minutes of no answer I decided to scale the wall.
It was hard climbing the wall. I remembered it being so easy as a kid. Looking over the top of the fence I could see the size of the compound. The satellites were arranged twelve long and twelve deep. Each satellite rose about thirty feet from the ground and was about twenty five feet wide with a twelve foot arm protruding from the center.
Now that I had hoisted myself up the wall I tried maneuvering myself over the razor wire, but my pant leg got caught on the wire and I slipped. My right arm twisted in the wire as I fell. I don’t know if the ripping sound is my jacket, my arm, or both. I landed hard on my face gasping for breath and I instantly felt that tingling sensation in my nose. There’s a little blood, but it’s nothing compared to the blood pouring out of the gaping wound in my arm. The laceration extends from my mid forearm to my upper shoulder. A little flap of skin is loose and I can cover and uncover the muscle below by wagging my arm back and forth.
One of the razors clipped my funny bone as it dragged up my arm, I think it chipped the bone. I was honestly surprised it wasn’t worse, and normally I would be extremely worried, but soon I would have all the medical attention I could handle.
I shouted again for my invisible saviors. They returned no response, only the low hum of the power coursing through the cables underneath my feet. Maybe they couldn’t hear me. I started searching for some building or elevator, anything into their underground compound.
Behind one of the satellites I spotted a small building up against the far east wall. My joy overcame me, the pain disappeared in my arm and I sprinted for the building. I ran so fast I couldn’t even slow down and I slammed into the door. To my surprise it was locked. I noticed a Master lock on the door and it looked new. I tried peering into the windows. It was no use. The thick layer of dirt and the security gate made it impossible. I had to get in there. Remembering my gun, I pulled it out of the holster and aimed it at the lock and pulled the trigger. The shot was loud and echoed through the neighborhood. It must be a knock off because it only took one bullet to shred the lock. It fell to the ground and I opened the door.
All my hopes and dreams were washed away and my arm started hurting instantly when reality set in. The building was just a small office, an empty shell of a past world. A map of the city adorned the back wall. A large calendar hung over a small desk to my right. Whoever occupied this building had scheduled a vacation on August 12th. I wonder if they ever got to take it. To my left was a book shelf comprised of nothing but large white 3-ring binders covered in dirt.
The satellites had been moving by themselves, back and forth, day after day, generating power for a civilization that would never return. Pavlov’s satellites.
I sat there for a moment, in disbelief, listening to the hum. Then I heard it, a more aggressive sound growing over the hum. It was coming from behind me to the west. I turned and saw the thick black smoke sticking up over the wall like a cobra being coaxed out of a wicker basket by a snake charmer. It was heading toward me. The scavengers had made quick work of my house and had now followed me here. Could they have thought the same thing as I did? If they did, there must be another gate on the back wall.
I didn’t have time to think before I sprinted for the front gate. There was a gate at the back because I heard it open, and now the smoke vehicle was in the compound racing towards me. I made it to the gate and I hurdled over it, this time with no problem, landing on my feet on the other side.
I panicked for a moment when I realized that Mandy was gone from under the tree. I called her at the top of my lungs. The next few seconds felt like an eternity. Why did I leave her? I didn’t know what to do. I could hear shouting on the other side of the gate. The smoke vehicle was getting closer. I was running out of time. How long should I wait for her? Just when I was about to leave I saw her shape appear on the top of a car about thirty yards away. I called for her to follow me and we headed east again at a dead run.
The smoke vehicle was a lot closer than I thought and the front gate started to open just as we left.
I turned south when we reached the end of the compound, hopefully it would give us time to hide before the smoke vehicle came around the corner. We ran into another city park. I’ve had it with parks and open fields. I should have stayed on the road. There’s no turning back now, the road eventually bisected the park ahead. I could see a drainage pipe connecting the two atriums of the park and I headed toward it. The smoke vehicle would turn the corner any second now and we would be captured by the scavengers.
I slid in the tunnel and called for Mandy to hurry. She entered the tunnel just as the smoke vehicle passed the edge of the compound. It was only about thirty seconds before I heard the smoke vehicle rumble to a stop on top of us, shaking dirt free from the roof of the tunnel. How was it able to move so easily through the cars? I don’t remember seeing a cow catcher on the front of this one.
I heard a door open and shut and footsteps walk up to the edge of the street. The shadow of the figure peered out over the field looking for us. Then something quite strange happened, the shadow split into two. Was I losing my mind? Then I remembered my arm. I had never taken care of it. My invisible saviors never came to my rescue and now I had run a full sprint away from the compound at least three hundred yards away.
I looked at my arm, watching the blood seep out of the wound. The blood had been flowing free for about fifteen minutes. I made sure Mandy was still at my side then I passed out.
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I woke up the next day, at least I think it was the next day. It’s definitely earlier than when I passed out, but how long had I been out? My head was pounding and the wound had stopped bleeding leaving my arm numb and swollen now. No doubt infection had already set in. I needed medical supplies.
I panicked for a second before I saw her, sitting patiently by my side, watching over me. She wagged her tail furiously when she saw me come to life then she started licking my face. Poor girl, she must be hungry. I know I am.
How stupid of me to leave the bow in the garage. If I hadn’t have done that we wouldn’t be worried about running out of food. I could shoot something with my gun, but I needed to conserve the bullets in case I ran into one of them.
I gave her a whole can of beans this time, sprinkled with some beef jerky. I had a can of corn because I was tired of beans, but not before I dressed and bandaged my arm with gauze and some tape. I cleaned the wound with a couple of alcohol wipes then I smeared on some of the antibiotic ointment, it’s not much, but it’s all I have.
I was too weak to move at all that day, so we stayed in the tunnel. After our dinner I decided to stay put until the next morning.
The remnants of the full moon made it easier to see at night so I let Mandy explore the park a little. It must be nice to be a dog, not a care in the world.
I could see the compound in the moonlight. The satellites were now pointing down, waiting to continue their useless cycle tomorrow morning. I don’t know what happened to the scavengers after I passed out. They must have on moved on.
I woke up early in a cold sweat, I didn’t sleep well. The sun had just started cresting over the eastern horizon. We needed to keep moving to reach, wherever it is we needed to reach.
Up on the street I could see how the scavengers were able to move so easily, the cars had already been pushed out of the way forming a path. They had been here before and probably would be coming back. I packed up our camp and we headed on.
It didn’t take us long to make it through the park. I decided to head south towards the mountains. I heard the search and rescue teams saying they patrolled the mountains. I was hoping we’ll run into them. I haven’t seen the smoke vehicle since yesterday. Was it yesterday? If so, I think we’re safe.
My arm started pounding again and it was stiff and sore to the touch.
That familiar red sign, now faded by the sun, of the Jack in the Box sits high up on its spire marked the turning point onto Skyline Drive. The letters had all worn away, but I could recognize that sign anywhere. I don’t think it’s too much to ask that fast food restaurants have emergency backup generators, because I could really go for a burger right about now.
At the restaurant we turned the corner on to Skyline Drive, the road that would eventually lead up to the radio tower.
Skyline Drive followed a ravine about half way up the mountain until they parted ways to take their own path up.
I remembered playing paintball in the ravine as a child, and picking oranges in the grove at the fork in the road.
Oranges! I almost forgot the road forks at an orange grove. I took off running before I remembered my last lack of judgment. I cautiously followed the fence up the dirt road, the bee hives used for honey manufacturing are still abuzz even after all these years.
It only took us a few minutes to reach the curve in the road. The grove crested out of its pit intact, albeit a little over grown. I paused to check for any dangers before I charged into the grove. I could already smell them. The grove was plentiful. I picked the first orange off the tree and peeled it like it was suffocating in its own skin. The citrus flavor burst into my mouth. My god it’s been forever since I’ve had an orange. After all I was unable to save the orange tree that grew in our backyard. Mandy doesn’t like them too much, she likes the rinds more, which is good because I don’t like wasting anything. I shoved as much as I could into the pack before we moved along.




Entry 18

My arm is getting worse. The bandage has to be changed about every hour, and I’m running out of gauze.
The oranges are gone and the canned food is running low, I haven’t been rationing well. We’ve only been gone for a few days and we only have that much food left or less.




Entry 19

I haven’t seen any sign of life, including the smoke vehicle, since that day at the compound. I’m beginning to second guess this idea.




Entry 20

Both Mandy and I are dropping weight. My heart breaks to see the ribs poking through her skin. On the bright side her wound from the wolf attack hasn’t flared up.




Entry 21

The days are long and the nights are cold. How much longer can we continue to wander like this?
I’m reminded of the warning on the street sign. Is this my long road?




Entry 22

I had no idea where we were going. To be honest I never really did, and I’m not sure if I ever would.
One good thing about being up so high is that I can’t hear the screams, but I’m afraid I saw the smoke vehicle at the bottom of the mountain yesterday.
We settled in for stew and another cold night. I let Mandy sleep with me in the sleeping bag, for both our sakes.




Entry 23

We came to a clearing in the woods this afternoon and we were now perched at the edge of it carefully surveying the object in the center. 
About one-hundred yards away from us sitting there like the black monolith from 2001: A Space Odyssey, is a black SUV. There’s something special about it though, it’s clean. The windows aren’t broken, the tires aren’t flat, and except for some dirt rooster tailing off the rear wheel wells, it’s spotless. The driver’s side door is open, but other than that I haven’t seen any sign of its occupants.
They could have medical supplies and other provisions so it’s too valuable to pass up, and as remote as it may be, it could still work. It also bears a great opportunity for the scavengers to set a trap. I’ve circled the woods around it twice and found no evidence as such, but one can’t be too careful.
A few hours later and the sun was starting to set behind the trees. It would only get more dangerous the darker it got. It was now or never. I pulled out my pistol and headed for the SUV. As I got closer I could hear the chime from the dash letting me know the keys were still in the ignition. It also meant it still had power.
A quick perimeter check of the vehicle showed no signs of traps, at least none that I could see.
I climbed into the driver seat and stared at the keys. Mandy came up and sat next to the open door of the SUV wagging her tail. If I turn the keys and the engine starts, what then? Do I drive out of here? There really are no roads, but the tires are off road tires and it obviously wasn’t air dropped here. Or would it explode, like Robert DeNiro’s Lincoln in Casino? Probably not.
I looked at Mandy one more time for confirmation and she seemed to approve, so I held my breath and turned the keys.




Entry 24

It was a colder night than the rest and I’m grateful for the warmth of our body heat. The last occupants must have run out of gas here, or did they do it some ways back and pushed it this far hoping to find some sort of savior, as I have? Did they find them? Or were they driven off by the scavengers, or worse?
I folded the back seat flat so we could lie down and I put in one of the CD’s I found on the floor. Slow jazz or something, I’m not sure.
Mandy was curled up by the front seats while I leaned against the back hatch. I noticed the previous owners had hung a rosary from the rearview mirror. Did they forget it, or were they disillusioned with it and left it behind on purpose? Either way I’m not sure so I leave it in case they come back for it.




Entry 25

I’ve lost all sense of direction since we left the SUV. The tree tops covering the sky make it nearly impossible to see which way the sun is moving. It’s been 4, maybe 5, days since trekking into the mountains and so far we’ve found no refuge.
The effects of starvation are starting to set in. I’m delirious, light headed, and I have to stop almost every hour to rest. We had the last can of stew back at the SUV. Now we only have a can of beans and a can of corn left.
Mandy, poor thing, has lost all interest in sniffing and hasn’t stopped panting. Her skin is tight against her bones. I’m afraid she’s not going to make it much longer.
We stopped for lunch and each had half of can of corn. That’s it. One can of beans of left and after that no more food.
I haven’t seen any wildlife up here and I don’t know which roots or berries I can eat. I skipped over that book in the library.
We made camp next to one of the larger trees and I started a fire. I hadn’t lit a fire the entire time fearing someone would see it. I didn’t care anymore. I wanted the last can of beans to be nice and hot.
The spoon scraping the bottom of the can is probably the worst sound I have ever heard.
Mandy curled up next to me once I set the sleeping bag and hadn’t moved since. If not for her chest moving up and down from her breathing I would’ve thought the worst.
I slowly drifted into sleep. My dreams were filled with the usual fodder.
After I realized it was me who was going to be in charge of my survival it was time to take action. I started by backing the truck parallel to the garage creating a barricade. I siphoned the gas out of the tank before slashing the tires so no one could easily move it. Next came the house itself.
On the windows I used board after board covering them up. Screws and a quick weld to the dead bolt of the front door secured it in place. I only stopped once or twice during my days of prep to watch Mandy, who was still a puppy, play with a little stuffed sheep.
I made the best of it while I could. I used the stove, some of the lights, the air conditioning, but not enough, because in the middle of the third week, the power went out.
I awoke violently from my dream, or was it a nightmare? The fire was nothing more than embers now. Thank god tonight is not that cold. Except for my side is colder than the rest of me. Significantly colder. At first I thought it was my arm, but the feeling was on the wrong side. It felt like someone was lying next to me then left. Then it hits me, Mandy is gone. She was right here by my side when we fell asleep and now she’s nowhere to be found. 
I sat up and saw her lying across from me on the other side of the smoldering fire. She looked so peaceful, curled up next to the warmth of the fire. Now I truly was alone in this world.
I covered her with my heavy jacket. I couldn’t just leave her like that so I set out into the surrounding darkness looking for something to dig a hole with.
I wandered the darkness praying that she didn’t suffer. Did she try to wake me and I wouldn’t because I was so caught up in my own mess that I had blocked all stimuli from the real world? Could I have even helped her if I were awake?
Tears were falling down my face now. Can I please just find a fucking stick or something? Anything?
I was just about to give up when I saw a faint glimmer in the distance. A fire. It was cutting in and out which meant that someone or something was walking back and forth in front of it.
I paused and pulled out the pistol from my belt and continued moving forward.
As I got closer I could see there were two figures pacing the fire. They were talking, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Their faces were covered by some sort of masks, to protect them from whatever airborne pathogens they thought might be out there. They were scavengers. They were the ones patrolling the mountains. Hopefully the fire would attract the search and rescue teams and drive these two away.
I had been distracted by the two scavengers and I had forgotten about everything else when all of a sudden all of my emotions came flooding back to me and I vomited. At least what I had left to vomit.
I needed to be away from there so I ran back to where I thought my camp was. I could’ve sworn that as I ran away one of them heard me and turned to watch me leave.
The cold air burned at my cheeks where the tears ran down my face. Where the hell is my camp? How long had I been running? My legs could barely keep up and I couldn’t see anything, it was a miracle I hadn’t tripped or run into anything.




Entry 26

The sun beating down on my face was what woke me up. My head was pounding from where it hit the ground. There’s a little trickle of blood running down my forehead from the rock, or whatever I hit.
I looked behind me and saw the root of a tree sticking out of the ground just waiting for some yahoo to come running through the woods at night and trip over it.
My arm was stiff and I realized I hadn’t changed the bandage in a few days. This would kill me before the hunger ever did, that is if I didn’t find water.
I have nothing left. I left my pack back at the camp last night. Not to mention Mandy. Why didn’t I just wait until morning? I could have easily found something to dig a hole with and bury her properly. Now she’s all alone, left at the camp site like a piece of trash. I could just follow my foot prints back to the site, but there aren’t any. Apparently pine needles offer good cover if you’re trying to lose someone, even if it was yourself.
I have no idea where I am, I found that a common occurrence lately. I’ve been walking through the forest for God knows how long now with no sign of the camp. I found myself wishing I had turned myself into the scavengers. Maybe they have food, shelter, and medical supplies.
I stopped to rest against a pile of boulders. I hurt and I want to give my face a break from the elements. A moderate breeze had picked up and I was walking straight into it.
My whole face had dried out and my lips had started to crack and bleed. I curled up at the base of the formation burying my face in my jacket. I soon drifted into an exhausted sleep.
I was awoken later by the screams. It had been a long time since I last heard them. It seemed they fetched a ride on the breeze and found their way to me.
Eventually I brought myself to start wandering again. My eyes were still puffy and every now and again I caught the tears falling out of my eyes.
It was dusk when I came to a familiar clearing in the woods. I was on the opposite side now, but it’s definitely the same SUV. I’ve done a complete circle. What a complete waste of time. We could’ve just stayed here and starved together. I approached it and found it was in the same condition as when I left it.
That night I was catching up on my journal when I found myself staring at the rosary again. I grew very angry, not at the situation, but at the rosary itself, it just reminded me of Mandy, so I snatched it off the rearview mirror and soon fell into a starved sleep and more nightmares.
A green light blurred into my vision and I was awake again. I couldn’t make it out at first, but it slowly focused and now I could see it was the dash clock. It read 4:38. 4:38 in the morning. I didn’t know how right it is though. How long was I sleeping? I didn’t remember looking at it before I fell asleep. I sat there for a while, leaning against the back hatch again, listening to the crickets.
The clock read 5:47 when the crickets abruptly stopped and were replaced by another noise. A steady crunch of the rocks in conjunction with: one, two, three, four, separate crunching patterns. It sounded so familiar.
I peered out the windshield, too dark to see anything. Then I remembered the dash clock. The SUV may not have gas, but it did have power.
Slowly, I slid my way up to the front of the cab and turned the keys to the accessory on position. Then I took a deep breath and turned the head lights on.




Entry 27

It took a moment to register what I was looking at. Two men wearing masks, the same ones from the fire, standing in front of a large off-road truck pointed straight at me, with what had to be fifty lights attached to it. Had they followed me or was this their SUV? What, exactly, were they planning on doing? I had heard the stories broadcast over the radio by the search and rescuers, but were they all true? They couldn’t kill everyone they came across, could they? They would have to recruit sometimes. Were they here to recruit me, or kill me? I didn’t wait to find out.
While they were blinded by the headlights I escaped out of the back hatch and sprinted towards the woods. The roar of the engine from the off-road truck coming to life scared me.
My father took me to the drag races some years ago and every time the top fuel dragsters or the funny cars would do their runs you would have to wear earmuffs because they were so loud. The sound of their truck turning on makes me wish I wish I had ear muffs now.
The lights from the truck were bouncing up and down as it tore through the woods behind me. It was disorienting, but I was able to see where I was going for the most part. As long as I could see their lights, they could see me. I needed to lose them. Then I noticed the surroundings that were once black were now turning a dark blue and getting lighter, the sun was rising.
It would be harder to escape from the lights of the truck now and so far it has had little trouble fitting in between the trees that littered the mountain landscape. I was running out of time, they would have me soon.
I saw my chance in a tight clump of trees that were stacked along the ridgeline and I made a beeline for them. Once I got over the hill I would be able to get out of their field of vision for a few seconds and I should be able to double back and lose them. The trees were younger and thinner and spaced maybe four feet apart and there was no way that behemoth could fit through that, they would have to go around to follow.
I was at the trees and made it through them with no problem. Once on the other side I realized something I hadn’t before. A fatal error on my part, there were no trees on the other side. My adrenaline was pumping so I didn’t notice, or care, but that was no ridge line, it was sharp drop off. It wasn’t necessarily a cliff because of a small grade, but it was damn near close.
It was quite a sensation falling like that, it happened a lot faster than in the movies. I dropped about thirty feet before I made contact with the side of the mountain again. I thought I heard a snap, but I wasn’t sure. In my short drop I was able to see that some sort of complex sat at the bottom of the cliff. I’ll have plenty of time to take in what just happened once I stop tumbling at the bottom of the hill.
Over the sound of my head hitting the dirt I heard a loud sharp snap and an even louder ripping noise, and the next thing I knew the truck was flying over the ridge of the cliff. He obviously didn’t have the same idea I had.
I had now twisted and was tumbling backward facing the truck. It was in a perilous position rocketing downward perpendicular to the cliff face. Had I been a little faster the truck would have crushed me when it eventually collided with the side of the mountain.
It landed on its nose six feet in front of me and started cart wheeling down the hill sending a dirt cloud filled with debris exploding from the newly formed crater. I rolled through the dirt cloud missing the pock mark. An unknown chunk of debris struck my cheek cutting it and possibly fracturing my cheek bone.
The truck hit the asphalt below with a loud crunch and a scraping sound that was worse than nails on a chalk board.
I hit the asphalt a few seconds later with my own set of crunches and scraping. My arm was warm which means that the wound on my arm has opened again. And I had that now familiar tingling sensation in my nose.
I couldn’t see anything with all the dirt in the air so I stayed put for a while, not that I could move anyway after a tumble like that.
The dirt slowly settled and everything came into view. I was covered in so much dirt and blood that I couldn’t tell the difference between the two.
The first thing I saw was the truck. It was 50 to 60 feet in front of me and upside down. It was sitting in the middle of a courtyard with lines painted on the ground. I recognized them as being part of a basketball key. I could see the hoops now.
The buildings that were on the far side of the courts came into view and they looked strangely familiar to me. Then the thirty foot spire appeared atop the glass front library, its gold bell glowing in the early morning sunlight. It took a moment for it all to sink in, then I looked back at the mountain I had just fallen from and I saw the white tower of the radio tower at the top, confirming my suspicions. I have ended up right where I started, Phoenix High School.
If I were to walk around the library I would see the charred remains of my house. And if I were to walk a little further I would see the satellite compound. I had effectively gone in a circle.
I knew I had back tracked a little when I ended up back at the SUV, but I didn’t realize how close I was to home, the one place I was trying to get away from. We had been wandering for weeks and ended up only about a half mile away from where we started.
I didn’t even try to stop the tears rolling down my face. What a waste of fucking time. We could have stayed home and fared better. Who knows if the scavengers even showed up there. Sure, there’s a couple right here in front of me, but who knows where they came from.
I noticed the truck and it brought me back to reality. The driver wasn’t moving, but I didn’t think he was dead. The driver, only the driver. I scanned the area and didn’t see the other so he wasn’t ejected and he couldn’t have recovered that quickly to run away. He must have been left behind and he would be here soon.
I needed to get out of here. The school would be my best choice to hide until they left.
Slowly, and painfully, I pulled myself up. It was hard, something in my left leg was definitely broken, but I could still walk.
I stopped to look in the truck as I walked passed. The driver was still breathing and one of the glass eye pieces of his gas mask was cracked and the other had some blood on it. There was also blood in his hair, no doubt from a gash on his head. He was wearing some sort of grey jump suit, I expected them to be wearing tattered clothing with long hair and scraggly beards, not this uniform wearing, clean shaven soldier. Nice to know they wear uniforms while they rape, steal, and murder.
I didn’t even realize I was doing it as I reached for my gun. During the fall the holster had shifted to the back of my belt. I found the holster empty. The gun must have fallen out during the fall. He was lucky this time.
I had lingered too long and I needed to get to the school before the other one shows up.




Entry 28

I limped to the first of the double doors of the school just as the sun completely crested over the eastern mountains. The doors were pried open long ago by vandals, or whoever, making it easier to slip in. Before I shut the door I looked behind me one last time at the truck and the mountainside. There was still no sign of the other scavenger.
The door led into a long dark hallway with a sliver of light peeking out from underneath a classroom door to my left. In front of me, at the end of the hall, was an elevator. To the left of that was a door, and to the left of the door was a stair case leading down. I could be in any one of the buildings, I’m not sure which, the school was built on the side of the hill and a lot of the buildings are two stories. I didn’t have much time to hide. I didn’t know how close the other scavenger was.
I opened the door to the classroom first. It was directly to my left and the wall took up most of the hallway. It was gloomy inside. There seemed to be a layer of smoke or fog filling the room. The classroom itself is almost untouched. With the exception of a few overturned chairs and a layer of dirt, it looks like the kids left in the middle of a lecture.
I checked behind the teacher’s desk looking for some place to hide or maybe something I could use against them in case I couldn’t find a suitable spot.
I didn’t find much; pens, markers, and some rulers. One drawer was filled completely with blank video cassettes. This must be a video production class. My suspicions were confirmed by a shark, drawn in chalk, holding a video camera with words scrawled above it, “Welcome to Video 101.”
There was a door in the back of the classroom. I walked up to it and peered through the small rectangle of glass that was its window. There were no windows in the room behind the door. What light did filter in there revealed a couple of very large black boxes. This room was no doubt their storage room. There were probably set pieces and camera equipment piled high in their protective cases that would make a perfect hiding area. I could smash the window, but it’s that safety glass with the steel wire running through it. Even if I could break the glass, I wouldn’t be able to get through the steel wire. I wonder if I could pick the lock.
I was about to start looking for a paper clip or something to pick the lock when I heard crunching followed by a scrapping noise. It’s not as bad as the crash, but it was still pretty bad and I imagined it was coming from the truck. The other scavenger had arrived and was prying the door open to get his comrade out of the mangled wreck.
The classroom offered no acceptable sanctuary. I left the classroom and started down the hallway. I didn’t want to head downstairs just yet and the elevator obviously wasn’t going to work so I tried the door.
It was unlocked, but something was blocking it from behind. I used my right arm first to try and push it open and I instantly regretted that decision as I recoiled in pain from the wound. I switched arms and pushed again. If not for my weakened state I would’ve been able to open it easily, but it takes all my strength and the door only opened enough for me to squeeze through.
I could hear muffled shouts creeping under the double doors at the end of the hall. Either the scavenger in the truck was all right and it was just the two of them, or more of them had arrived. I was hoping for the former. Either way I was almost out of time.
I got half way through the crack in the door and I stopped. It felt like something was stopping me from squeezing through. I looked behind me, fully expecting to see some rotting hand holding my ankle, I was relieved to find no such thing. Something must be caught on the door. I reached behind me and I felt my holster. I almost forgot I had it. I wish I had taken a moment to look for the gun, now I’m completely unarmed. I would have to calculate my encounter with them. I angrily ripped the holster off and tossed it back into the hall. I’ll have plenty of time to regret that later.
Without the holster I was able to slip through the door much easier. I passed into the room just as the door opened and the two scavengers entered into the hallway.
The room I was in was completely dark. The only light coming from the space between the door and the jamb and a small sliver of light to the right of the door on the other side of the room. This must be the store room I saw from the classroom, I made it in here anyway.
I was able to watch them from the crack in the door as they moved down the hallway. They were using hand signals to communicate, far more sophisticated than I would’ve expected for scavengers. It was almost as if they were expecting more danger than me. Lastly, I saw that they were carrying automatic rifles with small flashlights mounted on the ends of the barrels. These guys meant business.
They slowly moved down the hallway, their flashlights moving up and down the walls. One of them opened up the door to the classroom took a few seconds to scan it, and then shut the door.
One of the flashlights passed over the holster then quickly did a double take and returned to it. The scavenger walked up to the holster and knelt down next to it. He picked it up and examined it. After he was satisfied with investigating it he put it back on the ground. He raised his head toward me, rather the crack in the door and stood up. He pointed the flashlight at the crack and crept toward it.
I didn’t think he could see me just yet, but the flashlight was pointed directly at me.
I crept backward into the darkness, slowly feeling my way as I did. I didn’t know what I was going to do once he entered the room. I might possibly be able to get the drop on him, but I didn’t know if I would be able to take the other one as well. If I could wrestle his rifle away from him I might just be able to…
I found a large box about four feet high and I almost fell behind it, trying to hide quickly enough before the door opened. Not a moment too soon, just as the box eclipsed my body, the door opened.




Entry 29

I held my breath as I heard the door wrenched open. He was able to push it all the way open. He obviously wasn’t malnourished. If I was going to take this scavenger on I was going to need every bit of my strength.
The flashlight beam swept over the room, then transfixed on the path that I took. It bounced up and down slowly as the scavenger made his way down the path.
The beam lit up the surroundings, but I wasn’t able to make out much, the swatch of light faded fast beyond the beam. He was close enough now that I could hear his breathing through the mask. My heart was beating so fast that I thought it might leap out of my throat.
He was now in front of me and it was time to act. I sprung up into him, firmly placing my right shoulder into his abdomen while moving his rifle away with my left hand, I felt like Jason Bourne, if only I had a book, or a pen. We both went falling into the blackness until he landed on some invisible box with me on top of him.
His rifle went spinning onto the ground and landed with a plastic smack. The light from the flashlight was illuminating us from the ground. I could see into the eye holes of his mask. His eyes seemed filled with genuine fear and something else. Maybe it was sadness.
My vision filled with a blinding white light as his fist collided with my left eye socket. I tumble back again, but I caught myself from falling. I covered my eye with my hand, the flesh was warm where his fist had struck me.
There was a long second where I was waiting for him to attack me again, but nothing happened. Then I remembered the rifle on the floor, he must be trying to reach it. I kicked with my left foot blindly into the darkness and made contact with something hard. I thought I might have hit a box at first, but the object gave way and there was muffled “oomph” noise. The pain in my leg was intense, if it wasn’t broken before I had made contact with his chest it was now. There was a loud crash when he went tumbling down into the boxes again.
I was beginning to wonder why the second scavenger hadn’t shown up yet. He might have gone down stairs and hadn’t heard this assault commencing in the blackness.
My vision slowly returned and I could see the scavenger lying on top of some boxes trying to regain his footing. I moved on him hoping to silence him, but he was fast and countered my attack. We locked arms like the professional wrestlers used to do when beginning a match. His left hand gripping at my wounded right, I could hear the flesh tearing away from the wound. Despite the pain we continued spinning around the darkness trying to get the upper hand on one another.
I thought I might actually get him into some head lock, or throw him off of me, when I suddenly found nothing under my feet, like a trap door had opened under me. I panicked and grabbed for something to stop the fall. The only thing I found purchase on was the sleeve of his uniform, but uniforms are not load bearing structures. There was a rip coming from his sleeve from where I was holding on, a loud crash from what I can only presume was him falling into the boxes yet again, and then, nothing.




Entry 30

I remember taking a family trip to Disney World once in Florida and riding the Tower of Terror. It would shoot you up, strapped in a haunted elevator, ten or fifteen stories up in the air in complete darkness before opening the windows and repeating the process. Falling felt a lot like that, only I didn’t shoot back up.
I flipped at least once before I landed on something metal. Its parts rubbed and screeched together trying to absorb the impact of my fall.
My body was instantly filled with pain and I was having trouble breathing. I’ve only had the wind knocked out of me a few times and it always came as a shock.
There was a warm liquid beginning to pool in the seat of my jeans, blood. I carefully felt around my leg for the source of the wound. I violently pulled my hand away in shock when I found it. A thin rusty piece of pipe was jutting out of my upper left thigh. As thin as it was, it had done some serious damage. My leg was already going numb and I was growing colder and colder.
I tried sitting up, but was stopped in my tracks by an even more intense pain, this time coming from my back. This one seemed the worst to me. My arm and leg could heal, and I could manage the broken bones, but not a broken back. 
My eyes started to adjust to the darkness and I could see that I was in some sort of auditorium. This was probably where the drama kids put on their plays.
I lifted my head a little to see if I could make out what I landed on. The arms and legs jutted out of the darkness like a sea urchin. I had landed on a pile of folding chairs and tables. They had been piled on the stage like a barricade.
Above, the flashlight aura from the scavenger’s gun extended out like a halo, revealing the cat walk I had just fallen from. The light wasn’t moving, the scavenger must have either ditched it, or he was still recovering from being thrown into the boxes. I still didn’t know where the other scavenger was.
The auditorium was dimly lit which meant there must be a light source somewhere. I twisted my head back and saw light coming in underneath another set of double doors.
With great pain I rolled over onto my stomach. With my left arm, my right was useless to me at the moment, I slowly drug myself off of the mangled pile of tables and chairs. I winced in pain every time the pole in my leg caught on something. 
I stopped at the edge of the stage. It was easily a four foot drop to the ground below. I looked around for a stairway that I could more easily navigate, but my eyes caught the flashlight beam. It was moving, and now the other one was there. They were scanning the wreckage below looking to see which way I had gone. I was a sitting duck down there.
I didn’t have time to search for a staircase and with my one good arm I yanked myself off of the stage. The pain wasn’t as bad as I was expecting, but it was still terrible. I let out a piercing shriek when I landed. No doubt they would have heard it, if they weren’t already on their way down here.
I crawled slowly toward the light leaving a trail of blood behind me.
What I heard next made me turn my head back, despite the pain, toward where I fell from. Screams, some loud crashes, and what I thought sounded like gun fire. The search and rescue teams! They had come to my rescue.
I crawled as fast as I could toward the light. Each pull sending a lightning bolt of pain surging through my body.
The double doors opened fairly easily, but I had to lift myself off the ground to hit the door latch and now my back is hurting with non-stop intensity.
The light from the outside blinded me temporarily and as my eyes adjusted I could see I was in another hallway. There was a stairway to my left that was most likely the same stairway I saw upstairs. The light was coming from floor to ceiling windows that separated the hallway from the outside world.
The door shut behind me as I crawled out of the auditorium. I propped myself up against the wall just outside of the auditorium and now I could see the extent of my leg injury. The metal rod was one of the chair legs that came from the pile. The blood had turned my entire left pant leg red. I knew then that the rusted leg had punctured an artery. Maybe I couldn’t heal after all.
I was too caught up in what is going on outside the windows to really care how bad I was injured or whether or not the scavengers were going to get me.
I watched the shadows flicker back and forth on the linoleum floor. Some of them were banging on the windows, others were rubbing their faces against the glass like children, leaving huge swatches of flesh and blood behind, their glazed eyes staring into mine. All of them could smell the blood pouring out of my leg.
I always said I would die before I would become like them. This wasn’t going to be easy. If only the gun hadn’t fallen out of the holster, or I had grabbed the rifle as I fell.
I let my head fall against my chest, half out of disbelief, half out of lack of energy to keep it up. I was already getting light headed and I thought that if the rod did pierce an artery I could pull it out and bleed to death in a matter of moments.
I wrapped the fingers of my left hand around the rod and I was ready to pull when I noticed my right hand sitting limp on the floor. There was a piece of cloth in it.
I remembered just before I fell grabbing on to the scavenger’s jumpsuit and it tearing as I fell. I can’t believe I’ve held on to it this whole time. There was some stitching on the back of it, it was a patch. I opened my fist to view the design and I was dismayed at what I saw, a red shield with a gold rim and a gold hammer in the center. They weren’t scavengers after all. They were the search and rescue team. Sure they could have stolen the uniforms, but I doubt it. They weren’t chasing me they were trying to save me.
I shouted for them, hoping they were still in the building. I didn’t hold much hope that they would show up.
My vision was now starting to blur. I threw the patch on the ground. It had been a few minutes and I hadn’t heard anything other than them. I shouted once more, but I was losing energy fast.
If someone were to find me down here I thought it only fair that I leave behind some sort of legacy, complete my journal and leave something that could quite possibly help them. And if the rescuers do come and I’m already dead, I’ll want them to know that I’m sorry and thank them for trying to save me.
I made my last entry in the journal. It was hard to hold the pen and stay concentrated. I hope my writing isn’t too sloppy.
After I was finished I made sure it was stowed away securely in the breast pocket of my coat. I felt something else inside the pocket and I pulled it out.
It was the rosary that was hanging from the rearview mirror of the SUV. I didn’t remember putting it in my pocket after I snatched it from its spot above the dash board.
I’ve never been a man of God and I wonder if He would even listen to me. If I even knew what to say. I don’t know how to use it, but at least He can keep me company.
A quiet sound of click clacks started from around the corner to my right. I groggily turned my head toward the noise. A small black object had appeared and was heading toward me. My vision was still blurred and I couldn’t tell what it was.
It wasn’t until it got closer that I recognized the black fur. Mandy sat next to me and proceeded to lick my face. It had only been a few hours, but I already missed her so much and seeing her now told me it was time.
The banging on the glass intensified and it started to crack under the attacks. It wouldn’t hold much longer. Mandy sat unflinching next to me. I couldn’t wait to see my family again, to catch up on all the times we missed in the last few years.
I stalled a few minutes more to see if anyone would show up, but I didn’t think they would.
I was surprisingly calm now that I’ve accepted my fate. I leaned over and gave Mandy a kiss on the top of her head.
I gripped the rusted chair leg one more time and yanked. There was a little bit of pain, but that wouldn’t matter in a second. My life really did flash before my eyes. I was bombarded by memories. The science fair. Playing with Mandy in the park when she was a puppy. My first kiss. Dad teaching me how to golf. Maybe now I’ll be able to beat him.
None of it really mattered now. I could feel the blood leaving my body. The temperature change was noticeable. The world is moving on and I take one last look at its new dominate species as my world fades to black.




Afterword

I would like to thank you for time in reading Wanderer. Hopefully you liked it.
This was my first book and much to my surprise it wasn’t easy. I had originally started out on another book (hopefully that book will be finished soon) and I had wanted something out around Christmas time of that year, but at the rate I was heading I wouldn’t have been able to finish anything on time, which in the end didn’t matter anyway. I decided to switch my attention to Wanderer in the hopes of meeting my personal deadline.
Wanderer started out as a short film and so was a fully formed idea, at least that’s what I thought, and I figured I could finish it on time. Everything was going smoothly and I was right on schedule when my editor (Me, and keep in mind I’m not an editor, in fact I use the term author very loosely) helped me realize that I was rushing through this and not having the book out by December was better than having this rushed and me not being happy with it.
I learned a lot during this whole process. It wasn’t easy and I still have lots to learn.
It was quite an experience and I’m glad I went through it. Hopefully the reaction to this book won’t discourage me too much and I will continue on because I have tons of ideas rolling around this head of mine, including a sequel to Wanderer.
Again, I would like to thank you for your time and hopefully you enjoyed it, even just a little bit, because that was my main goal.
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