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It’s all yours now. You own it. . .

The man did not know what that phrase meant
any more than he had four days ago when he had come awake in the
woods injured and afraid with it cycling through his head.

It’s all yours now. You own it. . .

He raised his head up and sniffed the air.
For one brief moment of pure exaltation he thought he smelled
smoke. He tried to scream into the forest but he was weak and the
sound that it made choked in his throat and died there.

He sagged down onto the old railroad bed and
sobbed. It had been too good to be true. The wonderfully sweet
aroma of wood smoke was now gone, if it had ever been there in the
first place.

The wind was moving in the trees and the
sound it made was similar to that of a rushing stream. Another of
nature’s tricks. The wilderness was rife with them. There was no
reason to anything here. He was lost in a lost world where
rationality had taken a permanent vacation. He would most likely
die out here in this great chameleon forest where unspeakable
shapes roamed, where the unimaginable could materialize at any
moment and become tangible, where creatures of wickedness and dread
would swiftly rip the flesh from ones bones, feast on it, and leave
the rotted remains for vultures and worms. There was no
discrimination out here, no distinction between man and beast, good
and evil. It was the ultimate class system. The fit survived, the
weak simply did not. It would be easier to put a gun to one’s own
head and pull the trigger. Certainly more humane. If only he had a
gun.

He limped his way along an abandoned railroad
spur, giant trees towering above him, his right hand plastered over
the infected wound in his side.



He stole uneasy glances over his
shoulder.

Nightfall was imminent.

The prospect terrified him.

He feared the night even more than he feared
death.

He had no idea how long he’d been in the
wilderness or how he’d gotten here. He did not know his name, where
he had come from or where he was going. He only knew that he had
come awake in the woods four days ago injured and afraid.

He was wearing running shoes, blue jeans, and
a short-sleeved sweatshirt that said Los Angeles Lakers on it. The
once white sweatshirt was now filthy with mud and blood, there was
a deep puncture wound in his side and his feet were swollen and
aching. His jeans were torn in several places revealing long gashes
in both his legs.

He carried no identification. In his pocket
he had discovered a butane cigarette lighter. There were no
cigarettes. He could not remember if he smoked.

He had a dim memory of some sort of tragedy,
but every time he tried to focus on it his head would ache
violently.

He assumed the worse, of course. He was
probably a madman running from the law, guilty of some heinous
crime. It was the only thing that made sense. How else could he
explain his predicament? He was experiencing an insidious breakdown
of all normal sensory perceptions. Rabbits had become wolves, deer
had become mountain lions . . . and . . . there was something else
out here stalking him, he was certain of it, something he did not
want to think about, but in the terrible darkness of night he was
unable to think of little else.

“I’m cracked!” he moaned. “Loony tunes! Toys
in the attic!” And although a part of him still retained a measure
of rationality he understood that most of his sanity had deserted
him just as surely as rats desert a sinking ship. How else could
the dead become the living? How, other than in the exclusive
community of true madness could one actually believe that the dead
stand right up and walk?

But how could he know the woman was dead?

How did he know the woman?

Somehow he did.

Maybe he knew her from the dreams. Dreams he
believed happened as much from sleep born out of exhaustion and
infection, as madness. Dreams where the thing he saw wasn’t the
walking dead; it was somehow worse than the walking dead. In some
of the dreams the demon woman was so close he could actually feel
her hot, prickly breath on his face and smell the raging decay of
dead flesh. They were dreams from which he would wake with a
searing scream stuck in his throat like a red hot poker.

He walked all day long, every day. He wasn’t
sleeping much. The nightmares would wake him before dawn and he
would start a small fire with dry twigs and crouch there by it
shivering and sobbing until it was light enough for him to walk
again.
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