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Thirteen days. Thirteen days and nights completely isolated,
prepared, secure. One lapse of judgement. One error and my entire
world had ended.

 

With its desire to feed quenched for the time being, the raven
took flight in a flurry of noise and torn black feathers and
surveyed the desolate streets with a deep crimson eye. Such
stupidity! I had no reason to tamper with those wooden boards, the
house had not been breached, had not even been noticed by the
horde. But still, I could not resist. An image had plagued my
thoughts during the long hours of darkness. Eyes fixed open; it
manifested itself in the shadows before me. How it had played on my
mind; a vision of a hand beckoning me towards oblivion. Ironic that
the hand was to be my own. Retreating from the window, I grimaced
at the quirk of fate that had befallen me. I had waited until first
light to shore up that window by refitting those boards, and all
for what? Such carelessness! Such foolishness!

 

As the wound on the back of my hand filled with blood, I
clutched my wrist firmly restricting the flow. Arteries in the hand
swelling, unable to return their freight back to the heart. Fingers
numbing with each pulsation, tingling as the pressure grew. Grip
only momentarily relinquished to open a kitchen cabinet and take
out antiseptic and sterile bandages. The door slammed back shut
with a frustrated flail of a leg.

 

Exhaling, I approached the sink taking solace in the fact that I
had held out with a calm measured defiance against the odds,
against what was out there. Thirteen days.

 

During the first few days I took what I could; looting the
grocery stores and marts in town for supplies, only venturing out a
quarter mile to ensure a swift return if in danger. I never was. In
fact, I never even saw a living being or otherwise. Desolation. And
with desolation came blamelessness, an impunity granted by the
necessity to survive. A feeling of virtue overrode any guilt I
should have felt for stealing, although it could not erase the
regret I felt for not leaving town with the others.

 

The instant the ethanol was splashed onto my wounded flesh I was
forced to stifle a scream. My frame, however, trembled and I fell
to my knees succumbed; only holding onto the sink by my forearm
which now had a barbershop spiral of blood running down it from
the, now ablaze, hand lesion. Stooping and taking the bandages
between my teeth, I bound my hand with my last remaining strength
and collapsed outstretched onto the floor.

 

Echoes of panting filled the bungalow, the candles flickered, a
passing raven cawed mockingly.

 

* * * 

 

I knew what was to become of me, I knew my doom. Severing the
limb was futile, a myth. Initial medical research had shown that
the infection moved through the circulatory system too
swiftly to save the sufferer. I meekly arose to retrieve the loaded
rifle propped up against the wall next to that God-forsaken window.
I could end it all here.

 

Using the rifle as a crutch, I systematically made my way around
my beloved parents’ old house extinguishing candles. Smoke waltzed
a slow Danse Macabre from each wick as their fires were suffocated
by forefinger and thumb. Approaching each one, the heat of the
flames was non-existent. Instead, in its place an odd numbness;
ice. A queer frost crept up my spine and throughout my body. A brow
sodden with sweat chilled me as I lumbered lethargically about this
now hazy and darkening home towards the final shimmering light.
Before approaching it however, I awkwardly wrapped myself in my
mother’s frayed woollen blanket taken from the neatly made bed that
had not been laid upon for days.

 

For I can’t stop shivering! My jaw loose and open contains only
uncontrollable chattering teeth. Lungs tightening, bones aching.
Such agony! The candle I now hold bears no weight, although such is
my diminishing coordination, I cannot help but allow the wax to
trickle over on to the floor boards, its trail beginning in the
bedroom, through the kitchen, into the cellar and towards its
reliable old boiler: the creaking heart of the house, warm and
robust.

 

With great caution I now descend down, wooden stairs holding
firm as my body grows weaker with each wary step. Quavering before
the dim light my hand and forearm look ghoulish. Flesh paling as
the blood slowed beneath, being consumed by the contagion. To my
horror the skin around my nails has began retracting, elongating
their appearance. More curious still was the unremitting tearing
and reforming of muscle around the lesion. Endlessly in and out of
spasm and remarkably visible to the naked eye, but still, I feel
nothing but ice. Is this the beginning of the change?

 

* * *

 

Even the boiler provides no respite from this bitter chill! As I
sit here beside the murmuring tank, my entire body aches with such
an unbearable lack of sensation. This arm is becoming not my own
for its grotesque appearance frightens me. Up to my elbow, my skin
has thickened to leather and is stretched to breaking point by the
ever-growing muscle fibres underneath. I feel faint with the
thought of my arm bursting out of its own skin and have not the
energy to stand.  Even to draw breath causes me great
discomfort and pressure upon my chest.

 

For this is all I have left, this congealed stagnant wound. Not
my bounty of bottled water, canned food, ammunition and medical
supplies enclosing around me, all touched by the candle’s wavering
gaze. I look upon it all with contempt and great disdain of its
futility, for I had surrounded myself with assurance but nothing
could have truly prepared me for what was to come. In my deepest
fears, I was being overrun by the horde, swiftly surrounded and
viciously set upon. Not pecked and then left to fester unbothered
and unfeeling. A raven, a damn bird! How meek. No glorious hero’s
death in a brutal blaze of blood and noise. Instead this grave
injustice! My castle had become my tomb and all that was left was
the infection I had so strived to protect myself from.

 

The dreadful cold now bites at my trembling arm, at which I bear
not to look upon its unnatural form; a sharp stab with every tense
and twinge, over and over again, unrelenting and unforgiving. Never
have I experienced such violent convulsions and they fail to
cease!

 

For who is here to save me? Do I deserve salvation? I chose my
path, and this, this, is my reward. Defiantly, selfishly,
I had remained here while the neighbourhood left towards the woods
and towards an uncertain future; albeit together. Even with all
their flaws and bad-blooded history they had shown solidarity and
strength. O, how I now yearn for just a drop of such strength,
strength to carry on and lift myself up and out of this dark hole
towards deliverance! I try to beckon any living soul to my aid, but
all I muster is an implorable wail that barely makes it out the
cellar as the infection takes hold and I am fatally overcome with
an excruciating wave of heat that washes across me.

 

Heart skipping to a panicked beat, my unblinking eyes fixate on
the flickers of the last remaining light. All but wavering,
slowing, dimming, and I am gone.

 

 * * *

 

Yet I return. And I am; once again.

 

Primordial echoes emerge from the endless darkness and rouse my
consciousness. Overlapping whispers flood my ears with unrelenting
desires and ancient commands. I heed their call. I
listen.

 

The agony. The hunger of life. Life craves more life.
Its purpose; simply, to be: to ensure survival, to elongate
existence, to procreate and to spread across the seas, skies and
land like a pandemic pox. This all achieved by whatever means, by
consuming, by adapting, by evolving. I see this now. And in front
of me I see a pool of hardened candle wax that can bear no flame. I
see.

 

In hazy stupor, I arise to ascend the stairs and leave this
cellar womb. My lengthened nails shredding the banister as I
advance up. The oak ribbons that curl forth celebrate my glorious
rebirth. And I feel every knot and fibre. I feel.

 

Golden daylight reveals the extent of my reincarnation and how
the infection has augmented my physical being. I shed the blanket
from my shoulders and unravel the blood-hardened bandage from my
arm. My arm and hand, O, what a blessed reward! I cannot find the
words to describe its beauty. In actuality I fail to find any words
and cannot vocalise my thoughts, only managing animalistic grunts
and groans. But speech matters not, merely a superficial trait of
humanity: unnecessary for survival.

 

Graced by renewed life and this improved form, I easily tear
apart the boards that partially cover that fabled window. I must
feed to stave off the effects of rigor mortis. I must live and
spread this blessing, this evolution.

 

I must.
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