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        After their mother is attacked, Cora & Seth defy her orders to escape and infiltrate Dwarf Land & Cannibal Country to rescue her. Surrounded by mutations & zombies, Cora must choose between saving her family & fulfilling the prophecy.
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      Three miles out from Dwarf Land and Cannibal Country, Momma’s horse stumbled and almost threw a shoe on the cracked asphalt of I57. Trotting up ahead on her own pony, Cora didn’t realize it until she heard Seth call out, “Momma!”

      She reined her pony in and turned around. Momma lay on the ground. Her horse wandered a few paces away. Seth sat on his own pony, clutching the reins to his chest, his eyes open so wide they took up almost half his face.

      Cora clicked her heels into her pony’s side and set him trotting back to Momma. As she drew close, Momma sat up, running one hand across her forehead. In the early morning light, Cora saw the scraps on her elbows and one gash on her right leg. Momma stood up, placing her hands on her back to brace herself. She stretched, arching her back.

      “You okay, Momma?” Cora said.

      “I’m fine, Corabelle,” Momma said. “I should have checked old Sidney’s shoes before we left the inn, that’s all.”

      Cora glanced around at the empty highway, spotting the rotting hunks of distant cars ahead of them. Just off to the right a ramp curved off to an abandoned gas station. The creaking of the hanging metal sign swaying reached her in the early morning quiet. As she listened, Cora realized she hadn’t heard any birds for a while now. Didn’t they usually sing in the mornings? She turned back to Momma.

      Momma limped as she headed back toward Sidney. She reached for the reins.

      “Momma,” Cora said. “I don’t hear no birds.”

      Momma missed the reins. She looked back at Cora, her wide eyes reminding Cora of Seth’s at that moment.

      “What…?”

      A howl broke the morning calm. Sidney the horse whinnied in fear, shying away from Momma. A second howl joined the first. This time, the horse reared up, front legs thrashing out in panic. Momma jumped back as the horse landed and galloped away. Cora’s pony shook his head. She felt him tremble beneath her and she did what Poppa had always taught her, stay in control and have a firm hand. Horses needed firmness to guide them. She tightened her grip on the reins, letting her pony know she was still boss. But across the way, she could see Seth struggling.

      “Momma!” she said.

      Momma grabbed the axe from behind Cora’s seat and slapped the pony on the rump. The pony jumped and trotted forward, heading for Seth.

      “Get out of here,” Momma yelled. “Take Seth and go!”

      “But Momma, the cannibals!”

      “GO!”

      She hefted the axe in both hands. Cora saw the metal head glint in the sunlight. From around the ruined gas station, several figures appeared, shambling, stumbling, staggering forward. They wore rags and torn clothes over emaciated, decaying bodies. They moaned and howled as they caught sight of the three people and increased their pace.

      “Go, Cora, now!”

      As Cora’s pony passed Seth, Cora grabbed the left rein out of Seth’s fumbling hands.

      “Hang on,” she said to her brother. The boy nodded, digging his hands into the pony’s mane.

      Making sure he was secure, Cora took one last look over her shoulder at Momma. She stood in the middle of the road, all five foot three inches of her. Dark brown hair, escaped from the turban wound around her head and tumbled down her back. Her callused hands clenched the axe, ready to swing. Heavy denim pants stuffed in the scuffed leather boots on her feet. The blue shirt now tore and dirty from the fall. Cora imprinted every one of these details into her mind.

      The shambling cannibals howled and snarled as they moved toward her. Cora tightened her grip on the reins until the leather dug into her hands. Even from this distance, she could smell the sour, rotting stench on the breeze. How could Momma stand it so close? Why didn’t she run?

      “Momma!” Seth cried.

      Cora jumped in her saddle. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      “Cora, go!”

      Biting her lip, Cora turned away from Momma, dug her heels into her pony’s side and raced away. Seth’s pony followed behind. Over the sound of the pony’s stomping hooves, she heard the shrieking of the hordes as they descended on Momma.
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        * * *

      

      “I told your Momma she shoulda taken the road past Hemsford,” the old man said as he stirred the pot of stew. “I57 goes too close to Dwarf Land and Cannibal Country.”

      “Hush Raymond,” the old woman scolded. “Don’t be nattering at these children.” She passed a rough hand over Cora’s head and then over Seth’s.

      “You’ll be fine staying with us for a few days,” she said.

      “Only a few,” the old man said. “We can’t be taking you for longer. We don’t have the resources for ya.” To his credit, he frowned at this pronouncement. At least if he was booting them out, he felt bad about it, Cora thought.

      “That’s all right,” Cora said “I only need one night.”

      Seth turned to look at her. A lock of dark brown hair fell over his forehead, looking so much like Momma’s hair it made Cora’s chest hurt. She brushed it off her brother’s head and he didn’t push her hand away. His lips tightened into a thin line.

      They ate huddled in the main room of the old couple’s cottage before the old man led them back to the barn. Again he apologized only in his mind as he showed them where to lay their blankets in the empty stall next to their ponies. Cora almost heard him recall his own son as he took a final glance at Seth before leaving them in the barn.

      As he closed the door, Seth sat up on his blanket.

      “What did you mean you need only one night?”

      Cora sighed. “You aren’t coming with me, Seth.”

      “Who says? She’s my Momma too.”

      “Seth…”

      “You try and leave me behind, I’ll just follow you. You know I can do it, Core.”

      Now she thinned her lips at him. She did know he could do it, the same way she knew Momma was still alive, deep inside Dwarf Land and Cannibal Country. She felt the spark of Momma inside, pulling at her like a magnet. She hadn’t realized that Seth could feel it that way too.

      “I’m psycho just like you,” Seth said.

      Cora shook her head. “It’s not psycho, it’s psychic, you idiot.”

      He dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “Yeah, I’ll still follow.”

      Little runt would follow her and then were would she be? Trying to find Momma and having to worry about him following behind her. Might as well bring him along although Momma would be angry. But Momma would be angry anyway. Momma wanted them to keep going and find Poppa down in the island country. But she couldn’t leave Momma, Cora just couldn’t do it.

      “You do what I tell you. Everything I tell you,” she said. “Or I leave you for the cannibals and they’ll make you their own.”
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