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Prologue
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HEARING THE GUNSHOT and seeing my daddy fall is my last memory of him. 

My hands slapped over my ears when Mommy screamed, and tears rolled down my cheeks. I had been too young to realize what happened to him, not understanding how he would never speak to me again. Mommy scooped me up, clinging to me, her arms like steel bands around my back. I may have been too young to fully grasp what took place, but I knew it was something terrible. Mommy tried to back up, to get away from them, telling them to leave us alone. I could hear the fear in her voice, and it fed mine. 

There were ten altogether—five in front of us and five who came up behind us. Then one man tore me from her arms. He gripped my arms, pulling me while I screamed. He gained leverage, ripping me from Mommy’s grasp, her fingernails sliding across my bare arms, leaving welts. Another man reached around her, holding tightly, while she stretched her arms, fingers flexing, trying to reach me. I cried for her, and she cried for me; the distance growing between us. My last memory of her... I saw her thrown to the ground by the first five men. Then my world bounced when another man flipped me over his shoulder, carrying me like a sack of grain, my belly hurting when his shoulder jabbed into it with each wide step. 

The five who took me away made a camp and tied me to a tree. Silently, I cried because they told me they would give me something to cry about if I didn’t stop. I remembered Daddy telling me to dry my tears so the hungry ones wouldn’t know we were around. I figured this was what they meant. I watched them through my tears, squirming against the tree and unable to get free. I remember I needed to scratch my nose. I’d wriggled it like a bunny trying to relieve the itch. But I forgot all about it when she came to the camp. 

She fought those men. She killed a few of them. She cut me loose, scooped me up, and ran. We ran for what seemed like forever, jolting steps and labored breathing until her sides ached, forcing us to slow. Then she set me down, gulping in the air and pressing a hand to her side, trying to smile at me, telling me everything would be all right. I knew something was wrong, even if I was only turned five. I put my pale hand on her dark one, peering up into her face. I asked for my mommy, and her face was sad. Then she said Mommy told her to come get me, and we needed to keep going. And during our walk, she told me she would be my mommy for a while.

I knew I was safe, so I agreed, and we kept moving.  

She found a house, telling me it would protect us for a while. She told me to wake her if anybody came. She told me to be quiet and not make any noise at all, and she lay down on the sofa and went still like she had died. Daddy told me if I ever thought someone was dead, I could put a mirror to their nose and mouth. If it got cloudy, they were alive. I couldn’t find a mirror, but I found a spoon. I opened my mouth and breathed on it. It got cloudy, and I wiped it clean. Then I brought it to her. After a moment, it clouded up, and I smiled. Then I put the spoon back where I found it. 

I spent the day watching her, wondering what to do, and grew sleepy. I curled up in a pillow-like chair that rocked. And in the morning, she was still sleeping. She barely moved, but I could see her chest rising and falling. I used the bathroom, rummaged around the cupboards, and found cans. One had a picture of a dog on it, and I knew it was dog food. The others, well, I couldn’t read well, so I wasn’t sure what they were. And I couldn’t open them, anyway. I walked back to the woman and pushed her, rocking her body, but her eyes wouldn’t wake up. It scared me, and I cried. 

I rubbed my face and wandered around the house but couldn’t find anything to do. I opened a closet and found a teddy bear. Hastily, I yanked the teddy bear out from under the box. It brought me comfort, and I could talk to it. It held all my five-year-old secrets.  

And so passed that day. 

The next morning, I tried to wake her again. She groaned; her eyes fluttered like they wanted to open, and then she lay still again. Then I heard a noise. I went to the front window and peeked out. There were four men out there. I ran back to her and pushed her, but she wouldn’t talk to me. I was scared, hungry, and tired. Unsure what to do, I looked out the window again. They didn’t look like those other men. These looked different and walked differently from the others. One had a kind-looking face, even if he was frowning. 

I needed them to help me. 

So, I unlocked the door and stood on the porch; hugging my comfort bear tightly. They were almost in front of the house, so I called to them. 

“Her eyes won’t wake up.”
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Chapter One 
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“EMMA!” SCOTT STAGE whispers to me. 

I flip my bow over my shoulder and move through the abandoned home. Part of the roof is sagging, and another rainstorm will most likely take it down. I jump over rotted floorboards, land lightly, and move to the kitchen where he is. We grew up together, learning this new world together. We were friends first. And later, I got The Talk from Mom and my aunts.  

“What is it?” I come up beside him. 

“A few cans.” He picks one up and hands it back. 

Excited, I reach for it, but when I see the bloated metal, I know it’s bad. I blow out a breath and set it down. He straightens and looks at the one he has. He flattens his lips together and then tosses it. 

“Sshh!” I glance around. Loud sounds call the living dead. 

“There’s none around.” He moves away and to the door. 

I eye the can. Metal canned goods are no good these days. We’ve grown seedlings in them, and that’s about it. Only food in glass jars tend to be edible. Even then, we inspect them with great care to make sure the seal is still secure, and the glass hasn’t cracked.

I hop down the porch steps. This is a bust. It’s about all anyone does in the neighborhoods anymore, hoping to find... anything. The houses are run down now, overgrown by weeds and trees. Roofs sag, and walls crumble in—or out. We keep looking, though, because sometimes we get lucky. It’s rare, but it happens.  

“Hey,” he says. 

He circles an arm around my waist and kisses me. I put my hands on his chest, curling my fingers into his shirt. What he’s done to me now makes me want to find a private place. Well, a place with four walls, anyway. We learned the hard way not to do that out in the open. Running for your life with your pants around your ankles isn’t something I ever want to repeat. 

“I love you,” he says. 

“I love you.” I kiss his nose and step away. 

We move down the road, keeping our guard up, looking for anything... or anyone out of place. It’s quiet so far, but it’s easy to miss them, easy to get caught up or pinned down. I spent a night in a tree once. I’m a few steps ahead when I realize he’s stopped. I turn and stay where I am. 

“Did you hear that?”

I listen for a moment and then shake my head. “Stumblers?”

He cocks his head, his eyes scanning back and forth. Then he turns again. 

“Shit!”

I hear it then, and we turn as one, running and finding a dilapidated home to hide in. He shuts the warped door, and we crouch below the cracked picture window. I take my bow off, holding it lengthwise, and adjust my quiver. He does the same. Soon we hear a motor. 

I was only five when the world ‘went to shit,’ like Aunt Zola always said. And the world never bounced back like anyone thought it would. Vehicles that run are a rarity these days. Our community has a few diesels and we’ve been hoarding the fuel inside the tanks. But we’re learning how to create our own diesel, always gathering supplies to get vehicles up and running. And we’ve had a few people who have come to our place, driving up on fumes, in dilapidated cars or trucks. So, after we vetted the people who arrived, their vehicles were a bonus. 

Over the years, we’ve fought for our home, against those who would want to steal, and against nature who wished to destroy. The resources we have we painstakingly cultivated against all odds. Slowly, we’re growing in numbers, but if anyone with ulterior motives discovers how few there are of us, I’m sure they’d try to take us over. Both food and people are commodities, especially when said people barter their valuable skills to secure a place in a community.

And finding people is difficult. So many died at the start of all this, and living where we do, few people have made their way out there. Only the dead seem to be in abundance and where they keep coming from is anyone’s guess. 

We meet each other’s eyes, lying here at awkward angles against the wall, under the sill. He angles up slightly, peering over it, and settles back once again. 

“What are they doing here?” I whisper, knowing he doesn’t know, and watch him shake his head. 

I peek out and then shoot back down, closing my eyes and pressing my lips together for a moment. The quick view showed a crew cab pickup truck, two men in the front, I’m not sure how many in the backseat, and six in the bed. They drive by slowly, each man facing a different direction. I hope they don’t stop and start looking through the homes. But this neighborhood looks rundown and unappealing here. A fire ate through many of the homes, scorching the sides of others before it died out. Anything of value, the flames took. 

And while we’ve cultivated enough staples and other supplies for our community, others would kill us for what we do have. Well, they would kill him—they’d do other things to me first. 

The old truck’s rumble keeps fading the farther down the road it goes. He angles up to peer over the sill, then settles back. He dips his chin, silently telling me they are leaving. We wait a moment longer, then move in the opposite direction. 

The community we now live in was a pilot experiment, introduced by the government, which eventually became a way of life. At the start of this, the military used the residents and its location as a test site to see if their plans for an end of the world scenario would work. They came in telling the neighborhood that everyone could join in and work to become self-sufficient. It was a ‘fun’ exercise, and the people who lived there succeeded. This model blueprint became the standard, but how many of these experiments of survival there were, is unclear. 

Although a few residents raised questions, nobody bothered to inquire about the abrupt introduction of such a plan. Everyone was on board with helping in the seemingly benign experiment, with the ruse of helping those less fortunate should a crisis occur. If this model worked, then it would benefit others. And seventeen years ago, one year before the fall of the world, the experiment thrived, the neighborhood thrived, and the people within survived the world when it finally decided to pick off the living. 

We hit the road, now in ill repair, the weeds pushing through the cracks. And upon reaching our destination, we stop and survey. A sturdy metal fence surrounds our place, and fortified lookouts, like prison towers, stand with walkways along the fence. We built these with concrete, wood, and houses that had fallen. Scavenging for supplies seems to be a never-ending chore. There’s a clearing on either side of us and trees beyond that. It’s in these clearings we have planted corn and wheat. I catch movement in the stalks, and we pause until one of our own exits, waves to us, and turns to enter again. A crow caws overhead, circling once before moving on, not brave enough to face the ones guarding its potential food source.

The solid gray, semi-rusted fence circles our community, keeping prying eyes from seeing inside. It used to be the gates opened wide, but it was too cumbersome and harder to keep the Stumblers out. Now, it rolls like a barn door. The moment we are close, it opens wide enough for us to pass. We nod to the gate attendants, and my eyes scan the homes. I see my mom tap Dad’s shoulder in goodbye and take off. 

“Emma!” She wears a short-sleeved shirt, revealing her dark arms, which slide around me in a fierce hug.  

“We found a few knives and shoes.” I jerk my chin back when she releases me. 

She presses a smile. “We’re still doing all right. The crops have been good this year.” 

I nod. They might be good, but there’s less this year than before. We have a few chickens, a couple of cows, a few goats, and horses. For how many we are, the livestock is pitifully low. We had one large greenhouse, and a storm destroyed it. We salvaged what we could from within, harvesting the nearly ripe vegetables and fruits. A few members are rebuilding the greenhouse, and we are also in the process of building a better structured hydroponic system. This will help where the birds and rodents are concerned, but it’s still a chore and needs near-constant attendance. However, planting outside is still the best way for bulk crops. Only now, we have those who take on bird watching, doing their duty to scare them away.

In the distance, I see Uncle Tristan’s bald black head, and I smile. When I was a child, it enthralled me to no end, and I ran my pale little hands over the smooth, dark skin. My mom grins and waves me off. I rush to him and attack him with a hug. He lifts me off my feet, and over his shoulder I see Ilaria coming out with Arian. Ilaria has long red hair, pulled back right now. Arian has caramel-colored skin and black hair with a tinge of red in it. 

“Glad you’re safe,” Tristan tells me and turns to his wife and son. 

I hug both and tell them we didn’t find much, and they seemed to have expected it. I look over at Arian. He’s twelve now and getting to look more like his father every day, save for the hair. I chat with them and see Zola and Malrick with their daughter, Zori. Zola is blonde and blue-eyed, and Malrick is Navajo, copper-skinned, and has dark hair. Zori is thirteen, has naturally tanned skin, and her hair is dark blonde. I head on over and repeat my greeting and news. After a moment, I’m repeating it when Shreya and Jai come over with their son, Trei, who is fifteen. Shreya is of mixed Chinese heritage, and Jai is Indian. Their son has olive-colored skin and dark hair. 

These are my aunts, uncles, and cousins. I grew up as the only child for about a year after they found me. Trei was the first born when I was six; Zori was next, then Arian. Bringing up children in this world is difficult at best. Kids need to eat, for one thing. They also need clothes—and frequently. But thanks to the community we found, run by two men, Dillon and Colton, we all survived. 

And we survive still. 

“Tell Brielle her shirt is mended,” Shreya says. “And tell Zayden the weapons cache is full now.”

“I will. Thanks.” I take my leave. 

Brielle is my mother, and Zayden is my father. But everyone here raised me. Zayden, Malrick, Jai, and Tristan were in the military before the world went to shit. My mother and aunts, Zola, and Shreya, were also in the military together. Ilaria was a magician’s assistant, the only non-military person in the group. I learned a few tricks from her growing up. 

I wave to the others in the community as I walk back to my house. We used to have more people. Over the last almost sixteen years now, our size has grown and reduced. We’ve had our fair share of troubles, everything from fighting off sicknesses, fighting the dead—or maybe that’s undead—and fighting the living. We’re a strong unit, but we lost members of our community. And last year was particularly bad with an increase of Stumblers appearing randomly and in large numbers. And then, the newest threat, the RBs. They’ve roamed around these parts, never coming up to our gates, and it makes me wonder if they know we exist here, or if they are biding their time. 

But it is this group who has waylaid several of our members while they’ve been out. We are seventy-five strong, but if they have more people, better resources, and, of course, more guns, they could easily overtake us and steal everything we’ve worked so hard for. Why anyone would want to destroy a thriving community is beyond me—especially in this world. 

People are scarce, and the ones who come our way wishing to join go through our vetting process, held up by a committee to oversee the integration of new members. But this has been few and far between. However, those whom we have accepted fit right in and usually bring an extra skill we didn’t have, such as plumbing and electrical. We’ve slowly and meticulously developed a working community whose main objective is to live and better our circumstances whenever possible. 

I enter the house where I still live with my parents. Aunt Zola told me at my age, or even a few years earlier, I would have possibly moved out or gone to college... in the old world. This new world is the classroom now. 

I climb the steps and go straight to my bedroom, where I put my bow and quiver in the corner and strip down for a shower. My room has an attached bathroom, which is nice. I turn the water on and wait a few seconds. We have several wells here, and a water tower, so water is not an issue for us, but we still work to conserve what we can. One of our wells stopped functioning six months ago and still needs fixing. This is the way of it now. It’s not like we can run down to the store and pick up a replacement item. Things break down, or the land overtakes what it wants—or others destroy what doesn’t belong to them. I’m thankful for the people who can plant, create, repair, and step up whenever needed to fix anything that finally breaks down. 

My less than five-minute shower is done. I stare at my reflection, taking in my brown hair, slightly darker from being wet, and my light brown eyes, large and wide. Sometimes, I think I can see my biological mother in me..., but then the image fades, and I no longer remember her. I tighten the towel around me and pivot to exit the bathroom. I issue a startled squeak when I enter my room. He grins at me. 

I pull the shade and drop the towel. 

~
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“I’VE GOT BIRD DUTY.” I lie beside Scott on the bed. 

“Doody?” he grins at me. 

I shove him. “The night shift.” He mock-pouts, and I grab his bottom lip with my lips and tug. 

“I’ll join you.”

“No. Get some rest. You need it.” 

He doesn’t argue. He stayed up the other night while we were out. I know he’s tired. I slip out of bed, his hand trailing off my hip. He watches me dress, and I maintain eye contact with him while I do. I walk to the side of the bed and lean over, kissing him. 

“You need to get out of my bed. If my dad...”

“I’m more concerned about Tristan.” His brows furrow, and he flips the sheet off. 

I grin at him, my eyes on his prize. 

“Keep that look up, and you’re missing bird... doody.”

I shove him back, and the bedsprings creak. I enter the bathroom and brush my hair back into a ponytail. Then, I splash some water on my face and pat it dry. When I exit, he’s dressed. 

“I’ll dream of you.”

“Uh-huh.” I kiss him. “Go on.” 

We exit the room and nearly run into my dad. He crosses his arms and stares him down. 

“Sir. Zayden... sir.” He almost gulps. 

I flush. “Hi, Dad.” 

Dad shakes his head, apparently resigned to the fact that his daughter has a boyfriend, and heads downstairs. We follow along, and Scott greets my mom, nods curtly to my dad, and I see him out the door with one last kiss. Mom and Dad are in the kitchen, sitting, waiting for me. I take my seat and glance at Dad. His sandy blond hair seems to have more gray these days, but Mom still looks the same. Well, maybe a few more lines around her eyes, but her dark skin is still youthful.

Given the light dinner, it seems we’ve had to reduce our rationing once again. I take a third out of the bowl, my mother takes hers, and my dad takes the last. 

“I got bird duty tonight.” I refrain from smiling. 

“Be careful. Who are you out with tonight?” Dad asks. 

“I’m not sure. I heard Adam might be, and Dennis and maybe his brother, Joel?” I shrug. “It should be quiet. When do we get to harvest this?” 

“In another week. If we pull it too early, it will sour.” My dad shovels in a bite. Three more and his food is gone. 

“Don’t forget your flashlight,” Mom says. 

“I won’t.” I have a small, palm-sized one. It’s LED and rechargeable. Everything in this place works off solar to recharge, but even our main solar panels are beginning to fail.  

I take a small bite of my meal, savoring what I have, and glance at Mom. At one time, when I was growing up, I wanted to look like her even though it could never happen. When I mentioned it, she told me I was beautiful the way I was, and I shouldn’t wish to be anyone but myself—one of her life lessons imparted to me as I grew up. 

All we can be now is whoever this world shapes us to be. 

I finish my meager meal, kiss my parents’ cheeks, and head out. Adjusting my quiver and bow over my shoulder while heading to the gate, I wave to a few people. I take a moment to look out before exiting. There are new guards above now, their rotations starting at dusk. Almost everyone takes a rotation there, too. I’ve done my fair share. Sometimes my cousins, or the few children we have here, shadow us so they can learn the ropes, but they do not have their own shift to take. They are all slowly integrated until they reach the age of being trusted with their own shifts. 

“Hey, you got a birthday coming up?” 

I turn and greet Dennis, who jogs up to me. I shrug, thinking it’s an odd question, but answer, “Maybe.” 

I don’t remember my actual birthday and chose one years ago. But lately, I’ve stopped keeping track. Mom hasn’t. She says it’s a way to track the years. At twenty-one, living in this world for sixteen years, I feel old enough already. 

“And you?” I ask him. 

He holds a bow. He has brown hair and brown eyes and is lean. He told me once he was twenty-four years old. He and his brother joined our group around four months ago and have established themselves as beneficial members. 

“No, mine’s not for another few months. Dillon’s got a calendar system in place.”

He does thanks to the almanacs he’s found. Colton and Dillon are friends and were members of this community in the early days. When the older members were no longer able to run the place, decided they didn’t want to—or died—those two became leaders, formed a committee, and started holding meetings with my parents, aunts, and uncles, and other community members. When I got older, they included me in the meetings. Running a community isn’t easy, like I originally believed. Of course, until I started going, I had a child’s view of how things operated. So long as my belly was full and clothes fit me, I thought all was well. I did not know food was a constant issue. How much, where to get it, how to plant it, when to harvest it, keeping the birds and rodents away...

I thump Dennis on the arm in farewell and take my position. We wander, keeping our eye out, trying to see in the dark. We tried lights before, but it attracted the Stumblers; about fifty of them one night years ago, and we lost a portion of our crops. The dead don’t care what they walk through when they think a meal of human flesh is waiting for them. But on the heels of that failure, we realized if the light alerted them, it might also alert the living, and keeping us safe is the most important thing in this world. We can’t have people rolling up on our gates, checking out what we have, how many we are, and trying to take over our supplies. 

And while most people are only looking for a safe place to live, there are those who only look to kill and take from those who have what they want. And these are the dangerous ones, the ones Scott and I hid from earlier. They are a menace, to say the least, and they refuse to integrate. And the thing is, a few of our members have mentioned groups like them, knowing of them, perhaps by different names, but the same type of men. 

I crouch down by a row of corn. It is a staple for us, and so is wheat, and between the two, it keeps us all fed. But we also grow sunflowers, have fruit trees that we cover to keep the birds from feasting, and greenhouses that right now are in need of repair. We have vegetables growing in there, and we can grow throughout the year, so winters aren’t as harsh for us. Not that it gets too cold down here in the south where we are. And because of all this, we can preserve everything we grow—a project my mother oversees. She plans and tracks our supplies and has even developed staples like hardtack and jerky for emergencies and travel.  “Quiet tonight.”

I jerk, my hand over my heart. “Sheesh! Adam.” I whisper, glowering at him. 

He grins. “Sorry. I thought you heard me. Dennis’s brother didn’t come tonight, so it’s the three of us.”

I nod and look around. “How come?”

“Dennis said he wasn’t feeling right. Not sure.”

It is quiet tonight. I haven’t even seen a rat. While the night shift isn’t as demanding as the day shift—especially in the early morning when the birds wake up—we do have night critters wanting their fair share, so we make sure to keep walking, if only to keep them away.  

“How was your run today?” He glances at me, then away over the fields.

I shrug. “Same as usual. We were at the burned-out neighborhood today.” I keep quiet about the vehicle with the men. 

“Oh, yeah. Dennis and I were out there not too long ago.”

I frown. “I didn’t know that. We wouldn’t have bothered and headed the other direction.”

He shrugs. “Another set of eyes doesn’t hurt.” He looks around for a moment. “We were going to keep on going out further to a place he said he saw a while ago, but the dead pushed us back.”

“Bastards.” I bring my shoulders up to my ears in a stretch. “Found a kitchen knife and a pair of shoes.” 

“Yeah. We found a jacket with a hole in it and two mismatched socks.” He looks over the field for a moment. “It’s hard to find anything anymore. And these crops...” His hand waves toward them. 

“Yeah.”

Back when I was five years old, there were abundant resources. So many people died, leaving a surplus for those who built communities to find like-minded people and hope to reclaim what had been lost. And those who did live, left their homes in a hurry, taking only what they could pack up easily or carry on their own. And now nature has overrun once lovely homes, with many burned down. We heard a rumor about a bomb explosion, but it might have been due to the unmonitored gas lines, which were a common occurrence. And everything deteriorated over the years, growing worse in most areas. Now, we consider finding a kitchen knife a stroke of luck. 

Adam turns from me and stomps his foot. “Sst! Sst!” 

The offending creature scurries off. I exhale. So, it begins. 

~
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I WAVE TO DENNIS. AT least, I think it’s him. He doesn’t respond, turning away quickly, and disappears into the corn. I watch for a moment before walking around my corner, stomping my foot at a furry creature already running away. The moon is only half full, lending a sliver of light, giving more deep shadows than anything I can see. However, I’ve been out here for a while now. My eyes are tuning in and differentiating between lighter and darker shadows. And if I’m still, I can hear the movement of the rodents. I’m at the edge, the corner of the field farthest from the community. I freeze, hearing the rustling of the stalks. Someone is...

“Em—!”

I turn, holding my breath, looking around. It sounded like Dennis?—Adam?—I’m not sure. I listen. A thump. I frown, trying to place the sound. 

“Sst!”

I turn with a jerk. “Adam!” I whisper and crouch-run over to him. 

He staggers out of the corn. “RBs. Run!” He collapses forward, and I catch him. He gasps for air. 

“Adam.” I gently lower him. 

Blood runs from his chest. His shirt is dark, and I feel the sticky blood on his sides.

“Do it,” he croaks out. “Then run.”

I lay him fully on the ground and kneel beside him. He’s fatally wounded, and my heart falls. I take out my knife and stab him in the eye to his brain. I shove my knife into the sheath and swing off my bow, pulling an arrow and nocking it. I do not run. I aim and shoot the fence, right under where one of the guards is. The ping of the arrow echoes, and I’ve done what I can to alert our community without calling out and fully giving away my position. Then I move away, and it doesn’t take long before I hear activity on the other side of the fence. 

I start backing up, wishing I could see over the corn. Then I hear someone moving through the stalks. I pull an arrow and nock it. At first, I think it’s Dennis. I’m so certain it will be him, so it takes a moment to realize the one before me is not who I expected. He yells and rushes me. I loose the arrow, and the bow is worthless when he reaches me. I fall and land on my back, pushing up against the grinning man with missing teeth. His stench is terrible. But when my arrow missed, my hand automatically went for my knife, and now he’s gasping for air. I shove him off me and get to my knees beside him. This puts me in a position to finish the job. I yank the knife out of his face and wipe it on his clothes. 

But I need to keep moving because I’m a sitting duck, and his cry could have alerted others. I re-sheathe my knife and pick up my bow, nocking an arrow and running into the trees beyond the community. I slink back into them, but not before I see someone kneeling beside the body I stabbed. He looks around, but I stay hidden. More shouts rise, a couple of gunshots, and cries of pain. I peek out when the activity beyond the corn increases. The man beside the dead body and I lock eyes for what seems like a minute. Then his face slightly shifts to something behind me. I have only a minute to react. I put my arm up under the grotesque Stumbler’s neck and drop my bow to reach for my knife. I stab it through the temple and shove it away. It falls, and the other man is gone when I look back at the cornfield. 

Keeping my eyes in constant motion, I scan for trouble. More Stumblers have arrived, shuffling through the trees, and I need to keep moving. I circle to the secret back entrance of the community. Halfway around, staring at the fence, I hear one of the dead... shuffle, step, shuffle. I slink back into the woods, hiding behind a tree. When this dead one crosses ten feet in front of me, it leads more than I anticipated. My brow furrows. Why are they here? 

I need to move. I attempt to reach the entrance, but at least fifty Stumblers block my path. I redirect, hiding behind trees, moving when it’s safe. If I make my presence known, the dead could surround me. They keep me away from my home and walk toward the sounds of battle. Soon, I hear the others shout warnings about the approaching dead. 

Now, I move toward the Stumblers for about twenty yards to get around them, but a few break off, and I get pushed further away, deeper into the woods again. I duck reflexively when an explosion lights up the sky and my stomach lurches. The Stumblers turn toward the sound and the ensuing fire, and I use their distraction to my advantage. I’m almost there. Another explosion lights up the sky, and I catch the faint outline of the hidden door. The fence rattles this time, and it must have been powerful for it to shake all the way to where I am. I turn, trying to see but unable to. The guttural sounds of the dead fill the air behind me, and I see at least fifty more coming up behind me. I turn to face the fence. It sounds like an all-out war. 

I abandon my plans for the secret entrance and get pushed back and away by the approaching Stumblers. I head towards the front gate, staying behind the fifty dead who have arrived first. And now I’m surrounded. I scan for my exits, moving lightly and quietly, then duck behind a tree, glad not to have attracted their attention. I roll around to peek, taking in the now hundred dead and the fifteen?—men who have rolled up on our compound. They are on the attack despite the dead arriving. It looks like they are prying open the gate, and three peel off to meet the new threat. 

Now that I’m clear, I ready my bow. I stand at the edge of the cornfield. I can see a few of the RBs. I aim. The moment I take the shot, I move, and the sound of a man shouting in pain lets me know I got him. Soon, he is screaming, and I imagine the Stumblers have converged on him. I move within the corn, careful not to disturb the stalks, slinking through the row, angling carefully. Then the cornstalks sway, crack, and break like a fierce wind has snapped them. In all the chaos, the dead have altered their courses. 

Now I hold my breath, mentally taking in the layout. The RBs are before me, near the gate to my community. The Stumblers line up in front of the fence and surround everyone there. I’m in the cornfield, listening to more of the dead stomp through. I need to move away from the community and RBs and into the open. It’s my best advantage. 

I slip out of the last row of cornstalks and recognize the truck from my earlier foray, wondering if they followed us here. My heart sinks, thinking I put my community in danger. But anger soon replaces that feeling. I aim at the truck’s back wheel. Someone pushes me. I let the arrow loose and hear a whistling sound of air escaping a tire. I spin on my foot, sidestepping and shoving into a mushy chest. The guttural response tells me it’s not happy, and I pull my knife and stab it through the head. I step back, moving to get out of sight, and hear the RBs shout. Soon, they are retreating.

The community members on the walkways loose their arrows, finding the dead and another RB—the rest turn to run. One goes to the truck and drives it away despite the flat tire. The rev of the engine and thunking flat wheel lead more Stumblers away. I take out the dead at the fence until my arrows are gone. Then, I flip my bow around me and climb a tree hidden above. 

What in the hell was that all about?

~
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ONCE IT QUIETS DOWN, I climb down, surveying the area. The Stumblers have moved off. A few scrabble at the fence, but they’ll get picked off. I’m more concerned about the two crouched over Adam. I come up behind them, stab them in the head, and take Adam’s quiver. I tell him I’m sorry this happened to him, and guilt presses in on me. Exhaling, I look over his body. The dead tore into his chest, but I don’t know what kind of injury killed him. Given the blood I saw earlier, I’m sure one of the RBs struck something vital. Knowing his body will be okay for now, I circle the field into the line of sight. 

“It’s me!” I raise my hands. The arrow points down at the two Stumblers below. 

The gate wobbles open. Mom comes right to me, pulling the hem of my shirt out, her eyes everywhere on my body. I assure her I’m fine and it’s not my blood. I repeat, I’m fine, and she still won’t let me go. Then Dad joins in, and we stand, taking strength from each other. When they back up, Mom blinks back a tear, and Dad hugs her. 

“Adam died,” I tell them. “He’s by the cornfield. I don’t know where Dennis is.” Dad turns away to meet our members, and Mom and I watch for a moment. “Adam told me they were RBs.”

She nods. “It seems like.”

I look away. This was too close for comfort. Luckily, we were able to fend them off. My heart is heavy about Adam’s loss. He was a nice, fun guy and always had a good attitude. Mom squeezes my arm and leaves me. I look around the community, still coming to grip with what happened, and Scott comes to me. His arms are tight around me. 

“I’m fine,” I mumble against his shoulder. 

“I almost took your shift. I should have.”

I pull back, hearing the regret in his voice. “I’m fine. It’s okay now... Adam died.”

“Shit. I liked him.”

“Everyone did. He’ll be missed.” 

He looks me over, up and down. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Me too. “I’m always okay.” 

Our words are an assurance, something we’ve said to each other over the years. And we are okay... on the outside, anyway. He hugs me again, then breaks away, surveying everything. 

“I’ll go check the fences. I don’t know where they got the firepower, but it shook the whole thing,” he says and kisses my cheek. 

I watch him walk away, and exhaustion floods me. My adrenaline is gone, and I want to sink to the ground and stay there for a while. My aunts and uncles mill around, taking stock of what needs to be done, and my cousins huddle on the porch, talking. I wave but don’t go over. 

Now what? 
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




I EXIT THE COMMUNITY, taking out my flashlight and scanning the fields. The dead are gone. I don’t even see them stumbling around—only the ones we re-killed—the right way this time. I sweep my flashlight around and swear. We lost more of our crops. Looks like we’re rationing through the winter unless the hydroponics get up and running. I swing my light around and see the shadow of a human off the side of the road. I douse my light and prepare my bow and arrow before walking there. 
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