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Stella

In the morning sunlight, it seemed so peaceful here, even with the distant howling of zombies. The warmer weather and longer days that arrived with May also brought the spring thaw of the zombies. We were far enough north in the Canadian wilderness, nestled in the rain shadow of the Coast Mountains, that we had lengthy winters with little more than a groan from the undead.

I’d been an early riser since my daughter Rafaella was born, although I didn’t usually get up early enough to watch the sunrise. But today, I was going to leave my daughter for the first time in twenty months, and I wanted to memorize the weight of her in my arms.

We were on the narrow balcony outside my room on the S. S. Barbarabelle, the steamboat hotel that has been our floating home for nearly two years. I sat on an old Muskoka chair with Fae curled up on my chest, and the comforter from my bed draped over us both to ward off the chill in the air.

Fae wasn’t even really awake this early, her eyes closed as she nestled against me. In the morning sunlight, her downy brown curls looked more auburn like my own, but her face was a chubbier version of her father’s, complete with the faintest smattering of freckles.


I smiled down at the wonderful perfection of her, because I knew she would change so much while I was gone. I breathed the sweet scent of the top of her head, and I sang to her the old lullaby that I had learned from Max, “À la claire Fontaine.”


Behind me, the balcony door slid open, and I looked back to see Boden. He leaned against the frame and squinted at me in the morning sun.

Boden turned thirty-one this year, although the past decade had aged him more than that. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but he’d gotten a little soft in the middle during our time on the Barbarabelle. I had, too, because the food was fairly plentiful, and in the long dark days of winter, there wasn’t much to do except eat and think too much on the past. So we ate.

His hair looked dark when it was cropped short, but the stubbly beard and temples had gone silver. His eyes were dark and expressive, and he never hesitated to smile if he could find a reason for it.

He was handsome, I think, although it was hard for me to tell because he was basically my older brother. Out of the past nine years, when everyone else has died or left, he had been the only constant.

“I’m not disturbing you, am I?” he asked.

“No, not at all,” I assured him. “Fae is sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake her yet.”

“You don’t have to go, you know,” he reminded me. He reached over, gently tousling Fae’s soft hair with his big hands.

“No, I do,” I replied firmly. “I want to find her.”

“So do I.” He looked away, his eyes cast down at the dark water of the river surrounding us. “But maybe it’s not worth it to risk yourself or being apart from Fae for so long. It’ll take nearly two weeks to get out to the Lakehouse, so it’ll be at least a month for the full roundtrip.”

“Boden, we have gone over this.” I stared up at him from my chair, waiting until he met my gaze before continuing, “Max would go after her if he were here.”

“She wouldn’t have left if Max were here,” Boden muttered in exasperation, and by the grimace on his face, he instantly regretted saying it.

But he wasn’t wrong. There was no way that Remy would’ve left if her brother were still alive. And yet she had left Boden and her wedding band behind, along with me and her niece Fae, her only living blood relative.

After Max died and Serg died and the town of Emberwood burned, none of us had been doing well. What remained of the former safe haven had been left covered in soot and blood. The winter that followed was lost to grief.

But slowly, in the following spring and summer, we all seemed to find ourselves again. Things couldn’t return to normal, because there was no normal, not after that much devastation, not when zombies still roam the earth. But we could find peace and purpose in taking care of ourselves and our friends and neighbors.

I truly thought we were all on the mend.

Until six months ago in early December, we woke to find Remy gone. She’d left a note for Boden, the ring he gave her, and taken Lazlo’s mule. Then she vanished into the cold with her lioness, Ripley, at her side.

It had been as the first snow was falling, and I couldn’t follow her in that with a baby so young. Boden almost went after her despite the hardships and dangers of a subarctic winter, but he stayed with me and Fae, because we needed him.

With the winter behind us, and Fae a bit older, it was finally safe for us to travel. It was best to do it now, before the zombies thawed out in full force.

Since Remy had left in the snow, she couldn’t get too far. She’d likely want to go somewhere safe to hole up for the winter, somewhere she knew had provisions. That left the Lakehouse – our old home where we had lived until I fell pregnant with Rafaella – as the most logical place for her to go.

“I want to make sure she’s okay,” Boden said after a long silence. “I want to understand why she left. But I worry that we might need to accept that she doesn’t want to be found.”


“It doesn’t matter,” I argued. “Max would find her, and she would find Max. That’s what families do. She’s like an injured rabbit sneaking off to die. She’s hurting, and she needs our help. And besides all that, you will be safer with me than you would be without me.”


He cleared his throat and straightened up. “Well, if you still insist on going, we should head out soon. I wanna get there and back as quickly and safely as possible.” As he was turning away, he added, “Edie and Harlow are already down in the nursery, waiting to say goodbye.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t realize how late it had gotten.” I got to my feet as hurriedly as I could, because I really didn’t want to leave them waiting, especially not since they were doing me a favor.


Edie was Eden, a transgender woman I had met when we first moved to Emberwood, and she had become very close to me and Fae ever since. In fact, we’d spent so much time together that she had become Edie when Fae started talking. Her black hair was kept in a shoulder-length bob, and her dark eyes were wide and compassionate.


Harlow was also part of my extended family, although not as close as others. The first winter on the boat, we’d all been here, and she had helped out with Fae, babysitting, playing with her, making her clothes.

Last summer, after Lazlo and Nova had begun rebuilding Emberwood, Harlow and her girlfriend Kimber had followed suit. Most of the time, the S. S. Barbarabelle was anchored near the waterfall to the south of Emberwood, making it only a two-day hike back to town. That meant it wasn’t so hard for Harlow to come visit, but quick drop-ins were an impossibility.

Despite the relative proximity, I hadn’t been back to Emberwood. Not since the night the town had burned, and I had led the zombies away.

In fact, I hardly even stepped foot on land. Sometimes I went to the shore to work the gardens. We managed a few greenhouses on the limited outdoor space on the boat, and some small gardens on balconies. But outside of fishing, most food still came from the land, and people rowed out every day to tend to nearby fields and livestock as well as going on hunting trips.

Mostly, I stayed on the boat, taking care of Fae and minding the chores here. There was plenty that needed to be done on a steamboat that housed over fifty people, including multiple children. Others would have to step up and fill in for me while I was gone looking for Remy, which was why Harlow had come down from New Emberwood yesterday. She’d be staying here for the weeks that I would be gone, helping Edie with Fae and picking up the slack that I was leaving behind.

In the nursery, Edie was crouched down in front of the dresser, folding cloth diapers for Fae, and Harlow was sitting in the rocking chair, looking out the window at the same sunrise I’d been watching. Her wavy blond hair was in a long braid, and she was wearing a robe she’d made from floral quilts with fur trim. She was twenty-three with an easy smile, and a dark pink burn scar that ran from her cheek down her jawline onto her neck.

“I was starting to wonder if you’d changed your mind,” Harlow remarked as I brought Fae into the room, and Boden was following right behind me.

“No, no, I was enjoying my last few minutes with Fae.” I kissed the top of her head, hugging her close to me for another moment longer until she started squirming.

“I don’t blame you, but Fae will have a fantastic time with her Auntie Harlow,” she assured me as I passed my daughter to her.

“We’ll take great care of her and make sure she’s safe, so you don’t have to worry about anything except finding Remy and getting back here,” Edie promised.

Harlow snort laughed at that. “Do you really think she’s going to come back with you, assuming you do find her?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But even if she doesn’t, I want to make sure she’s safe and find out why she left.”

“She left because that’s what she does when she’s scared or overwhelmed,” Harlow answered.

Boden spoke for the first time since we entered the nursery, definitively saying, “That’s all the more reason that we should find her.”
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The months on the boat made the soft ground feel unusually steady under my boots. Boden watched me with an amused smirk as I took my first steps down the well-worn trail from where the shuttle boats went ashore. He was half-a-meter in front of me, his backpack slung over his shoulders, and his machete sheathed on his hip. The sun had already warmed the day enough that he’d rolled up the sleeves on his flannel shirt.


“It might take you a minute to get yer land legs back,” he said with an exaggerated pirate drawl. “Maybe you ought to get off the river more often.”


“My sea legs suit me fine, since I don’t really want to accompany you on any hunts,” I reasoned.

That was one of Boden’s main roles in Barbarabelle’s society. He hunted animals for food, he made repairs around the boat, and he would go on land to dispatch the zombies if they got too close to our livestock or the gardens.

The virus that caused the zombie infection gave them hydrophobia, so they rarely came close to the river in any situation. Not that zombies had been too much of a problem for me since I gave birth to Fae.

“Besides, with all the walking we have to do, I’ll get over it fast,” I assured him.

Boden smiled at me over his shoulder as we walked. “If you say so, Hopalong Cassidy.”

“Hopalong Cassidy? Who is that?” I asked.

He paused, thinking for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know actually. It was something that my dad used to say when I was a kid after I broke my leg. I think it might’ve been an old cowboy with a limp or something.”

By the time we stopped for lunch, I felt completely back to normal, albeit tired and hungry. While I kept very active on the boat with all the chores and raising a toddler, I wasn’t used to hiking so many kilometers on overgrown, broken asphalt. And I was always hungry.

“We can campout whenever you want,” Boden said in the late afternoon, when my pace had started to slow.

I brushed him off with, “I wanted to wait until dark.”

“That’s not for another four hours. And we have another long day of walking tomorrow,” he said as if I didn’t know that already.

“Yeah, my feet might hurt, but I’ve still got plenty of energy to keep me going for the day,” I insisted.

From the corner of my eye, I saw him studying me, as if he didn’t quite believe me. “That’s fair, but I don’t want you pushing yourself too hard in the early days and ending up with an injury or exhaustion.”

“I will be careful,” I promised him. “But for now, let’s keep to the plan we made. Campout from dusk until dawn, and walk as much as we can the rest of the time.”

He waited a beat before reluctantly acquiescing with a heavy sigh. “Okay.”

So, for the first few days, we walked on, from just after first light until twilight, minus breaks scattered throughout. I didn’t complain about the ache in my shoulders from my pack or the throbbing of my feet. The sun was hot overhead, and my cheeks were sunburnt. When it started dipping toward the horizon, with the tall pine trees casting long shadows over us, there was some relief in the heat, and that was nice.

“Okay, now we really ought to start looking for someplace to sleep,” Boden said one night as dusk rapidly approached, and I was about to agree with him when I saw the sign at the side of the road.


It was splattered in the brick red color of either rust or blood, or most likely a little of both. But the words were still legible underneath: Tarik Copper Mine: A Weiland-Uylee Corp with the word Next Exit written underneath.


“Let’s wait until the mine,” I suggested. “There are plenty of buildings there to shelter in.”

“You really want to go to the mine again?” Boden asked, likely remembering what we’d found the last time we had been there two years ago.

I nodded fervently. “Yeah. There’s something I need to check out.”

It didn’t take long for us to reach the entrance, which was a dilapidated gravel driveway between chain link fences, but the sky had dimmed to dark orange. Beyond that were rows of buildings and abandoned machinery, almost entirely consumed by vegetation and rust.

The first time I had been here, I had been heavily pregnant, and Remy and Boden had discovered the open pit mines were filled to the brim with zombies.

The second time I had been here, I had been two months post-partum, and I had been leading hundreds and hundreds of zombies back into the open pit mines.

A mad woman bent on revenge called Mercy Loth had set the zombies free, unleashing them on the town of Emberwood. Remy had killed her, but Mercy had also left behind her unusual son, born out of a union with a zombie. His name was Chosen, and he could think and reason.

But there was no place in the world for a zombie-human offspring, and so I had trapped him with the other zombies in the open pit mine. I had hoped he could find happiness and peace with them, but I wasn’t sure if I even believed that was possible for anyone, let alone such an unusual hybrid.

“It doesn’t sound the same,” Boden commented as we walked down the long driveway toward the mine. “All the zombies together in the pit, they made this awful humming noise that made the ground vibrate. But this time I can’t hear them at all.”

He was right. Usually, when I was this close to the zombies, I could hear them. With their wheezing, groaning, and clumsy stumbling, they were audible to most people from a distance, but for me, it was something more than that.


In truth, it wasn’t so much hearing them as smelling them. The pheromones they left in the air were how they communicated with each other, not unlike ants or bees. None of the uninfected people around me could notice the scent, but to me, it was clear and distinct.


It hadn’t always been like that. Not until after I was pregnant with Fae and bitten by a zombie. Max and Remy were biological siblings and both immune to the lyssavirus. Since Max was Fae’s father, he had apparently given that same immunity to her. Because after I was bitten by a zombie, I fell ill, but the baby’s resistance passed through me.

My midwife had explained it as something called microchimerism that can occur in pregnancy, albeit very rarely. Fetal cells cross the placenta, entering the mother’s body, and they can affect her immune system and fight infections.

I survived, and now I had a connection to the zombies that I didn’t fully understand. Parts of it were definitely positive, like my ability to command them via pheromones, but there had been strange changes to me since then.


I craved meat, especially raw or undercooked, in a way that could never be fully satiated. The hunger was with me when I awoke and invaded my dreams when I slept, like an angry little gremlin that lived in the pit of my stomach, demanding more, more, more.


Mostly, I’d learned to ignore it, because that was all I could do. I ate my fill when I had the chance, making my belly and thighs thick and soft even on our relatively rationed diet.

The zombies were a part of me now, the way I was a part of Rafaella.

As we grew closer to the open-pit mine, I could see the vast stepped crater a hundred times the size of the Barbarabelle. I inhaled deeply, and I caught a faint scent. Even faded, it was acrid and smoky, with something musky and rotten underneath.

But as soon as I breathed in, my heart began racing, and panic crackled through my brain like a lightning bolt across the sky. I stopped short, and Boden looked back at me, his eyes darkening with concern.

“What is it?” he asked, because he knew about my connection to the zombies. “What are they telling you?”

“It’s fear and pain,” I replied.

My legs wanted to run. An indescribable urge hit as soon as I’d inhaled. It was as if the sensation of pins and needles somehow had the ability to control my movement, and it took effort for me to hold myself back.

But then, I didn’t really want to anymore. The panic and urge were so much, and the pit was so close, and I had to see if it was as it had been when I left it.

I ran forward, the aches of my feet and legs suddenly forgotten, and I could hear Boden jogging after me.

Before we even reached the edge of the open pit, I could see the blackened piles of ash and bone. The pheromones were still hazy, but there was an overpowering odor that anyone could smell. Smoky ash, putrid sulfur, and an undeniable sweetness all mixed together in a sickening stench. When we reached the edge, it was enough that Boden had put his arm over his nose to block it.

Last time I’d been here, all the stepped levels had been filled with zombies. They still covered every square of dirt, but instead of fleshy and animated, they were unmoving black soot and charred bones.


None made a sound, but their final thoughts lingered in the ashes that clung to their remains: Fear. Pain. Run.


I shuddered and swallowed the guilt that threatened to rise up my throat in the form of bile.

“Somebody finally took care of them all,” Boden said, sounding rather relieved.


“They didn’t all need to be taken care of,” I replied thickly.


He gave me an apologetic look, then put his hand on my shoulder. “You’re thinking about that kid again?”

I blinked and turned away. I had made my choice a long time ago when I left Chosen here and went back to my family. I couldn’t risk my newborn daughter around a zombie hybrid, and I couldn’t abandon her for a child I didn’t know. No one would have allowed him onto the Barbarabelle anyway. He might have been contagious, and he could certainly summon and command zombies.

Even today, even if I’d known this is how the hybrid child’s story would end, I wouldn’t have made a different choice. I chose to protect my family first – as I always had, as I always would – and now all I could do was live with those choices.

“I bet that’s what all that smoke was about last year,” Boden commented. “Remember all those dark clouds in mid-April? It went on for a few days, and Remy was planning to investigate when it finally went out.”

“Who did it?” I asked. My back was to the pit, because I didn’t want to look anymore, and that awful prickling urge made my hands tremble.

“I don’t know. Someone with a match and a hatred of zombies,” he replied simply. Then he looked back over at me. “Come on. We need to find somewhere to camp, and I think it would be good for you to get away from this place.”

“It’s too late for us to go far.” I glanced up at the darkening sky. “Let’s just find a building.”
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Out of the horrors that existed in this world, I was ashamed to admit that the thing I struggled to stomach the most was the scent. Decay and death that vacillated between nauseatingly sweet and overpoweringly rancid, and underneath all of that was the musty odor of abandonment. Sometimes, if I ventured into the wrong areas, the stench became nearly palpable, like a dense fog hanging over everything.

Even with the pit of burnt corpses, the Tarik Copper Mine wasn’t anywhere near the worst as far as apocalyptic nightmare scents went, but that didn’t mean it was pleasant.

We chose a shed down the driveway to camp out. Back when the mine had been working, it had likely been storage for tools and equipment, but most of that had been picked clean by the time we found it. Boden liked it because it was relatively small and empty, with only a few dusty shelves and random tools strewn about, so it was easy to secure.

There was enough space for us to lay out our bedrolls, and we left the door cracked so we could set up our travel stove. The travel stove was basically a metal box that we fed twigs into, but it was easy enough to heat up our food and provide some light and warmth for the nights.

After we ate and settled in, I worked on the scrapbook I had been making for Rafaella. I wanted to show her as much of the world as I could, so I collected things as we walked and pressed them between pages of a blank journal I’d found.


The pink blossoms of the Nootka Rose (Rosa nutkana) and the vibrant Scarlet Paintbrush (Castilleja miniata) next to a wing from a lemon-yellow Swallowtail Butterfly (Papilio canadensis) and an iridescent indigo feather dropped from a Tree Swallow (Tachycineta bicolor).



Back at the Lakehouse, I’d been fortunate enough to have access to a rather substantial library that included a full set of encyclopedias and books covering topics from fishing and kayaking to foraging and hiking. Because books weighed so much, we weren’t able to take nearly as many as I would’ve liked, but we’d made room for a Farmer’s Almanac and an atlas as well as a few other of my favorites, including a copy of The Velveteen Rabbit for Fae.


Still, I hated that she would be growing up with so much less information than I had, and I was trying to recreate as much as I could for her while I still remembered it.

Sleeping on the road never came easy, despite the exhaustion of walking as much as my body would allow. Laying down on the hard ground, my arms propped under my thin pillow with the days’ dirt and the ashy stench of death clinging to me, for once it wasn’t the hunger but the longing in my chest that got to me. It was a genuine pain, a twisted knot right in the center of my very being, so I couldn’t get comfortable no matter how I lay.

“Are you doing okay?” Boden asked after I’d been tossing and turning.

“Yeah. Sorry. Hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No, it’s hard to sleep on the road. I get it.”

“I haven’t been away from Fae like this before, not since she was a baby.” My words came out thick, as if the sadness had filled my mouth with cotton, and tears welled in my eyes.

“We can go back, if you’re not up for it,” he offered gently. “There’s no shame in staying back to take care of your family.”


“No, I’ll be okay. I know she’s safe with Edie and Harlow on the boat,” I insisted despite the desperate urge inside me to do the contrary. “I can’t … I don’t understand how Remy could just… leave… us all.”


Boden was quiet for a long minute, breathing heavily as he stared up at the shadows of the cobwebbed ceiling above us. “I suppose it’s the same as it is for you. She knew that we’d be safe without her, and she thought… she must’ve thought her reasons were worth it.”

“Do you think she’s at the Lakehouse?” I asked.

“I don’t know where else she would go. If she were running off to die, she wouldn’t have brought Ripley or the mule along to die with her.”

When I finally managed to drift off, my sleep wasn’t exactly restful. Most nights, I dreamt of Max and of my hunger, but tonight they were filled with zombies. In my nightmares, I stood at the edge of the pit, watching the burnt corpses reanimate and climb up the edges. Their fingers of blackened bones outstretched toward me.

And in the center of it all, unharmed and unmoving, was the child Chosen, but he wasn’t alone. Beside him, Fae stood and held his hand. They both stared at me with wide eyes glowing in the flames. I screamed for them, promising that I would save them, but even as I did, the zombies escaped the pit and grabbed onto me.


“Stella!” Boden’s frantic yelling woke me.


I sat up, half-asleep and disoriented as I tried to make sense of my surroundings. The shed we camped in was completely dark, other than the very early morning dull blue glow that came in through the cracked door.

Shelves clattered to the floor behind me, and Boden let out a frustrated grunt. The death rattle of the zombie – their wheezing breath and ravenous groans – was silenced by the sound of a machete blade slicing through rotten flesh and gelatinous bone.

I scrambled to my feet and threw open the door, letting in as much of the dim light as I could. It also gave the zombies an obvious way to escape.


“Alright, time to go!” I shouted and clapped my hands together. In my mind, I focused all my thoughts on simple directives: Go. Get away. Leave.


“I think it’s just me now,” Boden replied, sounding winded. He stepped over the fresh bodies on the floor, and he came into the light, so I could see the blood splattered across his shirt and arms. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Are you?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. None of this is my blood.”

“You didn’t have to kill them. I could’ve taken care of them,” I said, meaning I could’ve sent them away.

“Then they would’ve been somebody else’s problem later on,” he reasoned and turned his back to me. He crouched down over his bedroll and got his lantern going, dousing the room in an amber glow, then he pulled out an old towel to clean himself off as best as he could.

“Besides, there wasn’t any time,” he went on. “I woke up to the two of them creeping in through the door, and I took care of them before anybody else got hurt.”


Whenever possible, I tried to repel the zombies instead of killing them. If I was on land, I kept the thoughts “Stay away, stay back, keep moving” running in the back of my head. I don’t know how it worked exactly, but as the command coursed through my body, a powerful scent would emanate from me.



Well, it seemed powerful to me and the zombies, anyway, but no one else around ever noticed it. The scent would vary based on the command or the intensity of my thoughts, but the one that always stilled nearby zombies was a musty, earthy cloud. It smelled of dirt under my fingernails and burnt garlic, and it tasted like cotton in my mouth.


I took a slow breath, trying to shake off the adrenaline and fear. The amber glow from the lantern cast long, wavering shadows across the shed’s battered walls, making everything feel fragile.

Despite everything, we’d survived another night, and dawn would come soon enough. Boden and I started packing up, so we would move on, leaving behind the mine and its haunted shadows.
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As the days went on, our journey somehow became both easier and harder. My body ached most of the time, which served as a decent distraction, but I incessantly worried about Fae, about what was happening back on the Barbarabelle, about whether we’d ever even find Remy.

We hadn’t seen any sign of her, but I don’t know that we’d really expected to, either. If she’d gone to the Lakehouse, she likely took the same path we did – following the Staulo River south until it curved around the canyon of spires, and then head slightly west through the forest.

But Remy would’ve been through here at the beginning of winter, and now we were already in May, with spring fully underway. Everything was lush and green, growing fast to make the most of the relatively short growing season, and so much of the former civilization had been reclaimed by nature.


“How overgrown do you think the Lakehouse will be?” I asked Boden as we passed an abandoned house that had nearly been consumed by fireweed, thimbleberry, and a particularly thorny climbing wild rose, or Chamaenerion angustifolium, Rubus parviflorus, and Rosa nutkana respectively.



“Nowhere near that bad,” he answered, sounding a little defensive. He’d always taken pride in the care of our home. “We did our best to keep it up while we were there. Shoring the roof, patching up holes, keeping the plants from growing into the cracks and crevices. But nothing we did was perfect, either. Plus, it’s not like roofs and siding were made to last forever. It’ll definitely have some damage, but hopefully we boarded it up enough to keep the worst of the elements out.”



“I wonder if my room is the way I left it,” I said, then something occurred to me. “Is it still my room? I mean, since we left?”


“I suppose it depends on how you look at it,” Boden replied thoughtfully. “The last people who had their names on the title of the house – ”

“The Tremblays,” I interjected, reminding him of the names we’d seen on all the things they’d left behind.

As far as we’d been able to deduce, the Lakehouse had been a vacation home for a family called the Tremblays. The father Mitchell, a dentist and outdoorsman, the mother Erin, a nurse and avid reader, the son Ryder, and the daughter Avalyn. Their spacious, well-stocked home on a private lake, and the multitude of smiling family photos showed an affluent, healthy, happy family.

When we – Boden, Remy, Serg, Max, Ripley, and myself – moved into the Lakehouse, I had taken Avalyn’s pink pastel bedroom, and Max had taken Ryder’s hunter green bedroom. And just like that, we moved into their lives. We played with their toys, wore their clothes, read their books, fished in their lake. For seven years, we had lived as they did, and we had been happy.

“Right, the Tremblays,” he agreed. “Well, we don’t know what happened to them, but they never came back. So we lived there and took care of it, and I do think that made it our house. We even had to defend it a few times.”

Mostly, we had to secure it from weather or zombies, but there had been a few times where other survivors would stumble onto us. Generally, if they were kind and respectful, we had helped them out, but sometimes, they tried to take what we had. When things turned violent, we had always made sure to protect our home.

“But once we left it, it wasn’t really ours anymore,” Boden reasoned. “In this world, you only have what you can defend, and we haven’t been there.”

“Until Remy went back,” I said.

“Right,” he replied noncommittally.

For days on end, Boden and I trekked through the wild woods. Sometimes, the birdsongs and buzz of insects were disrupted by the distant howls of wolves or the death groans of zombies, but both groups stayed far enough away from us that we never actually saw them.


We travelled cautiously, steering clear of calving elk and moose. Once we’d spotted a grizzly bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) still thin from the long hibernation, but nonetheless with far more meat than the two of us could handle on our own. Boden left it be, and we moved on.


On the afternoon of the thirteenth day of our travels, I finally began to see things that were familiar to me. Forests and fields where I had ventured out, foraging with Serg, checking traps with Remy, or playing with Max.


We’re almost home, I realized, and a wistful longing washed over me.


So many beautiful, rose-colored memories returned. Of Max and Serg and Remy and Boden and Ripley. Nine years ago, we had moved into the house as a beleaguered family of six (counting the lion), and in the years that followed, we had healed, we had grown up and grown together.

And now, we were returning fractured with only the two of us.

“I wish Fae were here,” I said as Boden and I made our way along the winding trail through the woods. “I would’ve liked to show her where Max and I grew up.”

“Maybe when she’s older, we can bring her back here,” Boden suggested. “Assuming that here is somewhere we still want to visit.”

The trail led us right by the cloudberry bushes (where Serg and I would harvest berries for jam every year) before meeting up with the long gravel driveway. Though the driveway was far more grass than stones these days. Boden had always tried to keep it somewhat maintained with an old scythe, but now it grew up to my knees.

Finally, the Lakehouse came into view. It had faded some over time, but the majesty of the chalet-style house was hard to diminish. It sat on the top of a hill, overlooking a lake surrounded by forests with the mountains in the distance.

Other than the overgrown lawn, it looked exactly as we had left it. But when we drew closer, I realized that wasn’t quite true. We’d boarded the windows and doors before we departed, but now, most of the planks were gone.

Someone had been here.

In the window nearest to the front door, the curtains rustled.


Someone was still here.


“Remy?” I called out, and Boden immediately put a hand on my arm, silencing me and stopping me in my tracks.

“We don’t know for sure if she’s here, so we need to be cautious,” he said firmly, and his other hand hovered above the machete sheathed on his hip.

“They’ve already seen us.” I motioned to the window with the rustling drapes. “There is no element of surprise. So we might as well knock and introduce ourselves.”

Boden frowned like he meant to argue, but our attention was immediately diverted by the sound of the front door opening. A crossbow greeted us first, pointed out through the open gap of the door, and a young man’s face hovered behind it.

“Well, that’s not Remy,” Boden muttered under his breath.


5

Stella

“What are you doing on my property?” the young man demanded.

The door had opened wider, and he’d moved out into the sunlight to take better aim at us with the crossbow. Boden stepped in front of me right away, shielding my body with his own, and he held his hands palm out.

“We’re only looking for a friend of ours,” Boden answered calmly and clearly. “We lived in this house up until a couple years ago, and we thought she might’ve come back here.”

“You’re the ones that boarded it up and raided the pantries and made a mess of things?” he asked.

“Well, I wouldn’t say we made a mess of things, but we were living there,” Boden replied. “We tried to take care of the house the best we could. But if our friend’s not here, we’ll just be on our way. We didn’t mean to cause you any trouble.”

I peered around Boden at the young man in the doorway to our former home. He had lowered the crossbow slightly, enough that I could get a look at him.


His eyes were narrowed at us, and his sandy brown hair was tousled across his forehead. He was lean with fair skin and appeared to be about twenty years old. While I could tell that he was handsome, that wasn’t really what caught me about him. His face was so… familiar.


“If you don’t want any trouble, you ought to turn around and get out of here,” the young man directed.

“No problem,” Boden said, and he took a step backward, almost bumping into me. “Come on, Stella.”

“But did you see her?” I asked, not wanting to give up and turn around when we’d come this far. I stepped out from behind Boden so the young man would know I was talking to him. “Has she been through here?”

“In the past nine months I’ve been here, we haven’t had a single uninfected visitor,” he answered unequivocally. “I don’t know where your friend went, but she hasn’t been here.”

A disappointed lump formed in my throat, but I swallowed it down.

“Where is she then?” I asked, but I don’t know if I was asking the man with the crossbow, or Boden, or the universe.

“We’ll figure it out somewhere else,” Boden said, and he was trying to usher me back down the driveway.

I relented because there was apparently nothing for us here anymore. As we started to go, the man in the doorway lowered his crossbow completely, and when I looked back over my shoulder at him, I finally realized why he looked so familiar.


“Ryder?” I asked in surprise and dismay. “Ryder Tremblay?”


Now it was his turn to look at me with confusion and disbelief. “How… how do you know my name?”

“We lived in your house!” I was suddenly overwhelmed with a feeling I couldn’t quite place. It felt almost as if a character from a book had come to life – someone I had only known from pictures and stories standing right before me in flesh and blood.

My disappointment about Remy’s absence was quickly overcome by my newfound giddy excitement. One of the Tremblays was right here in front of me.

I had spent so much time wondering and imagining about what their life had been like, about who they had been. I pictured sun drenched summers on the lake, and cozy winters by the fireplace. It wasn’t so different from my life at the Lakehouse. Except they didn’t live with the threat of zombies, starvation, or lack of medical care.

And then, as my excitement grew, I started toward the house. “Is Avalyn here? Are your parents? I’d love to meet them.”


“Stella.” Boden grabbed my arm to keep me from rushing at Ryder – who was, by all accounts, an armed stranger.


“No,” Ryder said, sounding flat, but his weapon remained lowered.

Another voice came from in the house, asking, “What is going on out there?”

A moment later, a stocky brunette appeared beside him. Her hair was chin length, and her black tank top revealed muscular, scarred arms. She was shorter than Ryder, and unarmed, but she was more intimidating somehow.

“Who are these people and what do they want?” she demanded to know, keeping her serious eyes locked on me and Boden.

“We used to live here,” I repeated.

“Oh, were you the ones that left all the jars of cloudberry jam behind in the cabinets?” the woman asked.

I nodded vigorously. “Yeah, we used to can it every summer. It was the best way to stretch the harvest.”

“Well, you abandoned them, so we ate them all,” she replied. “But I suppose it’s even since you helped yourself to Ryder’s things.”

“That sounds more than fair,” Boden agreed. His hand remained on my arm, as if he was afraid I would bolt into the house if he let go of me. “We didn’t realize that anyone would be coming back, since the house had been abandoned for so long.”

“We were at our house in Vancouver when the virus broke out, and we ended up in a quarantine zone for a long time,” Ryder explained. “And then it took me even longer to get here and find the place again. It’s a lot harder doing it on foot, especially when I hadn’t been here since I was ten.”

“Your parents aren’t with you?” I asked.

Ryder’s expression darkened. “No. I’m the only one left of my family.”

“What is going on? Why are you all standing out there talking?” Another voice in the background, and another young woman appeared. She looked to be my age, and her black hair nearly reached the knees of her long legs. She was wearing a t-shirt of Max’s paired with a skirt I had made from old curtains – both things we’d left behind when we left the Lakehouse because there had only been so much that we could carry.

“Bianka, I told you to stay back until we cleared it,” the shorter brunette chastised her.

“Well, I figured since you’re chatting it up that it was cleared,” the taller woman – Bianka, apparently – replied. Then she looked over to us. “Are you gonna kill us or rob us?”

“No, we don’t mean you any harm,” Boden said quickly.

The short brunette rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath.

“What are you doing here then? Do you need help or something?” Bianka asked.

“They said they’re looking for someone,” Ryder answered for us.

“You been walking a lot? You look tired and dirty.” Bianka eyed us up with her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you come in and rest up? You could tell us about your missing person.”

“That would be great,” I replied before Boden had a chance to decline the offer. These people seemed nice enough, especially Ryder, and I wanted to find out if maybe they’d seen Remy.

“Bianka,” the brunette said in her low husky voice. “We’ve talked about this. We can’t invite strangers into our house.”

“Oh, come on, babe,” Bianka retorted, shrugging off the brunette’s concerns. “We haven’t talked to anyone in a while. I wanna find out what else is out there, and these two might know. Besides, we oughtta help people when we can. Pay it forward, that kinda thing.”

Ryder stepped to the side and opened the door wider, ignoring the brunette’s protests. “Come on in, meet the rest of us, and we can have a chat.”

By Boden’s hesitant expression, I knew that he didn’t want to, likely because he didn’t trust the situation. But Bianka was welcoming us in, and I didn’t want to leave here without anything. We’d come so far. So I went inside the home that had once been mine.
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There were five of them in total living together in Ryder’s house. Three we had met – Ryder Tremblay, the tall Bianka Novak, and the stocky Murphy Parsons. The others were waiting for us in the living room.

They were two young men, looking to be about Ryder and Bianka’s age. Murphy appeared a bit older, but that could’ve just been her serious expression.

The first to greet us was Leandro Reyes. He got up from the couch, extending a hand and a crooked smile. His eyes were a dark russet, and his skin was a warm umber brown. He wore his hair in chin-length twist locs, and a bear claw hung on a leather strap around his neck.

The other was Cole Wagner. He was pale and lanky, with a pronounced overbite and nervous eyes. As he stood, he kept his distance and stayed at the far side of the room in front of the wall of windows. Other than a diffident nod of the head after Ryder made the introductions, Cole hadn’t really acknowledged us at all.

“So you used to live here?” Bianka asked. She sat in the plush sitting chair near the fireplace, her legs and long skirt draped over the arm of it, and she watched Boden and I with curious blue eyes.

“Yeah, we did,” I said. “For about seven years.”


“That’s so wild!” she exclaimed.


Murphy sat down on the other arm of the chair, putting a protective hand on Bianka’s shoulder. “Why did you leave? This place has everything.”

“We needed medical care,” Boden answered so I wouldn’t have to. “That’s the one thing that’s missing from way out here.”


“Well, that’s missing everywhere, isn’t it?” Murphy asked.


“We’d heard about medicine and a helpful community out in Emberwood, so that’s where we went,” Boden elaborated. “And it worked out for us, so we stayed on.”

“It worked out for you?” Murphy scowled and let out a skeptical laugh. “I heard that place burned to the ground.”

“We arrived before the fire, and they’re rebuilding now,” Boden clarified. “Calling it New Emberwood with Nova Boone Durante working as mayor. “

“We’ve been living on a riverboat,” I added, since Murphy didn’t seem to believe us.


“A riverboat?” Bianka sounded impressed. “That sounds mighty quaint.”


“It used to be a hotel, so it has lots of rooms, and it’s been really nice for us,” I went on. It wasn’t until Boden gave me a look from the corner of his eye that I realized I had maybe divulged too much to these strangers.


He cleared his throat and corrected course with, “We have a community of over fifty people with a decent size armory, and it is nice and secure floating in the middle of the river.” He’d slightly exaggerated our resources and security to make the Barbarabelle seem like less of an easy target.



“Wow. A floating hotel sounds way more glamorous than how we lived back in the quarantine in Vancouver,” Leandro said, and he looked over to Ryder, as if to commiserate. “Remember when we were living in that boys’ wing? We didn’t even have a window. They had this concrete quad in the center, and there was a chain link fence over the top, so nothing could get in, and we only got to spend two hours a day out there.” He paused then to hold up two fingers to accentuate his point. “The only view was the bricks around us and the gray sky overhead through that chain link filter. I swear, that sky was gray for the whole year.”


“Yeah, I remember,” Ryder replied, sounding much less inclined for a trip down memory lane than Leandro was.

Other than Cole, Ryder was the only one still standing, though he was leaning against the fireplace. It was so hard for me to keep from staring at him, but I knew it would be rude and weird so I did my best to look away.

It wasn’t that Ryder was good-looking, although he was also very good-looking. His silken hair was the color of maple sugar, and his mouth was pouty enough to seem brooding. His eyes weren’t quite smoldering (though I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, because I had only read about it in books) but there was an intensity in the silvery hazel.

Mostly, it was so surreal to see him, standing here in the house that still held the pictures –

– and at that very moment I noticed none of the family pictures were displayed anymore.

When we’d been living here, we had moved some of them, taking them off the mantle and storing them away in closets. But we’d left the ones hanging on the wall, in large part because we had nothing to replace them with and the walls would look barren without them.

Now they were all gone. Every single photo that had contained a member of the Tremblay family appeared to be removed, with only blank walls and rectangles in the dust left behind.

“Why’d you take all the pictures down?” I blurted out, and when Ryder looked sharply at me, shame washed over me, and I sunk lower in the couch.

“Nobody needs reminders about what isn’t here anymore,” he replied simply.

Leandro cleared his throat, and in a much lighter tone asked, “If you were all living the dream on a riverboat, why’d you come back here?”

“They claim they’re looking for someone,” Murphy answered for us.


“We are looking for someone,” I corrected her. “She’s part of our family. Her name is Remy King. She’s about five and a half feet tall, long dark hair, and she’s in her late twenties. She’s travelling with a mule and a lion.”



“Whoa, she travels with a lion?” Leandro asked with a laugh. “Why didn’t you lead with that? How did she end up with a lion?”


“She found her on the side of the road,” Boden relayed the story that Remy had given to him. “She was chained to the back of the truck, so her best guess was that someone had a lion as a pet.”


“Wow. A pet lion.” Leandro let out a low whistle. “How does she do with zombies?”


“She eats them,” I said, and Leandro laughed, seemingly thrilled by that answer.

“Rye, can you believe this?” Leandro asked, grinning over at Ryder.

“That does explain all the claw marks in the garage and the bannisters.” Murphy motioned to where the wooden railing up the second floor had been clawed and chewed on by Ripley over the years.

“We thought maybe a super strong zombie must’ve done it,” Bianka explained. “My guess was that gorilla zombie we heard rumors about.”

“Told you that was crazy,” Cole said, speaking for the first time since we’d been introduced.

I glanced over at Boden, but neither of us said anything. We’d both seen the zombie gorilla. The lyssavirus genotype-8 infected all the great apes, from humans through gorillas and chimpanzees. Apparently, someone had gotten the bright idea to take one of the hundreds of captive gorillas from a zoo or other institution, and they had infected it with the virus, turning it into a hulking monster of a zombie.

Fortunately, the gorilla zombie hadn’t survived the fall of Emberwood, so there was no need to prove its existence to the strangers in the room with us. Especially since we couldn’t prove it, and they already seemed dubious of us. We needed to give them reasons to trust us, not doubt us even more.

“What about you all?” Boden asked. “Where do you come from?”


“You mean before the zombies went and mucked everything up?” Bianka asked. “I was born in Bushwick, not that I remember much of it since I was only nine when we went into the first quarantine zone. My mom knew that the whole NYC area would be bonkers, so she took us up to Canada, and we actually ended up in the Quebec QZ for a while. Parler de l’apocalypse et des zombies sonne mieux en français, je dois l’admettre.”


I gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry, the only French I know is from an old lullaby.”

“And I only know some Spanish,” Boden added.

“Anyway, things in the quarantine got bad after a while,” Bianka went on. “Not enough food, violent guards, too many people. You know the drill, I’m sure.” She gave me a knowing weary smile, and I nodded like I did understand, but I didn’t really.

I had no real memory of my time before the Lakehouse, of life before Max, but I didn’t want to mention that now. I’d rather us bond over our shared histories than raise suspicion over our differences.

“A few of us travelled west, looking for something better,” Bianka continued. “And along the way, I lost everyone. Including my mom.” Her expression darkened for a moment, but she forced a smile. “Then Murphy found me wandering around the derelict streets of Vancouver, and xe’s been taken care of me ever since.”


“Xe?” I echoed, confused by her word choice.


“Oh, yeah, Murphy’s an enby,” Bianka explained. “Like nonbinary instead of male or female. And instead of he/him or she/her, Murph uses xe/xer.”

“Thank you for the gender lesson,” Murphy said dryly.

“Well, I wanna make sure they understand, babe.” Bianka put her hand on top of Murphy’s. “And I know you don’t like explaining it, so I thought I’d get it out of the way.”

“Thanks for letting us know,” Boden said. “I don’t know if I’ve met someone like that before, but we have folks of all types living on the Barbarabelle.”

Our friend Edie was a transwoman, and she had been open about sharing her experiences with me. I’d also read some things about sexuality and gender in the books in the Lakehouse (but honestly, not enough since I’d accidentally ended up pregnant at fourteen). Nonbinary and other gender identities were something I was aware of, even if I hadn’t encountered much of it myself. But then again, that could also be because I hadn’t encountered that many people at all.

“Ryder and I came up together in the boys’ wing,” Leandro said, continuing the conversation. “They kept the kids separate there, and it was all binary. Boys in one wing, girls in another. And all the adults were kept away from all of us, parents included. We only got to see them for a few hours a week through these mesh windows, like we were prisoners. Make no mistake, that was not a fun place to grow up.”

“They tried to keep everyone as segregated as possible to stop the spread of the virus, but in too many of the safe zones, they took it too far,” Murphy said, xer tone both apologetic and justifying.

“Murph was in the reserve forces when the lockdowns started,” Bianka explained. “Xe helped set up some of the first quarantines and safe zones.”

“I was in the infantry, fresh out of boot camp when the virus reared its ugly head,” Boden said. “With the U.S. Army, I was a soldier, and I had to set up a few of those myself.”

“Later on, because I wanted to help, I ended up volunteering for the Cold Shore project,” Murphy said.

The name Cold Shore sounded an alarm in my head and brought me back to the fall of Emberwood. All of that death and destruction came directly at the hands of a vengeful woman named Mercy Loth. In the chaos of her attack, she’d accidentally left a book behind, and it ended up in my hands


One part manifesto and one part memoir, it was simply titled The Book of Mercy. Mostly it contained the grandiose ramblings and depraved confessions of a delusional young woman, including how she came to conceive and birth multiple children with zombies. But tucked into the pages were several folded-up letters and papers.


The letters were written by a man called Pyotr Popov, a scientist working for the Cold Shore Global Contingency. He didn’t define it explicitly, but it was clearly somewhere meant to survive the end of the world.

“You’re talking about the Cold Shore Global Contingency?” I asked.

“Yeah, they were supposed to save the world, and I wanted to help,” Murphy said with a wry smile. “But then it turned out to be more bullshit, just like everything else has been since the virus.”

Ryder scoffed. “It’s all been bullshit since long before the virus.”
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Pyotr

To: Michael Haugen, Director-General

Cold Shore Global Contingency

I will introduce myself first, so you will understand my expertise. I hold a PhD equivalent in Genetics – what we call Candidate of Sciences in Russia – and a Doctor of Sciences degree specializing in Biotechnology. Before the virus, I was a lead geneticist at the Centre of Genetics and Biotechnology in Novosibirsk, Siberia.

I first learned of the Cold Shore Contingency while working with them, though I must admit that I never believed it would be something humanity would need to rely on during my lifetime. Then, I thought such an event was far from possible – perhaps it was wishful thinking, perhaps denial.


The zombibeshenstvo – the virus we would eventually know as the lyssavirus genotype-8 – spread rapidly as soon as it was discovered. Fortunately, the cold slowed the infected, and the vastness of my homeland meant that we had more time than most.


The infected are driven to bite and claw, spreading the disease easily. The incubation period is horrifyingly short – just 24 to 72 hours from exposure to complete loss of reason. They seem to feel no pain, fueled by relentless surges of adrenaline and an insatiable hunger.
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