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The living population of Bowling Green, Missouri had been reduced to a scant handful. The Gant brothers had never imagined a world in which they would willingly choose to remain inside prison walls, yet that was exactly what they had done.

Northeast Correctional Center had ceased to be a prison the day the outbreak reached its walls. In its place stood something far more useful. A fortress.

The brothers defended it with ruthless efficiency, not just from the dead, but even from the living. The armory provided firearms, ammunition, riot gear — everything they could ever need was already there, locked behind doors they now controlled. They would be damned if anyone would take that from them.

For Darren Gant and his younger brothers, James and Dennis, the world had always been divided into two kinds of people: ‘the haves,’ and ‘the have-nots.’ The collapse of civilization hadn’t changed that. If anything, it had clarified it. And the Gants had every intention of being among ‘the haves.’

They organized their survival with a crude sort of order. Once a month, they’d draw straws to see who would go into town for supplies. The youngest, Dennis, would be constantly frustrated by how often he drew the short straw. Even though his brothers rigged the draw, Darren would sometimes take pity and force James with Dennis.

The Walmart Supercenter in Bowling Green remained surprisingly intact, even a year after the outbreak. Most people had died, turned, or fled in the early days, leaving behind shelves that were far from empty. The world had ended too quickly for it to be properly looted.

Fliers littered the main drag outside, plastered to walls, scattered across pavement, clinging to windshields in curling layers. They all promised the same thing — a new beginning somewhere out west. Beneath a photograph of Cheyenne Mountain were bold, hopeful words: Survivor’s Sanctuary: where humanity can begin again.

Other towns were likely covered in the same desperate promises, but the brothers had no interest in abandoning what they already controlled. Their reasoning was simple: when the world finally righted itself, Bowling Green would belong to them. Nothing would happen without their say-so.

From the beginning, they had shed their prison uniforms in favor of something more useful. Law enforcement attire gave them an edge, a psychological advantage should they ever encounter other survivors. Authority, even false authority, still carried weight. And in a broken world, appearances could be just as powerful as bullets.

Whenever James accompanied Dennis on a supply run, the work inevitably turned into something else. For James, killing the dead was less a necessity and more a sport. He had a way of drawing them out, lingering in open spaces, making noise where silence would have sufficed. Dennis had learned not to argue. It never made a difference.

They were moving through the Walmart aisles when the sound reached them. A slow rhythm echoed faintly through the store.

Flip...flop... flip...flop... flip...flop.

James lifted a hand, signaling Dennis to stop. The squeaky cart fell silent. For a moment, neither of them moved, listening as the sound shifted — hard to place where it was coming from. Then, he spotted it.

The corpse rounded the corner near the sporting goods. It was December, and the rancid-looking zombie was still dressed in shorts, a tank top, and a pair of worn flip-flops that slapped wetly against the tile with every step. Its head tilted as it sniffed the air, catching their scent, and its pace quickened.

Flip-flop. Flip-flop. Flip-flop.

James stepped forward into the center of the aisle and drew his Smith & Wesson revolver from its holster. The motion was practiced, theatrical. He fired once.

The shot cracked through the store. From fifty yards, the bullet struck the zombie in the throat, snapping its head back. It staggered but did not fall.

James fired again.

The second shot punched clean through its forehead. The body began to collapse, but James didn’t stop. He emptied the remaining rounds into its torso, each loud shot jerking the corpse violently before it finally hit the floor in a lifeless heap as the reverberation faded.

James spun the revolver once in his hand with a gunslinger’s flourish before holstering it, a faint smirk tugging at his lips.

Dennis stepped forward and smacked the brim of his cap against James’s shoulder. “Damn it,” he muttered. “Quit wastin’ ammo. You killed it already. What’s the matter with you?”

James didn’t answer right away. He just stared down the aisle at the body, at the cheap rubber sandals twisted at unnatural angles on its feet.

“I fuckin’ hate flip-flops.”
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Dashing through brittle winter grass, Sasha pulled her younger brother Willie along in search of a hiding place — to safety. At nine years old, she had already come to understand something essential about the new world that had taken shape over the past year and a half: someone had to lead.

To call it a “new world” hardly seemed accurate. It felt less like something new and more like something stripped down to its rawest form. An evolution in which the dead now vastly outnumbered the living, and survival belonged to those who adapted quickest.

The systems people once relied on had simply... stopped. Communication, infrastructure, authority — all gone. No one was left at the helm, no hand guiding whatever great mechanism had once kept everything moving.

“Owwww! You’re hurting my arm,” Willie whined as she dragged him forward. “Stop pulling so hard, Sasha!”

She swatted the back of his head, grazing his close-cropped afro, then pointed sharply toward the ground ahead. “You wanna fall in one of those?”

Several camouflaged pits lined the edge of their property, carefully constructed traps meant for wandering dead — each one filled with sharpened stakes waiting below.

“Nooo-wah,” Willie muttered, his protest caught somewhere between embarrassment and stubborn pride. “But you’re hurting me.”

“Then be quiet,” Sasha snapped, lowering her voice. “He’ll hear you.”

She pulled him into the thicket beyond their property line, moving with purpose. She tried often to pass along the bit of survival logic their father had taught her, but at seven, Willie remained stubbornly anchored in a world that no longer existed — impatient, self-centered, and blissfully resistant to the new norm.

The wreckage of the Douglas C-117 Skytrooper lay scattered through the woods ahead, its broken fuselage half-swallowed by time and creeping overgrowth. Sasha made for it instinctively. For many months, it had been their playground — an alien ship crashed in the forest, a place for imagination. Now, it was something else entirely. A hiding place.

She dropped to her knees near the torn belly of the fuselage and shoved Willie down into the burrow beneath it.

“Hey! You’re being rough,” he complained.

“Shhh. Get down there,” she whispered, sliding in after him. “I’m right behind you.”

Hidden beneath dry vines and tangled brush, they pressed themselves into the earth and waited.

For a moment, there was nothing. Then came the sound. Slow movement through brittle leaves covering the ground.

Crunch... step... crunch.

Sasha inched forward just enough to peer through the thin curtain of dead weeds. Beside her, Willie squeezed his eyes shut as if that alone might make him invisible. His breathing quickened — too loud, too fast — and Sasha clamped a hand over his mouth.

A figure came into view, its footsteps were slow and deliberate. Although she could only see him from behind, Sasha recognized the tattered coat.

She could hear her brother’s nervous breathing grow into panting beneath her cupped hand over his mouth.

Willie gave a muffled groan against his sister’s palm as she abruptly stifled his breathing. That noise was all it took. The man in the woods grunted and turned slowly, then crouched to peer through the lifeless winter weeds beneath the fuselage. 

“Gotcha!” The man said with a playfully victorious laugh. 

“Awww, dad. No fair. You cheated,” Sasha declared, crawling out of the burrow, stomping her foot in annoyance.

“I didn’t cheat,” Reverend Hamilton Burke replied, straightening with a grin. “Tracked you fair and square.” His eyes shifted to the burrow. “Ain’t that right, Willie?”

Willie didn’t answer. He bolted forward instead, launching himself into his father’s arms, giggling.

Sasha folded her arms, unimpressed.

“If I was a zombie, Sasha,” Hamilton said lightly, adjusting Willie on his hip, “you’da been done for.”

“She’da been eaten up!” Willie added, throwing his head back with glee.

“Yeah? Well, you would’ve been too, dummy,” Sasha shot back.

“Hey now,” Hamilton said, his tone firm but gentle. “No name-calling.” He shifted Willie up onto his shoulders, the motion widening the tear in his already worn coat. “That’s enough practice for today. Your mama’s waitin’. Let’s head on back.”

He extended a hand toward Sasha, and after a brief hesitation, she took it.
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Dinner was modest, but warm and filling, prepared with the same care Cora Burke had always given her family. In another life, she had balanced spreadsheets and deadlines, navigating the quiet frustrations of corporate accounting. Now, those concerns felt distant, almost trivial compared to the world outside.

There was a strange, unspoken truth she carried: in the midst of catastrophe, she had been given something back — time with her family. It was a thought she rarely voiced, weighted as it was by the cost.

Hamilton, as always, led them in grace, giving thanks not just for the meal, but for what he believed was a divine protection over his family. A belief he held tightly, even as some quiet part of him wondered how long such a blessing could last.

“Any visitors today, Daddy?” Sasha asked as they ate.

“No,” he said. “Not today.”

“It’s been a while.”

“Maybe there won’t be no more,” Willie said.

“There won’t be any more,” Hamilton corrected gently. “Not no more.” The correction lingered longer than the words themselves.

Most of his congregation had moved on months earlier, chasing rumors of refuge somewhere out west. The promise of salvation had never seemed more tangible for those in search of it. But Hamilton had stayed.

As a man of the cloth, he felt bound to this place. To the possibility that someone, somewhere, might still come seeking help. Offering shelter, guidance, or even just a kind word felt like purpose in a world that had lost nearly all of its own.

Later that evening, as Hamilton tucked his children into bed, Sasha’s practical mind turned to more immediate concerns. “How much medicine do we have left?” she
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