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        This book is dedicated to Quinn, who said he loved books about monsters. Especially when you realize maybe the monsters are not what you thought.
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      The air hangs heavy with the scent of decay. Zombies roam freely, their moans echoing through abandoned city streets and run-down suburbs. Broken buildings cast eerie shadows over the once thriving landscape. Nature has reclaimed everything. Survival in this world requires resourcefulness and courage. It’s a haunting mix of beauty and peril.

      Amidst the chaos, Orion Dynamics emerged as the dominant force in managing scarce resources. The lives of the survivors hinged on Orion Dynamics. Their towering, fortified structures stood out amongst the crumbing remnants around them. Orion’s influence extended far and wide. They dictated the fate of those who struggled to survive.

      At the head of Orion Dynamics is the president, Malcolm Kelsey. His greed knows no bounds.

      Before the zombie outbreak, the Kelsey family owned a small chain of department stores called Kelsey’s. The board of directors were three siblings: Marianne, Mark, and Malcolm Kelsey.

      Rumors swirled that Malcolm wanted to expand the store nation-wide. He wanted to create a business that could dominate every market. He wanted an empire.

      Marianne and Mark preferred to keep it a family business and focus on the needs of the local markets. In a two-to-one vote, Malcolm was outvoted.

      The Kelsey’s weren’t known by too many before the outbreak. But afterwards, they were infamous. Marianne succumbed to the initial outbreak, and Mark was left incapacitated. Some say he’s still in a medical facility somewhere in one of the Orion facilities.

      When the government fell, the military looked for guidance everywhere. Several large companies came forward offering goods and services. Orion Dynamics secured a contract with the military. They were a pharma-tech company famous for innovative research in vaccines.

      Without his siblings’ knowledge, Malcolm Kelsey held a majority of shares in Orion Dynamics. He seized control of the company the day after Orion secured the contract.

      Orion took control of every resource, beginning with essential services like water, electricity, internet, and more.

      Many citizens lived in one of the Orion Dynamics facilities and followed their strict rules. It was an easy way to avoid the dystopian reign of the zombies. If you are willing to trade your personal freedoms, you will be provided with food, shelter, and have your basic needs taken care of. Additionally, it safeguards you from the threat of zombies.

      The downside, travel is strictly forbidden. Once you’re inside an Orion community, you’re in it for life. The outbreak tore apart families. Orion never facilitates communication between its inhabitants in Orion communities.

      There were some who fought back against the conglomerate. They may not know when their next meal will be, or have access to clean water, and a working lightbulb, but they had freedom.

      These brave souls formed communes, both out of necessity and by chance. Most started with a core family and added members as the outbreak displaced travelers. Each of these communes had to scavenge and fight for everything they had.

      Among the survivors are siblings Jake and Ava Anderson.

      Their mother was pregnant with them when the outbreak started. According to stories that have been passed down, their father was at work when the outbreak started and he never returned home. This left Margaret Anderson alone, pregnant, and scared for her twins.

      Orion came in swiftly and offered Margaret a home, food, and free education for her unborn children. They asked for nothing in return. This did not sit right with Margaret. No one, especially a large corporation, gives away that much for free.

      When Margaret denied their offer, the Orion representatives became more and more aggressive. One night, an Orion representative showed up unannounced. They brought with them fully armed guards ready to force Margaret into one of their compounds.

      Thankfully, Margaret had a close friend, a teacher named Miranda, whose family had a large farm on the edge of town. Miranda offered her refuge.

      Several weeks went by and the zombie outbreak worsened. Orion shifted its focus from rounding up people to eliminating the zombie issue. This shift in focus provided time for the communities outside of Orion to fortify.

      A month later, Margaret gave birth. Miranda delivered the twins. First Ava and then Jake. As she handed Jake to Margaret, Miranda watched the color drain from Margaret’s face.

      “Are you okay?” Miranda asked.

      Margaret just stared into her sweet baby’s eyes.

      “Margaret?” Miranda shook her by the shoulder.

      Margaret did not answer.
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      Jake, with a lean build and survival-honed strength, was taller than most kids his age. His careful movements reveal the experience gained from years of maneuvering through hazardous alleys and empty streets. Jake’s clothing told a story of resourcefulness. He wore a patched up leather jacket adorned with makeshift armor, faded jeans worn down from countless scavenging missions, and a pair of mismatched boots found on two separate missions. Jake was happy that, for once, they were the same size.

      Jake’s hands were stained and calloused. A weathered backpack slung over his shoulders. Inside, it carried all the essentials: water, a large machete, and a few canned goods should he ever get stuck somewhere.

      At thirteen, Jake was a survivor. Not only because of circumstance but also by choice. Orion Enterprises continued their recruitment efforts. At any point, Jake could trade the scavenger lifestyle for one offered by Orion. However, he could never leave his sister, Ava. Their goal was to combat the oppressive system with the belief that things would eventually change.

      “Come on, guys, this way.” Jake flagged the team to go around a dirty wall and abandon the structured.

      “I thought I saw something,” Ava said in a hushed whisper. She followed into the dingy building.

      People often underestimated Ava because of her size and appearance. Her golden curls catch the faintest glimmer of sunlight. Her eyes mirrored the vivid hues of the bluest sky. Ava was a vision of untarnished hope in the darkness that surrounded them.

      Once the group was safely inside, Jake turned to his sister and asked, “What did you see out there?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought I saw movement,” Ava said.

      The oldest member of the group on this scavenging mission was Peter. “You think someone was following us?” Peter asked from behind Jake.

      “I can’t confirm. It could have been a bird or something,” Ava said.

      Peter made the executive decision. “I think we need to hurry and head back without trying for the pharmacy today,” he said.

      Jake groaned but didn’t protest. He may not like it, but knew it was a sound decision.

      Ava felt bad their mission would end early. But if she didn’t say something, it could prove fatal. Nothing was worth their lives. Ava followed her good instincts. She knew Peter was right.

      Ava wore a tattered brightly colored sundress adorned with a patchwork of colors. Her dress draped in contrast over black leather pants. On her feet were combat boots found in a military stockpile.

      She was a loyal soldier in uncertain and scary times. It would be a mistake to doubt Ava’s abilities. Despite her beauty and gentle demeanor, she could pack a punch.

      “Did you find anything?” Peter asked the twins.

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “Alright, let’s head back. Jake, stay close behind me. Ava, I want you on my flank. Keep your eyes peeled and give us the signal if you see anything,” Peter ordered.

      “Understood,” Ava said.

      Jake, Ava, and Peter lived in Serenity Stronghold. It was a resistance commune filled with like-minded individuals. It was a makeshift community forged from the depths of survival. It stood as a testament to the enduring spirit of those who refused to be extinguished.

      Serenity Stronghold was a mosaic of resilience comprised of individuals from all walks of life. It transcended the boundaries of blood, forming a family with a shared purpose—survival and freedom.

      Peter, Jake, and Ava climbed the final hill and descended towards the main gate to Serenity Stronghold. Ava scanned one last time behind them, confident they were on the homestretch. She signaled for Peter to proceed to the gate.

      “You’re back so soon,” Miranda said.

      “Yeah, we were almost at the first building when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. We got inside, searched it quick, and then headed back, as a precautionary measure,” Ava explained.

      “What was it?” Miranda asked.

      “I’m not sure. We didn’t see it again,” Ava explained.

      “We trust Ava’s instincts,” Peter said.

      “Wise,” Miranda said. “Well, get inside. I think they’ll be starting lunch soon.”

      Jake and Ava may have lost their parents in the first zombie wave, but they found themselves a family. The diverse community at Serenity Stronghold celebrated everyone’s unique skills and perspectives.

      “I wonder what the food unit is making today?” Peter asked.

      “It doesn’t really matter. Anything has
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