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 HUNGER

By Jeremy Robinson

 

Desperate to solve a global food
shortage, ExoGen scientist Dr. Ella Masse oversees the creation and
release of RC-714, a gene that unlocks millions of years of
adaptation and evolution, allowing crops to use long dormant junk
DNA to rapidly adapt to any environment. The world’s food supply
grows aggressively, occupying every inch of earth, no matter how
inhospitable. World hunger is averted. Humanity flourishes. RC-714
is digested, absorbed and passed on.

 

The Change affects small, fast breeding
mammals first. They multiply with the same aggressive speed as the
ExoGen plants, but a new, insatiable hunger drives them to
violence. War between species breaks out. And then RC-714 reaches
humanity, along with every other large creature on the planet.
Civilization implodes, as every living thing that consumed the
ExoGen crops begins to adapt to a world full of predators,
accessing genes dating back to the beginning of life
itself.

 

Peter Crane and his son Jakob survive
the Change, living in their family farmhouse and eating non-ExoGen
food from a biodome, one of many provided by Ella Masse, who
discovered the ramifications of her breakthrough too late. The pair
ekes out a living in a world full of monsters, surviving until Ella
shows up on their doorstep with her daughter, pursued by desperate
predators and men alike.

 

As the farmhouse falls under attack,
Crane learns that the end of humanity, of life on Earth, can still
be averted: if Ella Masse and her daughter survive, and if they
make it to the other side of the country without being
captured...or consumed.

 

Jeremy Robinson merges the
science of Michael Crichton with the horror of Stephen King in this
fresh take on the post-apocalypse, creating a true worst-case
scenario for GMO crops that will have people reading labels before
eating their next pepper, tomato or kernel of corn.
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New Mexico

 

“What the hell am I looking
at, Jeff?” A surge of annoyance threatened to overwhelm Dr. Ella
Masse’s practiced serenity. She was the lead geneticist heading up
ExoGen’s GMO division. She worked with hundreds of people, from
hard laborers, to farmers, to marketing gurus and her fellow
geneticists. Of all the people she encountered, it was her own ilk
that burrowed under her skin and scratched at her nerves. The more
brilliant the scientist, the more frustrating she found them. And
Jeff Sexton topped the charts in both brilliance and irritating
habits, the worst of which was his inability to give a straight
answer.

“You tell me,” he said,
wiping soil from the knees of his white clean-suit. Like most of
the gene-hackers working for ExoGen, Sexton didn’t just work in a
sterile lab. He got in the dirt, observing growth patterns and
rates, and water consumption and crop yield. They could have had
cheap labor work the dirt, but Masse wanted her people to feel
connected to the job. To care about it. When that happened, people
worked harder, and in a field ruled by the mind, that meant her
staff was working even when not at work. They woke up with new
ideas. Beat her to the office. Finished ahead of
schedule.

And that was how they were going to
beat the competition, which in ExoGen’s David and Goliath scenario,
was just Sancio. Of course, they had Sancio to thank for the
relaxed regulations on genetically modified foods. The corporation
had pretty much paved the way for (and paid for) the laws that gave
ExoGen the freedom to modify food however they saw fit. Most of the
time it was exciting, ground breaking work with the potential to
alter the fate of the human race. But during moments like
this...

“I see corn.”

“Use your eyes, Ell.” She
shot him a look over the top of her narrow glasses. “Dr. Masse,”
Sexton corrected as he bounced on his feet, a belled hat away from
acting like a court jester. She’d never seen the man so worked up
before.

Maybe this will be
worthwhile, if I can figure out what put the ants in his
pants.

She stepped into the hundred-foot-long
greenhouse. The blue sky above was bold and blue, the sun blazing
down on them. The curved glass ceiling would have been all but
invisible if not for the white support structure. The room looked
more like it belonged on a space station, except for the corn. Rows
of it.

She stepped up to the nearest ear,
gripped the husk and peeled it down, revealing a grid of bright
yellow, bulbous corn kernels.

“Zea mays
indenta,” she said, identifying the Dent
strain of corn used for feed, processed foods and industrial
products, meaning it was some of the most common corn on the
planet. Nothing special. “If it’s been modified from our Dent-Y
strain, I’m not seeing how.”

“Then maybe you should use
your nose,” he said.

“Seriously?”

The man just jounced around, waiting
for her to stumble upon his discovery.

She smelled the corn through the
filter in her suit. Nothing special. She snapped off the ear and
tossed it deeper into the greenhouse, then wheeled around on
Sexton. Her lungs filled with pressure, preparing to vent, but then
she noticed a different smell. She paused, turned back to the corn
and sniffed.

She could smell the corn. Lots of it.
The odor had become so familiar to her that she rarely ever ate the
stuff. Nose lifted, she stepped deeper inside the greenhouse and
quickly became aware of a second sensation. Her skin prickled from
dry heat. Her eyes began to sting.

Before realizing what she was doing,
Masse crouched down into the shade of the corn stalks. But even in
that twilight shadow, she could see there was something wrong with
the soil.

It wasn’t soil at all.

It was sand.

She stood as though electrocuted,
wheeling around toward Sexton. “How much water have you given
them?”

He smiled. “Not a drop.”

She looked at the lush corn. “That’s
not possible.”

“It’s the roots,” he said.
“They’re deep.”

“How deep?”

Sexton cleared his throat with a
smile. “Twenty feet.”

With wide eyes, she turned
to the corn again. The parts of the plants she could see were just
a small tip of the whole, with the rest being underground,
stretching down to the water table, which in this part of New
Mexico, was deep. Twenty feet deep,
apparently.

As the initial surprise and wonder
began to ebb, Masse caught sight of the number on the greenhouse
door: C-8. “Eight? I thought you were working in Seven. Not like
you to make mistakes.”

His smile looked wide enough to lift
the top half of his head clean off. “Come with me.”

They entered the decontamination unit,
which was essentially a man-made whirlwind pulling any dust, seeds,
pollen or other potential contaminants off their clean-suits, and
sucking it away. This prevented one crop from contaminating
another, making sure their observations were accurate and reliable.
There were a hundred greenhouses in all, dedicated to the world’s
ten most common and important crops—corn, rice, wheat, soybeans,
potatoes, cassava, sweet potatoes, sorghum, yams and
alfalfa.

Each of the ten greenhouses in a
grouping were arranged around a central hub, spokes without a
wheel. From the hub, each single crop’s greenhouse could be
reached. But to visit a different crop without returning to the
hub, you had to head outside, into the heat. Most of the ExoGen
staff had no reason to visit multiple crops. The gene-hackers all
had their own specialty crops. Masse was one of the unlucky few who
found herself wandering the arid plain, working up a sweat, once a
week for inspections and progress reports. Sexton was her first
visit today, and if he’d managed to develop a strain of corn
capable of growing in the desert...well, she’d cancel the rest of
her day and order some champagne. This was the kind of
world-changing stuff ExoGen wanted, and it would put them on the
map, side by side with Sancio.

They moved through the
hub, a fifty foot wide circular space that was Sexton’s lab. His
eager-eyed team of three men and two women looked up in silence,
watching them pass through, in on the joke’s punch line.
But this isn’t a joke,
she told herself. Sexton would never joke
about this. First, because he cares, and second, because he has no
sense of humor.

She barely heard the fans whipping the
air around her inside of greenhouse C-7’s decontamination chamber.
Her eyes were on the glass door, beyond which was the access door
to the greenhouse. When Sexton opened the door, she hurried past,
punched in the four digit code that gave her access to every room
in the facility and pulled open the door.

Corn.

Rows of it.

Visually, the crop was identical to
what she had seen in C-8, but it smelled of rich soil, manure and
moisture. These were the elements that had been missing from C-8,
and yet the result was the same.

“You did it,” she said. “A
single crop that can grow in multiple environments.”

“In nearly any environment
with a permeable floor,” he said. “Resistant to freezing, heat,
insects, disease and drought.”

Masse felt her knees go weak. He was
talking about the mother of all GMOs. This wasn’t comparable to
striking oil, this was like striking all of it, at once. She bent
forward, hands on her knees. “Tell me you haven’t developed a sick
sense of humor.”

“Not at all,” he said, and
bent down to look her in the eyes. “But I’m not done yet,
either.”

She stood up again. “What else could
there be?”

“You were right,” he said.
“I was working in C-7. As per usual, the plan was to plant the crop
under optimal conditions. Then move on to the next greenhouse and
change the conditions.”

She nodded. That was standard protocol
when trying to develop crops that thrived in multiple
environs.

Sexton swept his hand out to the crop.
“This was the first crop of Dent I planted, modified with a variety
of genes, but most recently with RC-714. I planted it—”

“—thirty days ago.” The
gene sequence meant nothing to her. They worked with thousands of
genes that came and went, and keeping track of them was next to
impossible. But crop plantings were far less common and something
she tracked with great interest. She looked at the fully grown
crop. “It grows faster, too?”

“Aggressively so,” Sexton
said.

“So you moved onto to the
second stage...when? I never gave approval for a second
crop.”

“I didn’t know about the
second crop,” he admitted. “The greenhouse hadn’t even been prepped
yet. The barren earth in C-8 is the same as the desert surrounding
the facility. I found the crop when I opened the door this
morning.”

“Who planted
it?”

“No one,” he said, but
then shook his head. “Technically, I did. In C-7.”

The first real clue of
what he was revealing began to resolve, her eyes widening in time
with the revelation. “It spread?
How?”

“Remember the twenty foot
roots?”

“Underground?”

“Near as I can tell, the
plants are interconnected, but separate, like the Great Barrier
Reef...of corn. Looking at the amount of growth, I’ve estimated
that it spread to five of the ten greenhouses in the last weeks,
with the furthest away in C-5 being a week’s growth behind C-6 and
C-6 a week behind C-7. Like I said, it’s aggressive. The only thing
keeping it inside the greenhouse system is the perimeter concrete
foundation, which is ten feet deep. The foundation between
greenhouses is just two feet deep. The corn follows the path of
least resistance.”

Once again pitched over, hands on
knees, the vast implications of everything Sexton revealed crashed
down on Masse with tidal force, roaring in her ears, adding weight
to her body and then washing away. “How long?”

“For what?”

“Until it gets
out.”

She knew Sexton would have seen the
eventual outcome. Once the corn spread through the remaining five
greenhouses, if it was as aggressive as he thought, it would
eventually work its way outside.

“Two months,” he said.
“Three at the most. The foundation should slow it down.”

“That’s not much time,”
she said.

“For what?”

“We need to get this gene
of yours in the other crops.”

His brow furrowed. “To what
end?”

She smiled. “We’re going to feed the
world.”
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Five Years Later

 

“Sometimes I hate my life,”
Kevin Travis said, as he looked through his pair of forward-looking
infrared (FLIR), thermal binoculars. He tracked a blob of heat
moving through the field. From a distance, it looked like one
massive organism, but he knew the truth, even before zooming in.
They moved like a shoal of fish, shifting one way and then the
other, all following the few individuals in the lead. They would
stop to feast on the endless sea of food before moving on,
sometimes sticking to the wilderness, but most often heading back
to where they were most comfortable: the city.

“Could be worse,” his
understudy, Cliff Foster, said. Foster was a glass-half-full kind
of guy, but that was just because he’d only been on the job for a
few weeks. Travis had been at it, waging a war no one would ever
see or know about—if everything went right—for the last three
years. And every year, he lost ground, just like the hundreds of
other exterminators now in the employ of ExoGen.

At least it pays
well, Travis thought, focusing on the
blob’s head. He zeroed in on a single target and confirmed its
identity.

A rat.

There were more than a thousand of
them.

In the years following what was now
called the Farm Bomb, several things had happened. ExoGen’s
aggressive GMO crops—more than two hundred varieties of fruits,
vegetables, fungi and legumes—had spread across the country, and
then the world. The plants grew everywhere there wasn’t pavement,
concrete or steel. The company had been the target of countless
lawsuits, first from competitors, and then from land owners and
governments. But that had stopped when it had become clear that
ExoGen had solved one of humanity’s impending humanitarian crises
before it began.

Hunger was no more. No one would ever
starve again.

That was when the counter-suits began,
and thanks to the legislature already passed and the lawsuits
against farmers already won by Sancio, anyone who grew and ate
ExoGen’s food—everyone—owed them a small monthly fee. The company
kept the payments low so that even the poorest people could afford
it, and ExoGen quickly became the most powerful corporation in the
world. After the food problem, they tackled fossil fuels, their
endless corn and sugarcane crops making ethanol production
efficient and cheap. While all farms and seed companies were put
out of business, their skilled laborers were absorbed into ExoGen
and were paid better than they had been before. Few people
complained. The world had been remade into a prosperous place for
everyone and everything.

Animal populations boomed.

At first, this was seen as a drawback
because vehicle collisions increased, but then the federal
government removed the hunting season restrictions. Every day of
the year was fair game for prey animals. And a year later, when the
predator population increased, all animals became targets. As a
result, a large number of people went off the grid, living solitary
lives in the woods, surrounded by endless food.

But there were still some problems no
one wanted to face. Like rats. Who hunted rats? No one. Unless they
were paid for it, like Travis and Foster.

“I think it’s fun,” Foster
said. “Aside from the military, where else can you get paid to
throw grenades and use flamethrowers?”

“The military doesn’t use
flamethrowers anymore,” Travis said, lowering the FLIR binoculars.
He glanced at Foster with a grin. “Though you do make a good
point.”

“Hell yes, I do.” Foster
pulled a shock grenade from his vest. The device wasn’t designed to
kill rats, though the overpressure wave would certainly kill those
closest to the device. Its primary function was to knock the
rodents unconscious. For a group this large, they’d probably have
to lob four grenades in an even spread. Some of the critters would
probably escape, but most would fall to the ground, motionless if
not lifeless, and that’s when it would be time to move in with the
flamethrowers. The surrounding crop would burn as well, but they
had extinguishers to prevent its spread. And even if it did spread,
there were large fires all the time now. A few C-130s loaded with
water could be called in to douse the fire before it really got
legs.

“You were in the military,
weren’t you?” Foster asked. “It’s why you have the buzz cut and
serious personality, yeah?”

Travis’s smile faded.
He had been in
the military. An Army Ranger. But he didn’t like to talk about it.
“The new world doesn’t have much need for soldiers. Best it stays
that way. Now, let’s get this done.”

He put the FLIR back up to his eyes
and tracked the pack of rats through the stalks of corn. They were
headed toward a patch of raspberries a hundred yards ahead, no
doubt their intended meal, but the thorny brambles would make their
job harder. “Let’s hit them before they—”

Travis stopped as he panned between
the raspberry patch and the rodents. There was a single heat
signature. A lone rabbit. While rabbits were now one of the most
common animals on the planet, they rarely ventured into cities,
making them a lower priority than the rats. But they were still an
approved target. What was odd about this rabbit was that it was
alone.

Not for
long, he thought, as the rat horde closed
in.

The rabbit seemed oblivious to their
approach. Or perhaps it just didn’t care? The species shared the
same habitat, and there was more than enough food to go
around.

He watched the rabbit lift
its head, ears straight up. It can hear
them, he thought. The rabbit hopped out of
the pack’s path, but the rodents adjusted, following the
hare.

“What the...?” Foster saw
it, too. “Are they chasing the rabbit?”

“Rats are territorial,”
Travis said, “but usually only when food is scarce. But it’s
possible that—”

The rats launched themselves at the
rabbit, which sprang up into the air at the last moment, avoiding
the rodent cascade. It then outpaced them, running in wide circles.
The tactic wouldn’t work for long, though. The rat pack was
breaking up, spreading apart and flanking it.

“This is more like
watching lions hunt,” Foster observed. “Rats don’t do this
normally, right?”

“Not that I’ve
seen.”

Travis was locked in place. He could
see how it would end. The rabbit had maybe ten seconds before it
was surrounded by the now loosely packed rat horde. And then
what?

They’re going to kill
it.

“Holy Watership Down,”
Foster said, watching the scene unfold through the lines of corn
stalks. They were just a hundred feet away from the action, close
enough to lob their shock grenades and put an end to all of this,
but they remained rooted, fixated and distracted.

And that was when everything
changed.

“What’s that?” Foster
asked. “On the hill.”

The flat plain, where the rats pursued
the rabbit, was fringed by rolling hills topped with fruit trees. A
moment before, those hills had been a cool blue in the FLIR’s
thermal vision. They were now a torrent of heat, moving downward,
toward the rats.

Travis zeroed in on a single heat
signature, tracking it. It took just a moment to recognize the
shape. Rabbits. Thousands of them. “They set a trap.”

Foster lowered his binoculars.
“What?”

“The rabbits set a trap.
For the rats.”

He watched through the FLIR as the
horde of rats, now detecting the onrushing rabbits, changed course,
heading uphill, while the solo rabbit stopped running and engaged a
single rat. The two heat signatures meshed for a moment, wriggling
and twitching, and then, a hot red spray of blood burst into the
air, followed by the first rabbit, as it launched itself into the
fray.

The two lines of small furry mammals
collided like two medieval armies, hacking and slashing, killing
and maiming.

Travis lowered the FLIR. He couldn’t
watch. There was something unsettling about this behavior. Rats and
rabbits didn’t wage wars on each other. They didn’t use the hunting
tactics of lions or wolves. “This is bad,” he said.

Foster was still watching
the fight, a smile on his face. “This is awesome.”

“You don’t understand,”
Travis said. “They shouldn’t be acting this way. Something is
wrong.”

“All I know is that
they’re doing our job for us in the most entertaining way. This is
something I can tell my kids about. Hell, this is something I can
tell my grandkids!”

Travis was about to switch on his
phone and call it in, when he heard a hiss. He recognized the
sound. You couldn’t move through a corn field without the large dry
leaves rattling against your body. But it was the volume that was
strange.

He looked behind them and saw nothing
but corn. “Foster, who’s winning the fight?”

“Looks like a draw so far.
Man, so much blood.”

Travis put the FLIR to his eyes and
looked behind them again. Fifty feet away, the base of the cool
field was lined with a writhing mass of heat closing in on them,
and on the rats, from the far side. The rabbits had flanked
them.

“Foster!” Travis shouted,
getting to his feet.

The younger man spun around, FLIR to
his eyes, and saw the rabbits swarming toward them. “Oh,
fu—”

He fumbled with the shock grenade in
his hand, pulling the pin and cocking his arm back to throw it. It
wasn’t a bad strategy. The concussion might have given them time to
get out of the small army’s path...if he’d thrown it just a few
seconds sooner. The first of the rabbits to reach them launched
itself in the air, landing on Foster’s chest and burying its long
incisors in his neck.

A flash of
Monty Python and the Holy Grail
shot into Travis’s mind, but it was wiped clear
when the dropped shock grenade detonated. The blast instantly
killed Foster, liquefying his insides. But Travis, who had begun to
run, was simply knocked to the ground, unconscious.

He woke, five minutes later, his body
wracked by unimaginable pain. Shock set in quickly, numbing his
agony, but fogging his mind. He tried to stand, but
couldn’t.

What’s wrong with
me?

He remembered the grenade. Had the
pressure wave snapped his back? He tried moving his arms to his
pocket and the phone, but he couldn’t feel either limb. With rising
anxiety about being paralyzed, he lifted his head and looked
down.

“Oh no... Oh, God,
no...”

The rabbits feasting on his gut looked
up, their muzzles coated in blood and bits of his entrails. Beyond
them he saw his legs, gnawed down to the bones.

One of the rabbits stepped onto his
chest, its white fur coated in blood, its red eyes gleaming with
menace. Its nose twitched a few times, and Travis remembered a
time, as a kid, watching a rabbit’s nose and thinking it was the
most adorable thing he’d seen. Then the rabbit pounced, landing
atop his face, muffling his scream and feasting on his
nose.
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One Year Later

 

Bacon sizzled in a black, cast iron
pan. A whole pound of it. The sweet and salty scent filled the
small, two-bedroom apartment. Dressed in overly tight sweatpants
with the word ‘Juicy’ across her backside, Jenn Waters danced back
and forth, humming a tune of her own creation. Her tightly
pulled-back pony tail swished back and forth. She watched the
twitching, pink and white, marbled meat, leaning her face over the
particles of steam rising up, absorbing it.

Until six months previous, she’d been
a vegetarian. Not because meat disgusted her, but because of the
way animals were treated—kept in crates, force fed antibiotic-laced
food and abused in ways that no civilized world should tolerate.
But then, literally overnight, her taste for meat overpowered her
revulsion.

There had never been a better time to
be a vegetarian. The world was overflowing with food, and for
years, she had devoured her fair share of the crops, happily paying
her $8 a month fee to ExoGen. But now...it was like that saying:
too much of a good thing. In high school, she’d been obsessed with
Cinnamon Toast Crunch. Ate it every morning for breakfast, for
nearly four years. Until one day the smell of it made her gag. She
couldn’t even eat real cinnamon toast. That was how she saw fruit
and vegetables now. Not quite as repulsive, but if she was going to
even consider eating a green bean or apple, there’d better be a
steak next to it. Rare, thank you very much.

Lost in thought, she let out a
whispered curse when she saw the bacon start to crisp. Like her
steaks, she liked her bacon chewy and meaty. If bacteria weren’t a
real concern, she might even try it raw. But she knew better, even
though there were few smells more intoxicating to her now than a
freshly opened package of ground beef.

She turned off the stove and plucked
the wriggling bacon from the pan, depositing the slices onto a
plate. She then poured the hot grease over the top. Later, when it
congealed, she’d scrape the plate with a fork, leaving nothing
behind.

With the crackling bacon silenced, she
could hear the TV again. The shouting voice of some newscaster
instantly set her nerves on edge.

“You left the TV on!” She
picked up a slice of bacon, almost too hot to hold, and put it in
her mouth, slurping the long strand inside and licking the grease
from her lips. She chewed and chewed, letting out a moan of
delight. How she had been a vegetarian for so long she’d never
know. There were few things in this world more pleasurable than
animal fat.

After swallowing, she shouted, “Hey
asshole! The TV!”

When no reply came, she gripped the
kitchen counter and squeezed. Logically, she knew this wasn’t a big
deal, but it was just one of many recent irritations. Tony, her
boyfriend, was really getting under her skin. They’d been fighting
all month. In fact, she’d been bickering with most everyone she
knew. The world had become full of assholes, but chief among them
was Tony.

When she let go of the
island, the hair on the back of her neck stood up. If Tony didn’t
shut that damn TV off, she was going to crack him over the head
with the cast iron pan. One good whack,
and he’ll shut the hell up forever. She
looked at the pan, considering it, but then realized there would be
cool grease to eat later on, if she let it be.

Consoled by this knowledge, she picked
up the plate with her pound of bacon and stepped out of the kitchen
and into the living room. Tony was nowhere in sight. He wasn’t even
watching the damn thing. “Tony!”

Silence.

“So help me God, Tony, if
you don’t—”

The images on screen caught her
attention. Two men fighting. But there was something off about it.
This wasn’t news footage of a brawl or a foiled burglary—this was
happening in studio. She recognized the two men. One was the
morning host along with a woman who wasn’t on camera at the moment.
The other man was the weatherman. And they weren’t just trading
punches like most men fought, they were tearing into each other,
clawing, biting, drawing blood.

A smile spread across her bacon
juice-laced lips. “This is more like it.”

She sat on the edge of the couch,
slurping up long strands of bacon, reveling in the twin guilty
pleasures of meat and violence.

Some distant and quiet
part of her mind thought, Who am I?
How did I get like this? But then the weatherman bit off the host’s finger. Blood
sprayed. The host cocked his head back and screamed in pain. And
then...the weatherman swallowed.

Oh my God, he ate that
guy’s finger!

She wondered how it tasted, and then
she shoved more bacon in her mouth.

Then the host kicked himself free and
caught the weatherman with a right cross that shattered his nose.
She stood up. “Kick his ass!”

As the weatherman reeled back, the
host picked up a laptop computer, yanked it from its cord and then
brought it down on the stunned weatherman’s bloody head. The force
of the blow broke the laptop in two at the joint. Keyboard keys
launched into the air.

Waters took a handful of bacon,
crushing it between her fingers before shoving the mass of flesh
into her mouth. She chewed, moaning, swaying back and forth,
waiting to see what would happen next.

The host let the laptop fall to the
floor and stood over the weatherman. He seemed confused or
stunned.

Probably because he’s
missing a finger, she thought, but then
she understood what held the man in place.

Indecision.

“Do it!” she shouted at
the TV, a chunk of bacon slipping out only to be slurped back in.
“Freaking eat him!”

The host dropped to his knees, lifted
the weatherman’s arm. He looked it over the way one might select a
steak from the butcher’s. Then he opened his mouth and—a woman
dressed in a blood-soaked power suit ran into the frame,
dive-tackling the host.

Waters flinched back in
surprise.

The woman’s face was covered in thick,
tacky blood. A tendril of gore—meat dangling from connective
tissue, hung from between her teeth. With a primal roar, the woman
dove for the host’s jugular, biting deep, unleashing a spray of
thirst-quenching blood.

That was when the power went
out.

“What. The. Fuck!” Waters
screamed at no one and everyone. She nearly threw the plate, but
noticed the few remaining bacon slices. Energized by the carnage
she’d just witnessed, she shoved the remaining bacon in her mouth,
swallowed without chewing and then licked the cooling fat from the
plate with fervent urgency, like it might suddenly disappear. When
she was done, the rage and a new kind of hunger,
returned.

She screamed and flung the plate. It
struck the living room window, shattering it, letting in the sounds
of the city.

Sirens blared.

Tires screeched.

People screamed.

A high-pitched wail rose up from the
street below. She ran to the window and looked down. Two men were
in the street. The man on top tore at the man below, while a pool
of blood formed around them.

She recognized the man on top.
“Tony!”

“Fuck off!” he shouted
back.

“The fuck did you just
say?” Her voice became shrill. Tony did not talk to her like that. He didn’t
dare.

Tony never turned around, but lifted
one hand back behind his head and flipped her off.

He’s
dead, she thought, and she charged to the
apartment door. In the hallway, she could hear other arguments
under way. A crash from above tugged at her interest,
but—

Tony...that
asshole.

He was going to pay for talking to her
like that. She took the stairs two at a time, never thinking twice
about the fact that she was barefoot, wearing ‘Juicy’ pants and a
tight tank top with no bra. She hit the lower landing, and without
losing her stride, she pushed through the front door.

She could sense chaos around her. The
world coming undone. But she remained solely focused on her
prey.

“Tony,” she said,
following up the word with something close to a growl.

Her boyfriend didn’t reply. Instead,
his six-foot, muscular form, worked over the dead man beneath him.
When his hands came up clutching coils of intestine, she didn’t
flinch. Didn’t slow. Instead, she hooked her fingers, only casually
noticing that her fake nails had fallen away to be replaced by
longer, thicker, black talons.

“Baby,” she said, looking
at his muscular arm, licking her lips. “Don’t you ever—”

Tony dove forward with surprising
speed and agility. He rolled over, spun around, low to the ground,
on his hands and feet. His face was covered in chunky gore. He
hissed at her, circling the dead body.

“It’s mine,” he said,
glancing at the body.

“I don’t want it,” she
replied, moving around the body, hunched forward, ready to
spring.

He squinted at her, then
licked his lips. He tilted his head to the side, making a show of
checking out her ass. He grinned. “You are looking juicy, aren’t
you?”

With a roar, Waters sprang forward,
stepping in the dead man’s open gut to reach Tony. She lashed out
her hooked fingers, lacerating her boyfriend’s cheek and then
tackling him to the ground. Inhuman shrieks rose up from the pair
as they rolled over the pavement, snapping jaws, scratching,
gouging and eventually—for one of them—feasting.
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Kansas

Two Years Later

 

“Hey. Wake up.”

“Already?”

The bed creaked as Peter Crane sat
down beside his son, Jakob. “Sun’s up. That means you are,
too.”

Jakob groaned and sat up. “Have I told
you how much I hate this?”

“Every day,” Peter said,
smiling. “But the farm’s not going to tend itself.”

Jakob stood, dressed in boxers. The
wood floor would be cold beneath his feet, but he didn’t seem to
mind. Probably helped him wake up. He stepped up to the
hermetically sealed window, a modification Peter had taken six
years ago, back when the world was mostly normal. Back when his
mother was still alive.

Peter watched his son, wondering how
long the two of them could eke out a living this way, in this
place. Alone. Waiting for the inevitable.

He stepped up next to his son, looking
at the endless field of wheat. Seven years ago, the view was much
the same. The difference was that back then, he put the seeds in
the ground and harvested the crop. Now... You couldn’t even eat the
stuff.

No one could.

But most everyone had. Only the
staunchest opponents to GMO foods—organic farmers, homesteaders and
the subculture of ‘crunchy’ eaters—had resisted the plump crops’
siren song. Those who had the means built biodome greenhouses.
Those who didn’t either found someone who did, or eventually they
gave in.

By the time people figured out what
was driving the smallest creatures on the planet insane, it was too
late. And it wasn’t that the small mammals and insects that ate the
crops were gripped by some kind of madness. They simply became
predatory. With an instinct to hunt and kill, their taste in food
changed as well. The planet was covered in food, but those who had
been eating it no longer had a taste for it. At first, the affected
creatures kept to their own kind, eating, attacking and warring
with other species. But eventually they turned on each other.
Survival of the fittest at its most gruesome.

When larger species of animals began
to hunger for meat instead of plants, people realized two truths:
it was the food causing it, and they were next. But it was worse
than anyone had anticipated. While herbivores turned predatory,
animals that were already predators—canines, cats, bears, birds of
prey, reptiles—became super-predators, changing physically as much
as mentally. The higher up the food chain, the more dangerous they
became.

The human population, which had
exploded thanks to an overabundance of food, hacked, chewed and
swallowed itself down to a more manageable size. It had been a year
since Peter and Jakob had seen another person, and that was fine by
them.

But how long could they live like
this, trapped inside a sealed farmhouse attached to a
football-field-sized biodome? It was a closed system, protecting
them from the dangers lurking outside, both animal and plant, but
it wasn’t a perfect system. Something would eventually give out. A
water filter. An air scrubber. Something.

“You think anyone is left
out there?” Jakob asked.

“I’m sure someone
is.”

They’d been in touch with other
biodomes around the country up until six months ago, when the
generator ran out of propane. They still had power for the
essentials—water and air—thanks to six solar panels on the roof,
but the battery didn’t hold much juice. Using it for anything more
than it was intended for put them at risk. So they’d gone silent
and dark. They could have tried to find more propane. No one else
was using it now. But Peter didn’t want to take the risk. They
could survive without electricity.

For a few more months anyway. When
winter returned, they’d need to find propane. It wouldn’t be hard
to find, but Peter hoped that a few more months would mean fewer
predators.

They could eat each other into
extinction.

That was as close to a long term plan
as he had. For now, it was business as usual.

Jakob on the other hand... “When can
we look? For others.”

Peter read between the lines. Before
the power had gone out, Jakob had met a sixteen-year-old girl,
Alia, who was just a year younger than him, via the radio. Since
the cell-phone network and the Internet had already become relics
of the past, the only real way to communicate was via locally
powered radio. They spoke for hours on end, and though they’d never
actually seen each other in person, or knew what the other looked
like, Peter could tell his son had feelings for the
girl.

But it wasn’t time. The world was
still too dangerous. If Alia’s parents were smart, they’d
understand that as well. She’d be there when the world became safe
again.

If the world became safe.

“Eventually.”

“Why not now?”

“You know why.”

Jakob glowered at the field of wheat.
“Can’t we just burn it all?”

“It’s a temporary fix,”
Peter said. “The fire just makes the ground more fertile, and since
the roots are—”

“Yeah. I know. I just want
to burn it. To do something.”

“A symbolic
gesture?”

Jakob nodded. “A big ‘fuck you,’
mother nature.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s
mother nature who’s most offended by what we did.”

Jakob turned away from the window and
began dressing. “We didn’t do anything.”

“The human race.” Peter
leaned against the sill, looking at the golden field, undulating in
the wind. He longed to feel that breeze again. To taste unfiltered
air. To hear the rasp of nature. The dry, stale air inside the
house had become stifling. The greenhouse was better, but the
pungent smell of trapped vegetation served as a constant reminder
of what had been lost.

Not the world.

Screw the world.

He missed Kristen.

“Dad,” Jakob said loudly,
and Peter realized the boy had been speaking to him.

Without looking away from the wheat
field, Peter said, “Yeah?”

“What’s that?”

As his thoughts cleared, Peter not
only heard his son’s question, but also the trepidation in his
voice. His eyes, which had been lost in a memory, focused on the
present.

Jakob pointed toward the field. “’Bout
a half mile out.”

“I see it,” Peter said.
The one benefit of being surrounded by endless, tightly packed
wheat was that anyone or anything moving through it was instantly
revealed. Right now, there was a single line, pointed straight at
the house.

Something was coming.

“I’ll keep watch on it,”
Peter said. “You get some breakfast.”

“But—”

“You know there’s nothing
out there that can get in here.” Peter hoped he sounded more
convincing than he felt.

“Fine,” Jakob left the
room, his bare feet slapping over the hardwood floor.

“Jake,” Peter called. “Put
your shoes on. Just in case.”

Jakob stood silent for a moment before
saying, “Yeah.”

The sound of defeat in his son’s voice
filled Peter with anguish. This was not the kind of life he had
wanted for his son, trapped in a farmhouse, motherless and
surrounded by death.

“Hey, Jake,” Peter called
again.

He heard his son stop without
reply.

“We’ll burn the field
tonight.”

“Thanks,” Jakob said, and
he continued down the stairs, where a breakfast of potatoes and
green beans awaited. When he was sure the boy was gone, Peter
headed for his bedroom, a place he rarely slept since Kristen... He
stopped in front of the closet.

While he’d done what he could to make
the bedroom emotionally bearable to him, hiding her trinkets and
belongings, the inside of the closet was something different. He
put his hand on the metal knob and turned it slowly, fueled by the
knowledge that something was closing the distance to their refuge.
With a deep breath, he yanked the door open, pulling the air inside
the closet, out. It washed over him, still smelling faintly of
orange, the oil she put on her skin, which, over time, had become
infused in all her clothing.

The smell triggered a cascade of
unbidden memories. He could hear her voice again. Feel her touch.
Her closeness. Had she been alive now, he might have been content
to stay in this farmhouse forever.

Why did you go outside?
Why did you do it?

His hands fumbled through the dark
closet and found what he was looking for. He took the shotgun and a
box of shells, flung himself back out of the closet and slammed the
door shut behind him, gasping for air. At some point, he’d held his
breath without realizing it.

Perched on the side of the
bed, Peter caught his breath. His hands shook. But with each breath
of stale, filtered, farmhouse air, the memories of Kristen and her
passing faded back into the recesses, replaced by the more pressing
question. What the hell is outside the
house?

He loaded the 12 gauge, pump-action
shotgun with eight shells into the magazine tube, then gave the
pump a quick pull, chambering a round into the breach. He loaded
one more round into the tube. All that was left to do was aim and
pull the trigger. If they ran into trouble, he’d be able to fire
nine shots before needing to reload, and super predators or not,
there wasn’t anything short of a whale that could take nine shotgun
shells and keep going.

Nothing he’d seen, at
least.

Feeling a little more secure, he stood
and walked to the bedroom window. He quickly found the line of
approach through the wheat and noted the change. Whatever was out
there had turned at a ninety degree angle and was now walking
perpendicular to the house. As long as it kept on going, he was
happy to let it go. But if it breached the wheat field and stepped
onto the fifty-foot concrete barrier he’d poured around the home
and the biodome, he’d put a shell in it, no questions
asked.

He watched the line moving to the
side. “Just keep on going.”

The line stretched another thirty feet
and then made another ninety degree turn, bringing it toward the
front of the home.

Shit. What’s it
doing?

He followed the line as it traced a
path across the front of the house, a half mile out, never wavering
in its route. He listened as Jakob went about his chores
downstairs, seeing to the kitchen before heading into the dome,
where he’d tend to the plants and animals.

When the line turned
again, keeping its distance and carving a path along the far side
of the house from where it began, Peter understood.
It’s scoping out the house. Looking for
weaknesses. It seemed the predators hadn’t
just gotten bigger and meaner, they’d also gotten
smarter.
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“Anything yet?” Jakob
asked. They were in the biodome, the younger Crane feeding the
three pigs scraps of vegetation inedible to the two men. The pigs
themselves weren’t for eating. Their manure, when added to the
compost and allowed to rot and get hot enough to kill any E.coli,
Salmonella or parasites, kept the plants growing.

Peter stood atop a stepladder, peering
through the large, domed greenhouse window with a pair of
binoculars. The line of trampled wheat continued around the
property, methodical and patient. “Nothing,” he said, though he
felt their visitor’s behavior was foreboding, to say the least.
“But let’s keep a low profile. No candles tonight. If it looks like
no one is home, I think it will move on.”

He didn’t really believe that. But he
could hear the slowly rising fear in his son’s voice, and he didn’t
want to concern him...until there was definitely a reason for it.
The last time they’d faced the horrors wrought by the genetically
modified predators patrolling the planet, their lives had been
changed forever. Jakob was finally sleeping through the night
again, though Peter still struggled. He told his son that their low
profile had kept them from attracting attention, but he really
thought they’d just been lucky. The world was big, and they were
far from any of the former population centers. What reason would a
predator have to wade through the miles of wheat that separated
them from the nearest road or wooded area?

The pigs squealed with delight,
devouring their secondhand meal.

“Are they being too loud?”
Jakob asked.

Peter shook his head, losing sight of
their visitor’s path. “We’re sealed up tight, and the glass is
thick.” The biodome wasn’t designed to be soundproof; it just was,
which turned out to be a benefit when the world started eating
everything that made noise.

“Are you going to watch it
all day?”

“Until it goes away,”
Peter replied. “Yeah.”

“Might want to stop using
the binoculars then.”

Peter lowered the lens and turned to
face his son, who now stood below him, arms crossed. “And why is
that?”

Jakob pointed to the East,
where the lurker was headed. “The sun will reflect off the lens.
Give you away. Give us away.”

Peter looked at the sun.
It was still low enough in the sky to strike the binoculars. Would
be until noon. I’m getting
rusty, he thought, chiding himself for not
noticing what his son had. He put the binocular strap over his head
and let them hang. “Who taught you that?”

“Battlefield
3.”

“The video
game?”

“Turns out games were good
training for the apocalypse.” Jakob looked unsure for a moment, but
then he took a breath and said, “I think I should have a gun,
too.”

“Video games didn’t
prepare you for that. The real thing is different. And you don’t
need one in here.”

“Is that why you have the
shotgun out?”

Peter stood statue-like for a moment.
There was no way to win that argument. Jakob was right. Having the
shotgun nearby made him feel a little safer. It took the edge off.
“Noticed that, did you?”

“Not much changes in
here,” Jakob said. “Putting a shotgun behind a curtain that hasn’t
moved in a year is kind of easy to spot.” When Peter said nothing,
Jakob added, “So?”

“Jake... We
don’t...”

“You have a handgun,”
Jakob said. “Beretta M9, right?”

Peter was stunned. How could his son,
who hadn’t shown any real interest in weaponry, for hunting or
target practice, identify the pistol hidden behind the bottom
drawer of his dresser?

“Before you ask,” Jakob
said. “Battlefield 3. And it’s the preferred weapon of the U.S.
Marines, which you were, once upon a time, before you decided to
become a farmer.”

Peter didn’t so much decide to become
a farmer as retreat from the world, where loud noises—screeching
tires, backfiring cars, screaming kids—triggered his mild PTSD. The
farm had been a retreat, and a return to the skills taught to him
by his own father, before Peter had joined the Marines and went on
to become a CSO—Critical Skills Operator—the most elite special ops
units in the Corps.

“Also before you ask,”
Jakob continued, “I’m a teenage boy trapped in a house without a
whole lot to do. It’s safe to assume you don’t have any secrets
left aside from what’s in your head.”

Peter smiled. “Good to know. Found my
leopard print thong, did you?”

Jakob laughed. “What!”

“Kidding,” Peter said,
though he wasn’t. Kristen had bought him the leopard print garment
as a joke. But he’d never dug it out of the underwear drawer and
thrown it out. Jakob’s reaction told him there might still be a few
secrets left hidden. Or, at least, one. Perhaps the biggest of them
all.

“So,” Jakob said. “Can
I?”

“A weapon is a big
responsibility. Knowing how to shoot it, which you’ve only done in
video games, is only half the equation. The other half is
knowing when to
shoot it.” Peter turned back to the window, finding the line in the
wheat, which was slowly wrapping around to the rear of the house.
“Some would say that a gun gives man a god-like power to take life.
But for those who have done it...” He looked his son in the eyes.
“For those who have fired a gun and ended a life...there’s nothing
god-like about it. That kind of power, in the hands of men, is far
darker.”

“But what about
self-defense? Or a justified war?”

“All life is precious, now
more than ever.”

“Except for what’s out
there,” Jakob added.

Peter nodded. He’d feel no remorse for
killing whatever predator lurked outside. But he hoped to never
have to kill a human being again. That cup of remorse had been
filled to overflowing long ago. Enemy combatants or not, humans
weren’t meant to take each other’s lives. It left a stain on the
soul. He hoped it was something his son would never have to
experience.

But how many people were really left?
Odds were, if Jakob needed a gun, it wouldn’t be against anything
human. Previously human, maybe, but a genuine human being? They
were an endangered species put on the brink of extinction by their
own hubris.

Peter watched the still-moving
visitor, hidden in the tall wheat. Its presence filled him with
dread. They were the prey now, but prey who could fight back. “Go
ahead.”

“For real?” Jakob sounded
stunned. All this time, he hadn’t expected his argument to
work.

“The M9 isn’t loaded, but
there’s—”

“Three magazines and a box
of 9mm ammo.” Jakob practically spat the words. “Not great stopping
power, but it will do in a pinch.”

Peter chuckled. His son’s military
education had come from a video game, and so far, it was spot on.
Peter had gone through basic training, years of service and then
seven months of the Individual Training Course program to become a
CSO, and his son’s knowledge of armaments matched his own. But
could he handle himself with a weapon? There was no way to find
out, and he wasn’t about to turn the biodome into a gun range. The
first time Jakob fired a gun, it would be in defense of his
life.

“Go ahead. Bring it all to
the kitchen table. I’ll show you how to load the magazines, switch
them out and chamber a round. But there’ll be no shooting,
understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Jakob said
with a sarcastic salute that would have gotten him a tooth knocked
out by a drill instructor. Then he was gone, back into the
house.

Peter returned his gaze to the ominous
line in the wheat.

What the hell are
you?

He knew very little about
the thing outside, only that it was there and was making a slow
circle around the house. But why? What kind of predator behaved in
this way? None that he could think of. But the world was full of
predators beyond imagining. The truth was, they’d been squirreled
away for so long that they didn’t know what was out there.

The human race had
changed. He knew that much. Longer canine teeth. Sharp, hooked
claws. A penchant for scurrying on all fours. And a hunger for
meat...and the hunt. But had they continued to change? Had
everything else? He’d seen one of the first cows to change. It was
on the news just a few months before the human race became
affected. Despite the cow’s size, the copious amount of food it ate
triggered the change earlier. Its legs had thickened, its body
slimming to a more agile shape, and its teeth...like daggers. The
cow was found in a pig pen, having slaughtered and devoured three
swine, chewing a cud of pig flesh, over and over, the way cows used
to eat grass. It made headlines as a freak of nature. The whole
herd had been slaughtered the next day as a precautionary measure,
the CDC guessing it was some kind of new Mad Cow disease. If only
they’d realized the true source... No, Peter thought,
it would have been too late. The human race had already crossed the tipping
point.

Show
yourself, he thought at the Etch-a-Sketch
line tracing its way through the field. Let me put an end to your hunger.

The line just kept on
moving, pausing every now and again, but clearly headed all the way
around the house. When the line reached the spot where it began,
the predator outside would be able to move around the house without
detection. And maybe that was the point? Once the circle was
complete, and night fell, it could approach the house with less
chance of being spotted. It was a full moon tonight, but Peter
couldn’t keep watch over every side of the large home and
biodome. And that’s if there’s only one of
them. For all he knew, there was a whole
pride of things out there.

The thought made him more sure that
giving Jakob the gun was the right thing to do. Odds were, he’d
have to use it sooner than later, with sooner being nightfall and
later being morning. One way or the other, Peter or the thing
outside was going to lose patience and take action before the sun
had a chance to rise again.
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The orange sphere of the sun hung on
the horizon like some kind of ancient protector, illuminating the
world for as long as possible. But even the mighty Sol couldn’t
stop the Earth from rotating. Night came like a shroud, plunging
the world outside into a bleak darkness. Peter couldn’t see his
hand in front of his face, let alone the world outside.

Moving slowly, feeling his way through
the home, he entered the biosphere. On his way toward the
stepladder, which he would climb to look at more nothing, he
glanced up. The view made him stop.

The Milky Way hung over his head like
a soft, shearling blanket. The fog of lights, so densely packed
with stars he could see and worlds he couldn’t, transported him
through time. He hadn’t given the universe much thought in his
life, as a kid preoccupied with sports or on the battlefield. But
then, he’d never really seen the nighttime sky. Kristen had shown
it to him one night, after a windstorm that had cut the power. He’d
resisted, arguing to set up the generator, but she had pulled him
outside, taken his chin in her small hand and turned his head
skyward. It was then that he’d realized he’d never seen the night
sky without modern life getting in the way. He’d been in many
locations around the world that didn’t have electricity, but he’d
never really looked up. He was always too busy looking out for an
enemy.

Like I should be right
now. For all the good it’s doing.

Peter found the short ladder, climbed
to the top and looked out over the field. After a moment, he
thought he detected motion. His heart beat hard, but then he
realized it was just the wheat, undulating in the wind.

The moon was rising. The sun had been
defeated, but was redirecting its light to them via the moon.
Twenty minutes passed, and the full moon had cleared the horizon,
illuminating the field and the circular path that led all the way
around it.

Hours later, he still moved around the
moonlit greenhouse, taking the stepladder with him, peering out
over the field, searching for signs of approach or egress. When the
view from the biodome revealed nothing new, he headed back to the
house, which, with its shades pulled, was still pitch black. He
opened what once was the back door and now separated home from
greenhouse, and stepped inside, colliding with something that
should not have been there.

Peter sprawled back, lifting his
shotgun, but holding his fire.

“Shit!” It was Jakob.
“Dad?”

“The hell are you doing
down here?”

“You told me to come get
you if I saw anything.”

Peter had the boy watching the fields
from the home’s second floor. ‘Your callsign is: Overwatch,’ he’d
told the boy. ‘Keep an eye out from above. Get me if you see
anything.’ But he could tell by the groggy sound of Jakob’s voice
that Overwatch had fallen asleep. He couldn’t blame him. It had to
be 1:00am, and they had to sleep eventually.

“What did you see?” Peter
asked.

“Out front,” Jakob said,
and he led the way through the dark. They both knew the space as
well as blind people might their own home. With nothing new coming
into the home, and everything already there having a place, the
pair moved through the kitchen and living room without a sound,
reaching the shade-covered front windows in seconds.

Jakob poked a finger behind the shade
and lifted it away slightly. “Right there.” He stood aside and let
Peter have a look.

The farmer’s porch, unused for years
and coated with dirt and peeling white paint, was empty. As was the
fifty feet of concrete between the porch and the field. But the
field... Where there had been a wall of wheat when the sun went
down, there was now a wall of wheat divided by a two-foot-wide
patch of flattened stalks. Their visitor had closed the distance to
the house in the cover of darkness.

It hadn’t breached the house. There
was no way to do that without making a lot of noise, but it could
be anywhere. Right outside the window for all they knew.

Jakob slipped his finger out from
under the window shade, letting it slowly close.

“I’m afraid we won’t be
sleeping for the rest of the night,” Peter said.

If Jakob nodded, Peter couldn’t see
it. But he heard his son’s whispered voice. “Where do you want me?
Overwatch?”

“Stay with me,” he said
and sat in a living room chair. “We know it’s coming now. We’ll
have a better chance of...” Of what?
Surviving? Could he say that to his son?
Could he imply they might die tonight? He’s not stupid, Peter decided. He
knows we might die. No need to sugar coat it.
“...surviving.”

Jakob sat on the couch. Peter couldn’t
see him, but he heard the distinctive pop of the spring Jakob had
broken years ago when jumping on the couch was still a fun thing to
do. “And here I thought you were going to say, ‘kicking
ass.’”

Peter huffed out a laugh. “That
probably would have been better, huh?”

“Hells to the
yes.”

“Is that a pop-culture
version of ‘hell yes?’”

“I’m one of few teenagers
left alive, right? I think that makes everything I do and say the
new pop-culture. Okay, Cream Cheese?”

“Cream-what?”

“Your callsign,” he said.
“You called me Overwatch. I’m calling you Cream Cheese.”

“Like hell you
are.”

“Okay, then. You tell me
what to call you. You had a callsign, right?”

“Yeah...”

“Annnd?”

“Ricochet.”

“You named yourself
Ricochet?”

“Callsigns are given, not
chosen. I was Ricochet...because bullets bounced off me. Which
wasn’t true. The enemy just had really bad aim.”

“Huh,” Jakob said. “That’s
kind of awesome.”

“You wouldn’t think so if
you were the one being shot at enough to get the name.”

“I supp—”

Three loud knocks sounded from the
front door.

Both men held their breath. Peter
stood slowly and moved to the window, shotgun in hand. When he
peeked out, the porch was empty.

What the hell?

“What is it?” Jakob
asked.

“Nothing’s
there.”

“Seriously? We’re being
ding-dong ditched?”

While the answer was
technically ‘yes,’ Peter didn’t like the implications. A
predator...an animal...would never think to do this, formerly human or not. But a
person...

Peter let the shade shut. “I’m going
out.”

“What? Why? That’s
obviously what they want, right?”

“But not what they’ll
expect.” Peter realized that they were both now using the plural
for whoever was outside. He had no idea what was waiting outside
the door, but he’d rather face it head on, in the open, instead of
waiting for it, or them, to barge their way in. Opening the door
now wasn’t that big a deal. The wheat outside was still flowering.
Would be for a few more days until it hit the ripening stage, shed
its seeds into the wind and started all over again. It was a cycle
the crop went through monthly. Like the post office, the
world’s crops weren’t stopped by snow, nor rain, nor heat, nor
gloom of night, nor pretty much anything. The roots were just too
deep.

But if the outer shell of the house
was compromised, and seeds made it inside, they’d pretty much be
screwed without the power to run the fans in the decontamination
room, at the biodome’s entryway. The powerful turbines would be
more than the solar-panel battery could handle.

“Come over here,” Peter
said, standing at the front door. When Jakob joined him, he
continued, “The moment I say so, I want you to turn on the front
floods. The light will stun and blind whatever’s out
there.”

“Won’t that drain the
solar battery?”

“We have enough water
stored for a week. We’ll survive one day without running water, and
there’s more than enough air for us to breathe. We’re only going to
get a few minutes out of the halogens, so wait until I say so, and
shut it off the second we’re all clear.”

“Okay,” Jakob said, but
there was a quiver in his voice.

Real life was nothing like video
games. Jakob would learn that lesson tonight, but he needed the boy
at ease, or at least not freaking out. “You have my six,
Overwatch?”

“Copy that,
Ricochet.”

Peter saw the hint of white from
Jakob’s smile.

“Let’s do this,” Peter
said. “On the count of three. One.”

The door rattled with three loud
knocks. Both men held their breath while Jakob gripped his father’s
arm. He was no doubt terrified, but the fact that he hadn’t
screamed at the knock meant he had potential. There were three
things every soldier needed. Brains, which could be taught.
Physical ability, which could be honed. And nerves of steel, which
you were either born with, or not.

“Two,” Peter
whispered.

Jakob pulled his hand way from his
father’s arm and stood to the side.

“Three.”
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The heavy front door swung inward,
forcing Peter to take a step back before stepping out. Flood lights
cut through the night. Peter lunged through the door, leading with
the shotgun, finger on the trigger. The deep thud of his work boots
striking the wooden porch felt foreign, like a nearly forgotten
sound from the past. And the air... It was intoxicating. He hadn’t
realized just how bad the house smelled—of rot, dirt and body
odor—until that moment.

But none of these stimuli distracted
him. He swept the shotgun from side to side, searching for a
target, but finding nothing. Jakob’s footfalls on the porch alerted
Peter to his son’s approach. “Get back inside.”

“But I don’t see
anything,” the boy argued.

“That’s the problem.”
Peter motioned to the left and right. “Could be just below our line
of sight.” He motioned his head up to the farmer’s porch ceiling.
“Or above us.”

“Above us? Could people
really—”

Peter held his open palm
up to Jakob, silencing him. His son was right—people couldn’t get
on the roof that fast—but they might not be dealing with a person.
Then again... What kind of predator knocks
on doors? The human kind. Unaltered person
or not, that didn’t make them safe. He was about to send Jakob back
in, but he realized that might start an argument, which would
distract and endanger both of them. So he just glanced back to make
sure Jakob had his weapon at the ready and pointed in the right
direction, which was anywhere but toward Peter. He was surprised
and impressed to find his son wielding the weapon in a two hand
grip, finger on the trigger, but with the barrel pointed down and
away. With nothing to aim at, the boy was keeping the weapon at the
ready, but in a safe position.

“Take the right side,”
Peter said. “I’ll clear the left.”

When Jakob stepped next to him, they
took the three stairs to the flat concrete barrier and swept their
weapons in opposite directions. With nothing ahead of him, Peter
asked, “Anything?”

“Clear,” Jakob
said.

“Check the far end and
then meet back—”

A dry rustle of wheat snapped Peter’s
attention back to the slit of an opening, fifty feet away. Whatever
had knocked on the door had apparently retreated back to the field.
Assuming it was alone. He took a step forward. “Watch our six.
Anything moves, it’s not friendly. Pull the trigger and talk when
it’s dead.”

He hated talking to his son in such
blunt terms, but this was life or death. They’d been sheltered for
so long, any sugar coating could get them both killed. And while he
had trained Jakob to fight, it was against another person, and
didn’t involved guns. It became clear to him, as he stepped further
toward the darkness at the edge of the flood light’s reach, that he
would have to step up his son’s training, holding nothing
back.

If they survived the night.

Peter stopped, looking down the barrel
of his shotgun. “Show yourself.”

Wheat stalks rustled as a wind
carrying the scent of flowers wafted over the field. Peter couldn’t
help but breathe more deeply. The air invigorated him. And a week
later, when the wheat released its seeds to the breeze, the air
outside the house would seal their fate. Opening the front door as
briefly as they... Did they close the door behind them? Was it
locked? He couldn’t stop himself from looking. The door was shut,
which was good. But was it locked? If so, it wouldn’t be the
deadbolt. They could break back in without damaging the
door.

Attention back on the field, Peter
shouted, “I’ve got nine shots. If you’re not out here in five
seconds, I’m going to fire a spread into the field. At this range,
some of the buckshot will find you. Five!”

“Don’t shoot.”

The voice was raw. Feminine. And weak.
Hardly threatening, but it could be a ruse.

“Step out,” Peter said.
“Slowly.”

A figure limped out of the field. If
this was the woman who spoke, he couldn’t tell. The figure was clad
in a black cloak coated with vegetation, like a homemade ghillie
suit, the preferred camouflage of snipers. The figure carried a
large, black duffle bag, similarly camouflaged. Whatever was in
there, it was heavy, weighing the figure down.

“Hands,” Peter
said.

“Too heavy,” the newcomer
said. It was the
woman. Her face was hidden, partly by the hood, partly by the smear
of dried mud caked over her skin. She was gripping the bag like it
contained something precious.

Peter’s gaze moved between the woman
and the bag. He spotted blood stains. Some of it long since dried.
Some of it fresh. Still tacky. The sight of it raised his
guard.

“Who are you?” Peter
asked.

“I think she’s hurt,”
Jakob said.

“Why are you here? Why did
you walk around the house?”

“I wanted to be sure it
was you,” she said.

Me?

“That it was you living
here. The house was dark. I...didn’t think...” The woman stumbled
forward, her knees grinding against the concrete floor. She somehow
kept the bag from striking the ground and placed it down beside
her. Then she wept.

Jakob stepped toward the woman, but
Peter held him back. “Unearned trust is a weakness. It can get you
killed.”

“She needs help,” Jakob
said. “I think she knows you.”

Peter agreed on both counts, but he
meant what he’d said about trust, and this woman, whoever she was,
hadn’t earned it yet.

“Who are you?” Peter
asked. “It’s the last time I’ll ask.”

The woman’s head sagged. “You really
don’t recognize me, Peter?”

When his name, spoken by the woman,
reached his ear, the familiarity of it unleashed a torrent of
memories and emotions that had been locked away for more than a
decade. “E-Ella?”

The shotgun lowered.

The figure nodded.

“Who’s Ella?” Jakob
asked.

Peter didn’t hear him. Didn’t hear
anything. Didn’t smell anything. The hunched-over figured concealed
beneath a mass of cloth and old vegetation, remained his sole
focus. He tried to see the woman he knew underneath it all, but
failed. Her voice, though, was undeniable.

This was Ella Masse, the woman who had
destroyed the world, and nearly destroyed his marriage.

He almost rushed forward without
thought, but stopped. He hadn’t survived this long by being stupid.
“How did you get here?”

“Walked.”

“From
California?”

A nod.

The more important question came next.
“What did you eat?”

“There are still things in
this world that grow without RC-714, and creatures who specialize
in eating only those plants. There is edible food in the world, if
you know where to look...and have a mental list of the more than
two hundred plant species you shouldn’t eat.”

That last bit of knowledge confirmed
that this was Ella Masse. Few people knew the ID number of the gene
that had transformed the world.

“If you’re wondering how I
got here alive... I’m not sure I did.” She lifted her cloak,
revealing a white shirt beneath. There were four long tears, claw
marks, framed by bright red, still-fresh blood. With this final
revelation, Ella fell forward and collapsed to the
concrete.

“Take this,” Peter said,
handing the shotgun to Jakob. He hurried to Ella’s side and rolled
her over. He peeled the cloak apart, revealing the torn shirt. He
then slipped his fingers between the shirt’s buttons and yanked.
The buttons popped, revealing her belly and four gouges. He probed
the flesh with his fingers, looking for signs of exposed muscle or
organs, but found none. Still, she’d been a half inch from being
eviscerated.

“Will she die?” Jakob
asked.

“She’s lost a lot of
blood.” Peter got his hands under Ella’s back and knees. He paused
before lifting. The duffle bag would weigh them down. But he
suspected, by the way she’d clutched the bundle, that it contained
something important. “Take the bag.”

Jakob worked the long strap over
Ella’s arm and head. He lifted it with obvious strain. When he
hefted it over his back, the bag moaned. Or rather, what was inside
the bag moaned. Startled, Jakob dropped the bag and jumped away. He
started to raise his pistol, too, but then the bag started
crying.

“What the hell?” Jakob
said.

Peter was frozen in place. “Open
it.”

“But—”

“Now, damn it.” Peter’s
patience was worn razor thin, not because of anything Jakob had
done, but because Ella had been carrying a person around in a bag.
A young person by the sound of it.

Peter stood, lifting the
unconscious woman with a grunt. While Peter was strong and Ella
small, the camouflage she wore...the
camouflage. It was covered in vegetation.
Covered in seeds. In pollen.

“Dad...” Jakob said, as he
unzipped the bag, revealing an unconscious girl, no older than
twelve. Her hair and face were matted with mud, like Ella’s, and
her clothing was covered in blood. These two had been through a
torturous journey. “Should I take her inside?”

“Yeah,” Peter said,
looking at the door to the house. If any seeds got inside... Even
if they stopped in the foyer, the RC-714 laden crops could take
root in a rug. In a dusty corner. And once they took root, sending
shoots down through the floor, through the basement, there would be
no stopping them.

“Take off her clothes,”
Peter said, lowering Ella to the ground and following his own
order.

Jakob’s eyebrows rose as he locked in
place. Peter met his eyes. “It’s the seeds.”

“But—”

“Take off
everything.”

“Aren’t we contaminated
now, too?” Jakob asked.

Peter looked down as his clothing
covered in loose, dry bits of grass and dangles of nature. He
quickly peeled off his flannel shirt and tossed it away. Then took
off his shirt. “Let’s do this quick, son. It will be a lot less
awkward for everyone if we’re all dressed when they wake
up.”

If they wake
up.

The pair quickly removed their
clothing and then the women’s. Carrying their weapons and visitors,
they hurried back to the house and out of the night, neither one of
them aware that they were being watched...

That they were being
hunted.
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Ella Masse opened her eyes, and for a
moment, she forgot she was responsible for the deaths of seven
billion people, give or take a million. While she hadn’t developed
RC-714 personally, she’d overseen the man who had. She had taken it
to her superiors, lauded it as the miracle gene they’d all been
searching for and pushed it through to mass production. While the
blame technically fell on ExoGen, she didn’t buy the whole
‘corporations are people’ scapegoat. Real people worked behind the
corporate names, making decisions that affected the world, or in
her case, killed it.

But for a moment, looking at the sun
filtering through a shade, illuminating flecks of dust dancing on
breezes too subtle to detect, she felt human again. Protected.
Safe.

Pain pulled her from the daydream. Her
gut was on fire. But pain meant she was alive. Meant her encounter
the night before hadn’t been a hallucination brought on by
exhaustion.

We made
it, she thought. We found Peter.

She looked around the bedroom, but saw
nothing familiar. She’d never been in this house. Her eyes settled
on a photo on the bedside table. She recognized Peter right away,
and the woman standing next to him—his wife, Kristen. A boy stood
between them. His son. Jakob. The last time she’d seen him, he was
just six. Her eyes lingered on Kristen. Coming here had been a
gamble. She didn’t know if Kristen would welcome her or put a
bullet in her head. But it seemed the sins of old had been
forgiven. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be lying in the woman’s bed—Ella
lifted the comforter—or wearing the woman’s clothes.

She’d been dressed in a matching set
of white underwear and a white tank top. For a moment, she felt
violated. Without granting permission, she’d been stripped naked by
a man she hadn’t seen in twelve years, and his son. She chastised
herself a moment later. If Peter Crane was anything, it was
honorable, and the only glaring flaw in his character had been her.
Plus, she’d been covered in vegetation, both natural and the
ExoGenetic variety. She wouldn’t be surprised if the clothing had
been incinerated. She tugged up her shirt to find her stomach
wrapped in tight bandages. There wasn’t a trace of blood showing
through, which told her two things: the bleeding had stopped, but
only because Peter had sewn her up, putting his old military field
experience to good use.

Agony swept through her when she tried
to sit up, her muscles pushing against the line holding her gut
together. But she couldn’t stay in bed. Couldn’t stay stationary.
There was too much to do. Too much at stake.

And she needed to check on her
daughter.

Rolling slowly to her side, Ella
grunted and pushed herself up, careful to have her right arm, which
was toned, strong and uninjured, do all the work. Sitting up, she
had a better view of the room around her. It looked almost
unused.

She spotted a note on the dresser in
front of her. She could read the text on the folded sheet of paper
from a distance.

 

You should probably stay
in bed,

but I know you better than
that.

Help yourself to some
clothing.

I think it will
fit.

 

Standing wiped the slight
grin from her face, her present pain replacing ancient memories.
The movement shifted the air over her head and sent a shiver
through her body. Why did her head feel cold? She put a hand up to
her hair and felt the short, stubby scratch of a recent
shave. He shaved my head!
She nearly got angry, but quickly understood why.
It was the same reason he’d gotten rid of the clothing. They had
arrived at his doorstep contaminated.

She headed toward the dresser and
opened the top drawer. Underwear and bras. She looked down at her
chest. Peter hadn’t dressed her with a bra, probably because she
was two cup sizes smaller than his wife. But that didn’t matter,
she’d gone without one for so long, the underwire and foam cups
would probably irk her.

She closed the drawer and opened the
next. She found a black t-shirt and exchanged it with the white one
she’d been dressed in, not because she liked black or wanted to
outwardly express the condition of her soul, but because it would
help her blend in with the darkness. The third drawer down
contained pants. Mostly sweats, but buried at the bottom was a pair
of dark green cargo pants. The tags still on them. She imagined
Peter buying them for Kristen, never to be worn. She was a far too
fashionable woman. For a time, Ella was too, but function was far
more important than fashion these days.

The pants fit, but she snugged them in
place with a belt from the top drawer, careful not to squeeze her
belly too tightly. For shoes, she went to the closet, pushing aside
Peter’s old suits, and dresses that hadn’t been worn in years. She
found a pair of hiking boots on the floor, but didn’t put them on.
Clothes were one thing, but she’d need to ask about the boots.
Supporting her weight on the doorframe, she bent down, wincing in
pain and plucked up the boots.

When she stood, waves of pain echoed
through her core and out to her extremities. She steeled herself
with a deep breath, and then headed for the bedroom
door.

The wood floor in the
hallway creaked underfoot. She froze, listening for hints of
predators who might have been alerted to her presence.
Calm down, she told
herself. You’re in a house. With a locked
door.

It won’t be
enough.

Deal with that
later.

The warring sides of her conscience
were silenced by a high pitched sound that was alarming and
unfamiliar. She reached for her machete, but the weapon—along with
the rest—was missing. But then the true nature of the sound was
identified by her scientist’s mind: laughter.

She took the stairs cautiously,
untrusting of the world, unbelieving in the lighthearted
atmosphere. But what would the point of that be? And the person
laughing wasn’t Peter or Jakob. She stepped out of the stairwell
and looked into the dining room. It was her daughter,
Anne.

Jakob sat beside her, still chuckling.
His voice was silenced when he looked up and saw Ella. “Oh. Uh,
hi.”

Ella said nothing, but stepped further
into the room, eyeing a piece of paper lying on the table. Colored
pencils, some worn down to nubs, surrounded the page, which Anne
was now leaning over, blocking from her mother’s view. Feeling a
surge of protectiveness, Ella craned her head around for a better
look. When Anne hid the page, Ella’s hand shot out like a striking
snake, snatching the piece of paper from the table.

“Sorry, Dr. Masse,” Jakob
blurted out. “I—I didn’t think it would—”

“What is this?” Ella
asked, looking at the page. She couldn’t really tell what she was
looking at. A page of TCAG genetic code would make more sense than
this. “What am I looking at?”

“It’s a drawing,” Anne
said.

Ella gave her daughter a once-over.
The girl had a bandage around her now shaved head and a second on
her right forearm. They looked as professional as the one around
her own waist. Like Ella, Anne was dressed in new clothes, except
they were too big, and masculine. She was wearing the boy’s
clothes, perhaps from two years ago, when everyone on Earth had
stopped buying anything. She glanced back at Jakob and confirmed
that his clothing was too tight on him. He’d be in his father’s
clothes before long.

“It’s a Stalker,” Anne
said. “You’re holding it upside down.”

Ella cringed at the word, but turned
the page around. Then she saw it. The human-like head, the slender
body, powerful legs and arms. The long tail ending in what looked
like a stalk of wheat. It was a Stalker, all right, but something
had been hastily added to the image. Two large lumps that looked
like... She looked up, trying not to smile. “Is this a butt?” She
turned to Jakob. “Did you add a butt?”

Jakob burst out laughing,
and Anne joined in. The annoyance Ella felt about trivializing
something like a Stalker quickly melted away as the pair of
kids—who were just being
kids—laughed harder.

“It’s got a big booty,”
Anne said, the laughter pushing tears from her eyes.

“Shake, shake, shake,”
Jakob sang, and Anne joined in, “Shake, shake, shake. Shake your
booty.”

Ella shook her head at the uproarious
laughter that followed. “You’ll be lucky if one of these doesn’t
hear you two.”

Anne’s laughter cut short
immediately.

Jakob’s faded more gradually, but
ended more glumly. “Are you serious? I thought they were
nocturnal?”

“Used to be,” Ella said.
“And even if they are hiding from the sun right now, it doesn’t
mean they can’t hear you. There isn’t much making noise out there
these days, and the—”

“Walls are thick.” It was
Peter, standing in the second door to the dining room. He carried a
basket of veggies, the likes of which Ella hadn’t eaten in months.
“We’re locked up tight. Nothing outside can hear us in
here.”

Anne and Jakob looked instantly
relieved.

Peter put the basket on the table.
“You’re just in time for breakfast.”

Anne eyed the vegetables. “Are these
Exogenetic?”

Jakob huffed, plucked a carrot from
the basket and snapped off a bite. “Yeah, right.”

Anne didn’t wait for permission. She
dove right in, grabbing handfuls of pea pods, carrots and
broccoli.

While the kids ate, Ella slowly
rounded the table toward Peter, who stood waiting, a sheepish grin
on his face. “You kept the seeds out.”

“Until last night, it was
pretty easy. Sorry about your clothes.”

She shrugged, looking over his
shoulder. “Where’s—”

A sudden, hard glare in his eyes
stopped the question from leaving her lips and simultaneously
answered it for Ella.

Kristen wasn’t here.

She was dead.

Trying to ignore her rising emotions,
Ella put on the boots, tying them tightly, while Peter watched in
silence. When she finished, tears welled in her eyes. Peter took a
step back, and then another, leading her out of the room. She
followed, meeting him in the hall. For a moment, they just stood
there, looking at each other. Then his arms moved. Just a slight
gesture. An invitation, which she accepted, slowly stepping into
his embrace. His touch was light at first, but then, as she
squeezed her head into his chest, his arms wrapped around her,
squeezing, shielding and sparking ancient memories.

When he leaned down and kissed the top
of her shaved head, all of the walls she’d erected, to keep her
sane and moving and motivated, came crashing down. He quickly
closed the dining room door as she sobbed against him and collapsed
into his arms.

“I’m sorry,” she
said.

“For what?”

“For coming here. For
ruining what you have.”

“Ella,” he said. “There is
no one else on the planet I’m more happy to—”

His body went rigid. He understood.
They’d brought danger with them. She looked up into his light brown
eyes, as sharp as ever, and said, “We can’t stay here. They’re
following us.”
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The mix of emotions roiling through
Peter was almost disorienting. His joy at seeing other living
people dulled the knowledge that danger followed in their wake.
That one of those people was Ella Masse had further muddled his
thoughts. Her presence here was either a gift meant to ease his
pain, or a cruel twist of fate, designed to open old wounds. Of
course, either option meant that some higher power was guiding the
events playing out on planet Earth, and he didn’t buy into that. If
there was a God, he was shaking his head at what Ella and ExoGen
had done to his world. Maybe that’s why she was alive still.
Retribution.

We all have sins to pay
for, Peter thought, squeezing the source
of his biggest folly against him. His resurgence of feelings for
Ella surprised him. It had been so long. But then, their
relationship had a long list of starts and stops. He’d known her
since fourth grade. Loved her since seventh. They had become high
school sweethearts separated by college. The relationship rekindled
briefly post-college, but was separated again by careers—his in the
military, hers in the sciences. When they found themselves living
in the same town, a fluke or fate, the relationship had flared once
more, but that time with consequences. Ella’s work had suffered,
and Peter’s marriage had nearly broken apart. The light they had
always brought each other had become a darkness. He hadn’t seen her
since.

Ella’s voice, fresh in his ear again,
was like hearing music for the first time. But then her words
finally sank in. “Who is following you?”

Ella stepped back and wiped her tears
away with the cuff of her sleeve wrapped around her knuckles.
“Stalkers.”

“The thing Anne
drew?”

She nodded.

“How many?”

Ella leaned her head to the door. The
kids could be heard, still talking and laughing. Not listening.
“Too many to count.”

“They’re hunting in
packs?” The last predators he’d seen were so vicious they would
turn on each other.

“They’re adapting,” she
said. “Quickly. Competition is fierce. But what’s following us is
less of a pack and more like a herd. Upwards of fifty.”

Peter’s confidence plummeted. He could
manage a handful of most anything. But a hundred? He didn’t have
that many shotgun shells. He headed for the kitchen. Poured two
glasses of water from a pitcher full of peppermint leaves. A
sprinkle of sugar, which was nearly gone, went in each. He mixed
them and pushed one glass across the island. Ella accepted the
glass and sat down across from him.

She sipped the water and smiled.
“Tastes like a candy cane.”

“Only because you haven’t
had candy recently.” He took a swig from his glass, the mint waking
him up and making the water feel cooler than it was. “Tell me about
them. The Stalkers.”

Ella placed her glass on the island.
“We should just leave now.”

“I want to know what we’re
up against. I’ll decide if we need to leave.” Peter leaned on his
elbows and raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t going anywhere without
answers. “Tell me about the Stalkers.”

Ella sighed and rubbed her hand over
her stubbly head.

“It’s a good look on you,”
he said. “Like Sigourney Weaver in Alien
3.”

“Never saw it.”

He shrugged. “I’ll wait until you’re
ready.”

“Persistent as
ever.”

“I get what I
want.”

She looked him in the eyes. “Not
always.” They stared at each other for several seconds, neither
wavering. Then Ella cleared her throat and leaned back. “They’re
hairless. Black eyes. No noses to speak of. Sharp teeth, of course.
Skin covered in jagged plates that jut out from their spines, like
oversized spinous processes. They might be defensive, or for
attracting mates. I don’t know. They’re fast. And
smart.”

“How smart?”

“They strategize, like
lions used to, using natural camouflage and setting traps. They
range in size from a hundred pounds to three hundred. Long arms.
Strong legs. They run on all fours, twice as fast as you or I could
manage, but they can also stand upright.”

Something about Ella’s description
unnerved him, but he couldn’t quite peg what it was. The creatures
she was describing sounded horrible, but it was something else
about them. Something inferred, but not yet said.

“Corn and wheat crops are
their preferred hunting grounds. They have long, thin tails—not
prehensile, thank God—that look like stalks gone to seed. You could
look at a field of wheat, like yours, and see a hundred of them,
tails raised in the air, and not know it. Not until they
rattled.”

“Rattled?”

“They shake their tails
before attacking. What look like seeds are actually hollow, hard
nubs of skin that make a racket when shaken.”

“But why warn prey of an
attack?”

“It’s not a warning. It’s
a strategy.”

“Ahh.” Peter understood.
The sound was meant to flush the prey into a trap. Again, horrible,
but she hadn’t touched on what was bothering him. “What were they?
Before?”

The way Ella paused before answering
told him what he feared, even before she spoke the
words.

“Human,” she said. “And
you can see it in their faces. But they’re mostly monsters
now.”

“How is that
possible?”

“RC-714,” she
said.

“How could a single gene
make all those changes in the human body?” He’d seen people go
savage, with longer teeth and claws. It was horrifying to witness.
Even worse to be on the receiving end of an attack, and
mind-numbingly painful to watch it happen to someone you loved. But
those changes were minimal and mostly in the mind. What she was
describing now was something different. A species
transformation.

“The gene doesn’t carry
any information regarding specific traits,” she said.

When she paused, he thought for sure
she was going to say he wouldn’t understand. But she knew him
better than that. CSOs weren’t just the most physically fit or
deadly soldiers the Marines had to offer, they were also the
smartest. And he’d spent enough time with her in the past to
understand genetics better than the average layman.

She sipped her water. “It’s more like
a key.”

“A key to what?” he
asked.

“The human race evolved
over millions of years.”

“Which is why the rapid
evolution you’re talking about doesn’t seem possible.”

She held up her hands, beseeching
patience. “We’ll get to that. Most would say that it took the human
race 160 million years to evolve into what we are today, starting
with small squirrel-like insectivores like haramiyids. While
creatures like the haramiyids might be distant ancestors of the
human race, the haramiyids didn’t emerge from the primordial soup,
or even from the oceans for that matter. They evolved from
therapsids, which were mammal-like reptiles living at the end of
the Triassic Period, 210 million years ago. And the
therapsids...”

“Evolved from reptiles.
From Triassic dinosaurs. That’s what you’re saying?”

She nodded. “As species evolve, adapt
and diversify, new genetic code is written, while the no longer
useful code becomes pseudogenes. They’re like backup copies of old
genes that have lost their protein-coding ability and biological
function. 98.5% of all genes in people, and animals, have been
deemed ‘junk’ DNA. While it’s likely that some of them serve some
function we don’t understand, most of them are pseudogenes, going
back to the beginning of genes, containing all the adaptations,
abilities and mutations of millions of individual species that
resulted in the human race.” She paused to look Peter in the eyes.
“RC-714 unlocked those genes, making them available.”

“Fuck.”

“Exactly.”

“But why did everyone and
everything become predatory?”

“Not everything did. There
are a few species that remain docile, but are certainly more
capable of defending themselves. Others haven’t changed at all,
like bees, still feeding on flowers unaltered by RC-714. But the
main reason for the change was hunger. The release of all those
genes created an insatiable hunger—for protein. That was the
instigating external force that pushed those species to adapt,
first into predators, and then into specialized predators dealing
with competition. Over the past two years, new species have evolved
without reproducing at all. What used to take millions of years can
now happen in weeks.”

“Leaving us with
Stalkers.”

“Tip of the iceberg, I’m
afraid.”

Peter’s body had gone rigid with
tension, but Ella’s iceberg comment twisted the muscles in his back
into tight balls. “What do you mean?”

“Apply the same junk DNA
scenario to other species. Not just mankind. Not just predators.
And not just mammals.”

“What, like fish?” There
were already giant killers in the ocean, and the Blue Whale was the
largest animal to ever exist on the planet. While an ocean full of
predators wasn’t a pleasant thought, they were smack dab in the
middle of the country, thousands of miles from the nearest
shore.

Ella shook her head.
“Birds.”

“Birds?” The first thing
he realized upon speaking the word, was that he hadn’t actually
seen a bird in a long time. That realization sparked his
imagination. The first bird that came to mind was the extinct,
South American Phorusrhacos. He’d seen a documentary about the
giant, flightless bird. Eight feet tall, three hundred pounds and
predatory. But it didn’t sound much worse than the Stalkers she had
described. He pictured the large bird and thought it looked a lot
like a... “Dinosaur.”

Ella gave him a sheepish grin,
confirming the hypothesis.

He felt incredulous.
“There are dinosaurs out there?”

Thankfully, she shook her head. “But
there are animals with dinosaur traits. Remember, all genes going
back to the beginning of life on Earth have been unlocked. The
genetic Pandora’s Box has been opened. If a dinosaur trait is
advantageous, a species—or even an individual—will quickly adopt
it. Rapid evolution. And that’s what really makes them so
dangerous. Once you find a way to beat them, they’ll change. That’s
why we need to leave before they get here.”

“Because you’ve been in
this situation before?”

“Twice.”

“Other biodomes?” When
Ella had contacted him all those years ago, telling him to not eat
the food, to build a biodome, he heeded her warning and allowed a
crew, hired by her, to build the structure. Kristen had hated the
idea, mostly because it had come from Ella, but he knew Ella
wouldn’t lie. Even if he had become untrustworthy because of Ella,
his trust in her
was implicit. Part of him wanted to believe she was merely looking
out for him, because of what they’d had. But now it seemed there
had been an alternate reason. “You’re moving from one dome to the
next, aren’t you?”

She didn’t even try to deny it.
“There’s a network of domes around the country, most built using
funds I made from ExoGen. I am stopping at some I come across on
the way, but I didn’t build them for that purpose. Especially
yours. If it weren’t for Anne, I wouldn’t have come here.
But...”

“But what?”

“I knew you would protect
her. It’s selfish, I know. But I can’t do this without
you.”

“Do what?”

“Turn the key the other
way.”

“How? Where?”

“There’s a lab, off the
coast of Boston. I had it built, but the world fell apart before I
could get there.”

“And you want me,
and my son, to
escort you there?” His words were nearly a growl “You want us to
risk my family’s life? I already lost Kristen, and now
you—”

“Your family is already at
risk,” Ella said.

“We are
now,” he
said.

Ella shook her head. “I wasn’t talking
about you. Or Jakob.”

Peter’s heart skipped a beat. Were
Ella’s feelings for him still so fresh that she was talking about
herself? He considered it and realized it might be possible. His
own feelings for her, forged over a lifetime, hadn’t changed much.
But then she simultaneously revealed the truth and secured his
aid.

“It’s Anne. She’s your
daughter.”
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If there was one thing Peter Crane was
good at, it was preparing for the unknown, whether that be a bad
crop year, an enemy ambush or even Ella’s Stalkers. But the
bombshell she just dropped hit him with the shock and awe of
Hiroshima’s atomic blast. He stood up straight, as though
electrified, stumbled back and caught himself on the kitchen
counter. Ella’s reappearance into his life was always tumultuous,
but this...

Attempting to concisely express his
mixed feelings about the revelation, he condensed it all into a
single word. “Bullshit.”

Ella looked aghast. Then
angry. “Bullshit? Bullshit?
I tell you that we, that you and I, have a daughter and that’s your
response? Bullshit?”

“Yes,” he said. “I don’t
buy it.”

“You think I’m just
telling you that to...what? To guilt you into helping
us?”

“It would work,” he said.
“And you know that.”

“Whether or not the
knowledge forces you to help us, doesn’t make it a lie.”

“How did you raise her?”
he asked, knowing she’d understand the context. She was a busy
woman in a powerful position at a growing company. She worked late.
Sometimes she didn’t go home. She lived her work. How could she
have a baby, let alone raise a daughter?

“I was in the office when
I went into labor,” she said. “Took a week off to recover. Worked
remotely for another week. And then I went back. I wasn’t a good
mother. Anne was raised by daycares, school and nannies. I’ve only
really gotten to know her in the past two years. Is that what you
wanted to hear? Does it ease your guilt, knowing that I was a
shitty parent?”

“Guilt?” he said. “I
didn’t even know she existed. Had you told me, I would
have—”

“Taken her,” Ella said.
“You would have come back to New Mexico and taken her. You would
have done right by her. You’d have raised her, with Kristen. And
I...I would have let you. I’d have lost her to Kristen, just like I
lost you.”

That took the wind out of his sails.
But it didn’t prove his stance wrong. “I still don’t believe
you.”

Ella closed her eyes. Rubbed circles
into her temples with her fingers. “Telling you about her was not
meant to coax you into helping me.”

“Prove it.”

She stood up, rounded the island and
stabbed a finger at his face. “You already know I’m telling the
truth, because both you and I know that you would have helped me
regardless. Because that’s who you are to me and who I am to you.
It’s who we’ve always been. Other relationships didn’t change that.
Distance never changed that. Time never changed that. I could have
come here by myself, and you would have come with me. I’m telling
you about her because I want you to protect her first. Before me.
The only way to get you to do that was to tell you the truth about
her.”

Peter could feel his blood pressure
dropping. She was right about him. About them. But did that mean
she was telling the truth about Anne? The girl was the right age,
but the verdict was still out. He’d try to see it in the girl’s
face. In her eyes. Believing he had a daughter, and adjusting to
that idea, would take time. Time they didn’t have. If they made it
to Boston and the lab waiting for Ella, maybe he’d request a
paternity test. It’d be a dick move, but Maury Povich made a living
from such revelations, not just because men are dogs, but because
the connection between a father and his bloodline was a powerful
thing.

“How much time do we
have?” he asked. “Do they hunt in the day?”

“They do,” she said. “But
only when agitated or ravenous. Most of the species I’ve seen still
operate this way, so moving during the day is still the safest
course...”

“I’m sensing a ‘but’
coming.”

“But...these Stalkers.
They hold a grudge. They’ve been following us for two weeks. We
managed to avoid them by crossing rivers—they don’t like water, but
eventually they find their way across—and by hiding in trees.
They’re horrible climbers. They nearly had us two days ago, but I
used the last of my C4 to bring down a train tunnel.”

“Is that when this
happened?” he asked, pointing at the bandaged claw
marks.

She nodded. “One of them made it
through before I detonated the explosive. I killed it with the
machete.”

“You’ve changed.” He
looked her up and down. She was certainly more solidly built than
she had been twelve years previous. Harder. But he still had
trouble picturing her blowing up train tunnels with C4 and fighting
monsters with a machete.

“Yeah, well, I hope you
haven’t. Look, best guess, the ones that survived, made their way
back out and around, are a day behind us.”

“You’ve already been here
fourteen hours,” he pointed out.

“And that’s a guess. They
could be closer, especially if they’re moving through the
daylight.”

This was all happening too fast. To
make the kind of decision she was asking him to make, to uproot and
endanger his son, he couldn’t be rushed. Not without good cause.
“So what’s the plan, then? Continue across the country, holing up
in biodomes you had built, until you reach Boston? Find this lab
and ‘turn the key’ back?”

“Essentially,
yes.”

“Without a
map?”

“You know I don’t need
one.”

Ella had an uncanny memory. If she set
herself to the task of memorizing something, like a map of the
United States and the locations of biodomes—locations that she had
chosen—he believed she was capable. “What about the science? Is it
possible to turn the key? And before you answer, you should know
that you’re standing above a bunker that has nothing to do with the
biodome you had built, which is strong enough to withstand a
nuclear blast, not to mention a hundred of your
Stalkers—”

“They’re not
my Stalkers.”

“—and that’s if they could
even find the entrance. So for me to seriously consider what you’re
saying, it better be damn convincing. Now...is it possible to
reverse this? To put things back the way they were?”

“Anything is possible,”
she said. “I think we’ve proven that. But if you’re asking if this
is something I’ve already made progress on, then no. Is there
anyone else left alive that has any chance of undoing this hell?
The answer to that question is an absolute ‘no.’ This is a Hail
Mary play. I get it. But it’s either that, or wait for the seeds to
get inside, or for something hungry to come knocking. I wouldn’t be
doing this...wouldn’t be putting Anne at risk, if I didn’t think it
was possible. You understand risk assessment. Is a world full of
edible food and free of ExoGenetic predators worth the risk of
dying a little sooner than fate has already scheduled? You tell
me.”

The best answer he could come up with
was silence. But someone else gave an answer for him. “I think it
is.”

Peter turned to find Jakob and Anne
standing in the dining room doorway. Seeing them standing together,
Jakob was a foot and a half taller than the girl. Peter looked from
one face to the other. Their eyes, dark brown, matched each
other’s. Matched his.

Two kids...

Under other circumstances
he’d have been thrilled. Even if Kristen had still been
alive. A daughter? Holy shit.
But it also meant he had even more to risk. Also
more to gain. If they could undo the genetic modifications
unleashed on the world, then their children might not just have
their lives, they might have futures.

“Did you hear me?” Jakob
asked. “I’m tired of sitting here and doing nothing. If we can do
something about it, we have to.”

“It’s not that easy,”
Peter said.

Jakob crossed his arms. “Why not?
Because it’s dangerous? Believing we’re safe here means pretending
that Mom didn’t—”

“Enough,” Peter said, his
voice stern, not because he was angry at the boy, but because he
didn’t want to open that can of worms. Not with Ella, and not right
now. He took a moment to collect himself, and then said, “If we do
this, every single one of you does exactly what I say, at all
times, without questioning and without hesitation.” He looked at
Ella. “I don’t care if you’ve survived out there for months, or a
year, or however long you’ve been traveling; you can’t do what I
can do.”

“But—” Anne said, before
Ella silenced her with a raised hand.

Ella turned to Peter. “Fine. We’ll do
things your way.”

“For as long as it works,”
Anne said, eyebrows raised in challenge.

Peter had to fight his smile. He saw
himself in her with every passing second. “Okay, then. Now
let’s—”

“The wheat is moving.” It
was Anne again, but all the toughness had left her voice. She
sounded like a little girl again. Her eyes were fixated on the
field outside the kitchen window above the sink.

Peter kept everyone else from moving
by holding out his hand, and tip-toeing to the window. He leaned
out slowly, looking through the window, which was covered by a
sheer shade. He could see the wheat fifty feet away, but the fabric
reduced the detail, making it a silhouette. The wheat was indeed
moving, bending with the wind. He was about to say so when he
noticed a subtle aberration. While most of the wheat stalks gave
way to the breeze, some of them remained rigid and
upright.

Not as smart as they
think.

He stepped back from the window. “How
long do we have?”

“They’re here
already?”

“What’s here?” Jakob
asked.

“Big booties,” Anne
whispered.

Jakob’s eyes widened. “Stalkers? You
mean, they’re real?”

Peter put his hands on Ella’s arms.
“Ell, how long?”

The answer to his question didn’t come
from Ella, it came from the front door, as something large and
heavy threw itself against the wood.
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“Take them to the
basement,” Peter said to Jakob.

“Huddle?” Jakob asked, and
Ella realized he was speaking in code.

Peter shook his head. “Extra
points.”

Code based on football.
Great.

Plan or not, retreating to a basement,
fortified or not, sounded like a horrible idea to Ella. As
strategically smart as Peter was, locking themselves below ground
would only prolong their demise. The Stalkers were persistent, and
patient. She opened her mouth to say as much, but he cut her
short.

“Not a word,” he said,
pushing her toward Jakob, who was leading Anne to the back of the
house.

“But—” was all Ella
managed to say.

“I might not know very
much about them.” He motioned to the door, which received and
withstood another impact. “But they know nothing about me. And if we’re being
honest, your knowledge in that regard is also fairly
outdated.”

“That works both ways,”
she argued.

“Agreed,” he said. “But
this is my house. You’re just going to get in the way.”

Jakob opened the basement door,
stepped inside and motioned Anne to follow. The girl looked to her
mother for the go ahead, but when the door shuddered once more, she
made up her own mind, following Jakob down the stairs.

“We don’t have much time,”
Peter said.

The door was hit again. This time, the
distinct sound of cracking wood merged with the wall shaking like a
rattle. Peter and Ella leaned into the hall. There was a hairline
crack at the center of the door, but it was still in one piece,
still dead-bolted and barricaded with a thick hardwood plank. But
it wouldn’t last. She’d seen stronger blockades fall to a continued
barrage. The Stalker leading the attack was always the largest
male, but when he didn’t have any luck, he’d call in help from the
real hunters—the females. Working together, the female Stalkers
would make short work of the door. She was almost out of
time.

Ella took Peter’s arm in her hand.
“You’ll protect your daughter?”

Peter looked her in the eyes, and she
saw that same, deep earnest gaze she’d fallen in and out of love
with for decades.

“No one is going to die
here today,” he said. “But you have to listen to me. Go.
Now.”

She kissed his cheek and ran for the
basement door. To her surprise, he ran in the opposite direction,
heading upstairs. She felt herself pulled back, wanting to help. To
fight. She’d stood her ground so often and fought her way across
the country... She was unaccustomed to letting someone else fight
her battles. But she knew this was a losing fight. If Peter had an
ace up his sleeve, she had to let him play it.

The front door shook again, the sound
of it chasing her around the basement door. She nearly shouted in
surprise as Jakob’s face emerged from the dark stairwell below her.
Anne was behind him, lower on the stairs. Behind her was a metal
door with a metal wheel, like something from a
submarine.

“Dad’s upstairs?” Jakob
asked. When Ella nodded, he lifted his wrist and started a
countdown. “He’ll be down in forty-five seconds.”

The boy moved past Anne, spun the
wheel and opened the metal door to absolute darkness. To Ella’s
surprise and relief, he flipped the light switch, illuminating the
space beyond. “Let’s go,” he said, waving them on.

“Won’t that exhaust the
battery?” Ella asked, pointing at the light.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said
and stepped onto the basement’s concrete floor.

She followed Jakob into the basement.
Her eyes went wide. The space was massive, at least twice the
footprint of the house above, constructed beneath the concrete
barricade outside. The walls were lined with shelves covered in
canned goods, dehydrated food and various supplies. Enough for two
people to live for years. And it all looked untouched. In the past
two years, neither father nor son had eaten anything but what the
biodome had provided. The more she observed Jakob, the more she saw
his father in him. Confident. Disciplined.
Compassionate.

Jakob hurried across the broad open
space, moving past cots and crates, heading for the back of the
room. He held Anne’s hand, whispering to her. Ella couldn’t make
out the words, but the tone was calm and consoling.

Just like his
father.

From upstairs, she heard the front
door crack again. “Should I close this?”

“Leave it open,” Jakob
said. “Dad will be here in twenty seconds. And hurry
up.”

Another impact set her in
motion. The frequency of attacks on the front door was increasing,
and the hits were harder. The females had joined the assault.
Twenty seconds might be too long. C’mon
Pete, hurry up.

Ella rushed across the
room, running past shelves intercut by large barrels. She passed
the first few without a second glance. Then she noticed the
label: ammonium nitrate. Then she noticed the wires connecting all the barrels. Her
run slowed to a jog, and then to a stop. “Holy shit, is
this...?”

A shotgun blast made her
jump.

A second blast, along with Jakob’s
shouted, “C’mon!” spurred her onward.

When she reached the far
end of the room, she found Jakob lifting a garage door.
A garage door in a basement? But this wasn’t just any garage door. It was thick and solid,
windowless steel. Like the basement door. Jakob was pushing it up,
but only with the help of grinding gears. As the door rose higher,
the lights began to fade, sucking the remaining battery life to
raise the heavy slab of metal.

Footsteps spun her around. It was
Peter—she hoped—coming down the stairs. The booming footfalls were
chased by a warbling shriek she recognized, and it made the tiny
spires of hair atop her head prickle. Anne took hold of her hand
and squeezed. Ella reached her free hand down for her machete, but
it wasn’t there. The weapon was still outside, laying in a heap
with all the clothing and supplies that had taken her this
far.

Peter, wearing a single backpack,
leapt into the basement, spinning around and slamming the metal
door shut, but not before three long, brown, talon-tipped fingers
reached through and pushed. Peter started sliding back, but before
the Stalker could open the door wide enough to enter, Peter shoved
his shotgun into the stairwell and pulled the trigger. The
cacophonous boom was followed by a wailing shriek. The brown
fingers snapped back as the force of the shot shoved the creature
back into the stairwell.

Peter moved to shut the metal door
again, but his eyes went wide, and he dove to the side instead. The
metal door smashed open, clanging against the stairwell wall. A
female Stalker hit the floor awkwardly, falling sideways and
slamming into the wall. The stunned creature looked like all the
others Ella had seen, its once human face lacking a nose. Black
eyes blinked. Its long tail thrashed back and forth, rattling,
guiding the others no doubt already flooding into the house. Its
long arms and legs scrabbled at the smooth floor, claws digging
gouges.

Before the monster could right itself,
Peter, who had turned his dive into a roll, came up, spun around
and pulled the shotgun trigger again. The Stalker’s head was turned
inside out and splattered against the wall. Peter turned and ran as
the lights dimmed to almost nothing. Screeching and thundering
footsteps chased him from the stairwell. Ella saw them emerge a
moment before the lights went out. The grinding gears
stopped.

For a moment, the world was just
sound. Jakob moving behind her, breathing hard. Peter feeling his
way through the wide open space. The Stalkers, smashing everything
around them. Screaming for their prey. Giving chase. While Peter
couldn’t see, the Stalkers had excellent night vision. When the
lights went out, the basement became the perfect hunting ground for
the nocturnal predators.

A flashlight came on with a click. The
light cut through the darkness from Peter’s position.

“How much time?” Peter
shouted.

“Ten seconds behind,”
Jakob replied. Ella glanced back. On the other side of the mostly
open garage door was a large Dodge Ram, reinforced with plates of
metal, and covered in spikes and barb wire. It looked like
something from a Mad Max movie. Jakob had the door open and was
helping Anne climb into the back seat.

When Jakob leaned over the front seat
and turned the key, the truck roared to life, its rear lights
casting beams of red. Ella looked back to Peter. He was just thirty
feet away, waving her on. But he wasn’t alone. A single Stalker had
closed the distance, nearly within striking range. The rest were
still fifty feet back, clumsily careening through the maze of
contents in the room.

“Look out!” Ella shouted,
as the nearest Stalker leaped forward, its long legs extended,
claws open wide.

Peter dove forward, flipping over to
land and slide on his back. He brought the shotgun up, fired—and
missed. Instead of putting a hole in the Stalker, he simply took a
chunk out of the ceiling. The Stalker landed on Peter’s arms,
pinning them to his sides. With a snarl that revealed its gleaming
white teeth—now pink in the truck’s light—the Stalker lunged for
Peter’s neck.

With a war cry, Ella stepped forward
and drove a kick into the side of the Stalker’s head. “Weapon!”
Ella shouted back to Jakob. He leaned out of the truck, eyes going
wide at the sight of his pinned father. While the Stalker hissed at
Ella, Jakob drew his pistol and flung it to Ella. She caught the
weapon and with surprising swiftness, spun around and pulled the
trigger, putting a single round in the Stalker’s head.

The monster fell limp atop
Peter.

The mob closed in.

Ella bent down and took Peter’s arm
with one hand, helping him to escape the Stalker’s girth. With the
other hand, she calmly raised the pistol, found her targets and
pulled the trigger. The rhythmic pop...pop...pop of the handgun was
followed by pain-filled shrieks and toppling supplies, as the
struck creatures thrashed and flailed on the floor.

Peter didn’t offer any thanks when he
got back to his feet. He simply shouted. “Time!”

“Thirty seconds back!”
Jakob yelled.

Ella let out a shout of surprise when
Peter’s arm wrapped around her waist, lifted her off the ground and
carried her into the garage. She was hefted up and flung over the
flatbed hatch, landing hard on the metal floor. She was about to
complain when Peter dove over after her. He slapped his palm on the
metal floor twice and shouted, “Go, go, go!”

Tires screeched.

Peter sat up with the shotgun, but he
didn’t aim at the horde of Stalkers nearly at the door. Instead, he
turned the weapon to the side and pulled the trigger. Sparks flew
as the buckshot struck metal, destroying whatever support had held
the large door in place. The door, a large sheet of metal, dropped.
The fastest of the Stalkers dove forward and slid through, losing
its tail to the door. The second in line had its head crushed. The
rest slammed against the other side of the metal wall, attacking it
with audible savagery.

As the truck raced away through the
darkness, Ella sighted the tailless Stalker, which had gotten back
to its feet, and she pulled the trigger. The monster twitched and
fell, just as darkness claimed it again. The truck shifted gears
and accelerated to what seemed like a dangerous speed.

He needs to slow
down, Ella thought. We’re safe. We’re...

Peter and Jakob’s shouted numbers
mixed with her vision of the barrels of ammonium nitrate, and then
clicked. It was a countdown. Audible. They’d rigged the whole place
to explode.

She looked Peter in the eyes, his face
lit by the flashlight he held. Shouting over the roar of the
engine, which was amplified by the tunnel’s confines, she asked,
“Are we going to make it?”

When he replied, she was surprised to
find he’d learned how to sugar coat bad news. “It will be
close.”

The sudden, blinding light pursuing
them through the tunnel, racing faster than the sound of the
explosion that generated it, answered her more honestly, with a
resolute and resounding, ‘No.’
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Ella felt heat on her back, but it was
quickly smothered by Peter, who threw himself atop her and shouted,
“Hold on!”

I can’t even
move, she thought at him, but said
nothing. She felt the truck jolt and pitch upwards. At first, she
thought they’d struck something and gone airborne, but the angle
never changed.

We’re heading up a ramp.
Back to the surface.

And then she learned that Peter’s
shouted warning and his body pinning her down had nothing to do
with the heat, sound and pressure wave pursuing them. It had
everything to do with their exit from the tunnel. Wood shattered
with the crack of an explosion. The armored truck slammed through a
floor, bursting out of the tunnel, this time actually catching air.
As the vehicle bounced back to its wheels, she got a view past
Peter’s shoulder.

It was a glimpse of a barn interior.
Old beams. A hay loft. The tang of animals long since deceased
reached her nose, complimenting the image and triggering memories
of an easier time, when human beings were at the top of the food
chain, rather than somewhere closer to the bottom.

Her father had been a lot like Peter,
a Vietnam Vet turned farmer. She often wondered if Peter’s entry
into the military hadn’t been to impress him. She hoped not,
especially when circumstances had pulled them apart. But he’d taken
to the life well enough. It had suited him. And her father had
approved of Peter. Only Peter. When she had told him about Peter’s
marriage to Kristen, she could have sworn there were tears in the
man’s eyes. But by then she was more interested in genetics than in
men. That’s what she had told herself...until fate had brought them
back into geographic proximity.

Who was it that said women fall for
men like their fathers? Probably Freud. Whoever it was, he was
right. At least about Peter.

The truck shattered a second wooden
barrier, casting aside large, faded red planks like a rhino
charging through balsa wood. A shower of large red paint flecks
fluttered around them for a moment, butterflies in flight, and then
they were left behind.

The engine roared louder. The wheels
buzzed over the clear concrete keeping the ExoGenetic fields at
bay. Peter rolled away, sitting up and looking back, his eyes
squinting. Expectant.

She sat up to join him, shrugging away
when he put a hand on her shoulder to keep her down. Her protest
was cut short by the reason for their pell-mell drive through the
tunnel and out the barn. She saw it in the distance first. An
orange ball, framed by fluttering debris that used to be a
house.

Peter’s house.

He destroyed it because of
me.

All those
memories...

As the fiery tumult rose higher, three
hundred yards behind the barn, the explosion, which had chased them
down the tunnel, compressed and accelerated, reaching the barn. A
roaring cough of fire burst from the tunnel’s throat like some
ancient buried dragon, and the flames rose up into the barn. The
old walls gave way and lifted skyward, propelled by the explosion.
The pressure wave hit the truck, knocking them at an angle, just as
they hit the wheat field.

Jakob righted the truck’s course, but
they were still in the field, surrounded by the hiss of wheat being
shredded, leaving clouds of dust and young seeds in their
wake.

“Shit,” Peter said. His
voice was impossibly calm, but his eyebrows were twisted up,
following the course of his eyes, as debris was launched up and
over them. He shuffled to the front of the truck bed, leaning on a
long box covered by a tarp. He tapped on the window
twice.

Anne flinched at the sound, but when
she saw Peter, she opened the small sliding window. “Debris is
falling from above. Floor it, but keep us straight unless something
falls in your path.”

“I’m already flooring it!”
Jakob shouted back.

Peter turned back and up, eyes
widening. He crouched down low, clinging to the side of the truck.
Ella followed his eyes and saw a hay bale, trailing bits of loose
hay like a comet’s tail, descending toward them.

The hay landed just feet behind the
truck, where they had been a fraction of a second before. It
exploded with a cloud of old, rotted grass that no modern,
man-eating cow could find remotely interesting.

Wood came next. While some of the
stuff fluttered in the air, carried by the heat rising from the
explosion, thicker support beams where thrown free like colossal
javelins. Ella nearly fell from the truck bed as Jakob jerked the
wheel. Peter caught her, reeling her back in just as they passed
the long wooden beam now jutting out of the earth. Had Jakob not
turned, they would have crashed. Had Peter not pulled her back in,
she would have been decapitated. Despite having survived in the
wilds on her own, she was quickly seeing how these two men would
help keep her and Anne alive.

She just hoped it was worth it, and
that everything she’d told Peter wasn’t a lie. The lab was real,
but she hadn’t heard from the people there in a year. The place
could be overrun by now. Maybe the people had changed. Maybe
predators had made the swim from the mainland. Or maybe something
from the water had adapted to live on land. The possibilities were
as endless as they were horrible.

The truck carved a zig-zag path
through the field as debris fell all around. Ella and Peter
flattened themselves to the truck bed floor, watching the cloud of
debris fly past overhead and falling around them, and in the case
of a pair of shears, puncture the tarp-covered case above their
heads.

But then they were clear and all the
debris was falling behind them. The truck bounced. Tires squealed.
They had reached the road. Jakob cranked the steering wheel hard to
the left, but they still overshot the road, plowing back into the
field on the other side. Spewing gouts of dirt, the truck nearly
completed a fishtailing circle, but then they found the road again.
Slowing, Jakob pulled onto the pavement and continued forward at a
manageable pace.

“Keep it straight and
steady,” Peter said. “If you have to turn, honk first.”

The boy looked back and nodded, his
eyes wide, but still in control.

Like father, like
son.

Peter stood, one foot on the truck
bed, the other on the tarp-covered container. He gripped the fog
lights atop the truck’s roof for balance and looked back. The way
the sun caught his rugged features and the wind caught his flannel
shirt, he looked like a model in an L. L. Bean catalog, but his
face was all wrong. Instead of eye-squinching confidence, she saw
regret.

She followed his eyes to the rising
column of smoke. The home where his son had been born, and if she
was right, where he had buried his wife.

“I’m sorry,” she said, but
her voice was carried away by the breeze, and she didn’t bother
repeating it. Because while she felt bad, she wasn’t sorry. Not
really. True, within fourteen hours of taking her and Anne in, he’d
lost everything of the life he had known before, but most people on
Earth had lost that years ago. It was only because of her warning,
and wealth, that his family had managed to survive. That didn’t
change the fact that her work had caused all this, and for that she
was sorry. But she needed his help. And if this was what it took to
get it, so be it. He might have helped her anyway, especially after
she told him about Anne, but now there would be no looking back. No
doubt that anywhere but forward was the right direction. She needed
that from him, because looking forward was hard to do when
constantly looking over your shoulder.

She stood next to him, looking ahead.
The road was crumbling on the side, giving way to the long roots of
the aggressive wheat. In a few more years, the road would be
overgrown. A few errant stalks of wheat were already rising from
the cracks.

Her eyes turned skyward. They were
headed east, covering more ground every minute than she had been
covering in an hour. Traveling on foot meant leaving false trails,
walking silently and resting frequently, especially with a twelve
year old girl. Anne was a good traveler. Had learned how to
survive. But she had her limits.

Everyone did.

Ella looked up at Peter and wondered
what his were, hoping she’d never have to find out.

“Hey, Dad,” Jakob called
from the front.

Peter lowered his head.

“You want me to pull over
so you can drive?” Jakob asked.

“You’re doing fine,” Peter
replied.

“But—”

“Son,” Peter
said.

Jakob’s mouth clamped shut, knowing
his father was about to speak.

“Pick up the pace. Stay on
the road. If anything gets in front of you—”

“I’ll go around it,” Jakob
said.

“Actually, I want you to
run it down.”

Jakob flinched as though slapped.
“They’re still back there?”

Peter nodded, maintaining his absolute
calm. While Jakob returned to the task of driving, the engine
revving faster, Peter turned to Anne, who was seated in the back
seat. “Hey, honey. There’s a case under the seat in front of
you.”

Anne bent, found the case and pulled
it free. It was too big to pass back.

“Open it up,” Peter
instructed. “Inside are two black bands with hooks on either side.”
Anne dug through the case, finding the bands. “Those are the ones.
Thanks.” He sat on the tarp, quickly untangling the two hooked
bands. When he was done, he handed one to Ella.

“What’s this for?” she
asked.

He tied his around his waist, and then
clipped either end into holes on the sides of the bed. The band
held him rooted in place. “Things are going to get bumpy.” He
pointed to the field, behind and to the right. “The field is
chasing us.”

Her head snapped around. He was right.
Wisps of what looked like wheat, were pursuing them through the
field. Some of the Stalkers had survived. A dozen by the looks of
it. Maybe more. “We can outrun them in the truck.”

“In about a mile, the
wheat field is going to end, and the road is going to get all kinds
of bendy. If they’re as persistent as you say, they’ll catch up.
Now, before you buckle up, open the crate behind me and give me
what’s inside.”

Ella threw the tarp off the large
wooden crate. It wasn’t locked, so she lifted the top and looked
in. The crate was full of gear and supplies, but she quickly
understood which item Peter was interested in—the heavy looking
tripod, folded down and compact, to which a drum-fed light machine
gun was attached.

Having fled the Stalkers
for months, eking out the worst kind of living, slogging through
deplorable conditions to avoid the hunting grounds of other
predators, she lifted the big gun with a grunt and a grin.
This is more like it,
she thought, too eager to see the Stalkers’ demise to remember that
the noise wasn’t going to go unnoticed.
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It took just a minute to talk Ella
through bolting the tripod to the truck bed, but it felt like time
had slowed, shifting hours with each tick of the clock. After the
first bolt, she moved quickly, securing the tripod and mounting the
M249 drum-fed machine gun, transforming the truck into what the
military called a ‘Technical,’ which was just a fancy word for
‘improvised fighting vehicle.’ The slowness came from the knowledge
that they might be attacked at any second, and if he fired the
heavy weapon before it was secure, his aim would flounder with each
kickback.

After firing the last bolt through the
hole in the tripod’s foot and into the metal floor, Ella clipped
the hooks of her own security band to the sides of the truck, a few
feet behind him. They could be tossed and bounced and smashed all
about, but they wouldn’t be flung free, which was a good thing—most
of the time.

“Where did you get this
thing?” Ella asked. “Weren’t they illegal?”

“Older machine guns were
legal,” Peter replied, speaking loudly over the wind rushing past.
“But not this one. It came from a National Guard Depot. There are a
lot of unguarded weapons in the world now.”

Peter kept the gun barrel level and
pointed straight back, ready to whip it to either side. Wheat
streaked back, a blur of brown lines. And among it, shaking wildly,
the tall tails of running Stalkers. The formerly human monsters
were falling steadily behind, unable to keep up with the Ram’s
acceleration. He considered letting the weapon rip into the field,
but he’d be firing blind. The drum held one hundred rounds, but
with a sustained fire rate of one hundred rounds per minute, he’d
burn through the entire chain far too quickly. With only one
replacement drum, he’d have to pick his targets
carefully.

He squeezed the grip as the first
signs of an adrenaline spike set in, his hands shaking. It didn’t
concern him. He’d felt it many times in the past, though it had
been awhile. The adrenaline surging through his body made him hyper
aware, sped up his reaction time and increased his tolerance for
pain, but it also took a toll on his body. When the action slowed,
his muscles would quiver and twitch all over with unused chemical
energy until the adrenaline was reabsorbed by his system. That he
experienced larger adrenaline dumps than most people made him a
good soldier, but it also made recovering from a battle that much
more strenuous. And after today, they’d all need to crash.
Hard.

But was that even possible out
here?

Is this what life outside
the house is like all the time?

If so, how did Ella and
Anne survive?

He tried to picture the two of them,
always on the run, fighting Stalkers and foraging for the
non-ExoGenetic flora that still existed. He couldn’t do it. He
glanced back at Ella as he was bounced side to side, held in place
by the thick rubber band. He’d been treating her like the woman he
knew long ago, the woman who had spent most of her life in a
laboratory. Her eyes were hard, gazing out at the field of wheat,
focused, seeking out danger. She’d changed. But how
much?

The whoosh of passing trees snapped
him out of his thoughts. The wheat field fell into the distance,
blocked by tall leafy trees, sentinels of the former, non-GMO ruled
world. And yet, even here, where the sun was held at bay by a leafy
canopy and the temperature dropped, ExoGenetic berry crops
flourished. Tangles of thorny raspberry and blackberry bushes
covered the forest floor. Passing through on foot would be
laborious and torturous. The long flowing vines were covered in
thick fruits, the blackberries hidden in shadow, the raspberries
glowing like red beacons, juicy, delicious and deadly.

Berries, berries
everywhere and not a bite to eat, Peter
thought, butchering Samuel Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner.’ And yet, he knew that the sailors of old never had it
this bad. If they had, no one would have bothered sailing to the
far parts of the world, and Europe would have still been dependent
on the Silk Road to get its iPhones from China. Not that anyone was
using cell phones anymore. Paperweights, all.

Their speed fell by half when they
reached the first bend in the road. Tires squealed around the
corner, tearing through the strands of raspberry bushes stretching
out over the pavement. Peter and Ella tipped sideways, but the
rubber bands held them upright. Peter tried to keep the machine gun
barrel straight back, but it swiveled to the side. Aiming on the
curvy road would be hell.

As they rounded a bend in the opposite
direction, the truck slowed even more, forced to stay on the road
by large rocks and trees lining the sides. Over the lessening roar
of the big truck’s engine, Peter heard a high pitched, warbling
cry, like a giant turkey being plucked alive.

“They’re getting
organized,” Ella said. “For the hunt.”

Peter listened to the sound of
crashing vegetation and snapping branches. The Stalkers were moving
through the forest behind them, but he hadn’t seen one
yet.

“We’re already moving, so
I don’t think they’ll try to trap us. They’re inhuman, but they
still have limits. They get tired. They’ll probably charge in
unison. Try to bring down the larger prey as a group.”

For a moment, he was confused about
the ‘larger prey’ comment, but then he realized the Stalkers might
see the big truck as a single target.

“They’ll stay low to the
ground as they approach,” Ella continued, “but they leap when
attacking.”

“That’s when I’ll get
them,” Peter said more to himself than Ella.

“Right,” she said. “Or
when they’ll get us.”

“Pessimism doesn’t suit
you,” he said, once again thinking about the woman he knew, who had
believed anything was possible if you set your mind to
it.

“Realism keeps us
alive.”

He was about to tell her
it was a horrible way to live, when the words brought him back in
time. He’d said the very same thing to her in regard to surviving
an ambush in Afghanistan. He’d done things to survive that he had
tried to forget since, but he knew he would do them again if he
needed to. The very blunt way he’d told her about those events, and
his unflinching acceptance of them, had led to her questioning his
sometimes cold outlook on life. Realism
keeps me alive, he’s said.

He’d been right then, and she was
right now. War was hell, and he’d survived it, but this was
something worse.

“Two o’clock,” Ella
said.

Peter reacted to the
statement with unflinching swiftness, which had been instilled in
him long ago. He rotated the gun barrel to the right, finding the
target a hundred feet back, tearing through the thorn laden bushes
like they were made of fluff. Even from a distance, he could see
the streaks of red blood streaking down the creature’s gray skin,
from a thousand razor-thin cuts. They’re
monsters, he thought, but not invincible and not without limits. He pulled the trigger.

Five 5.56×45 mm NATO rounds spewed
from the barrel, one of them a bright orange tracer, showing the
spread’s path. Not that he needed the tracer round to see where the
bullets hit. Tree bark exploded in the air. Getting a round through
the forest streaking past and hitting a target moving just as
quickly through the trees, would be nearly impossible. He’d have to
wait until they were closer.

“What’s happening?” Anne
called from the window.

Peter didn’t look back, but heard Ella
reply. “Jakob, keep us moving and stable. That’s more important
than speed right now.”

“What?” Jakob said.
“Why?”

The fear in his son’s voice broke his
heart.

Ella shared some more of her newfound
blunt realism. “Because we can’t outrun them. Our only chance is to
outgun them, and your father can’t do that if we’re swerving all
over the road.”

“Okay,” Jakob said, and
the vehicle slowed a little more. Peter was about to ask for more
gas, when he realized the machine gun was much easier to control.
He aimed at the single creature again, holding a bead on it. He
pulled the trigger in quick jerks, spacing out the shots. The first
two struck trees. The third squeezed through two tall trunks,
shredded a blackberry and then struck home, piercing the Stalker’s
broad chest. The creature coughed and fell, careening head over
heels in a tangle of thorns.

Then a second took its place. And
another. And another. They spread out through the woods, running
with reckless abandon, focused solely on the their prey. This kind
of behavior, this desperate hunger, was what separated predators of
the old world from the new. A lion wouldn’t go after an animal it
thought might injure it. In the wild, any injury could lead to
death, by infection or by simply weakening the animal so it was
susceptible to competitors. A lion that couldn’t fend off hyenas
because of an injured limb, was typically a dead lion.

He picked targets, squeezing off
single rounds when he had a clear line of sight. He missed far more
than he hit, and the mob of Stalkers was closing the distance. He’d
counted a dozen at first, but he’d reduced the number to nine.
Although he’d used twenty-five rounds to do so, and the math said
he’d have to change ammo drums to kill them all. The long reload
time would leave them wide open to attack.

Peter swung the barrel to
the left as the truck swung around a bend to the right. He tracked
five of the Stalkers, leaping across the open road.
If they flank us, we’re
screwed, he thought, and he pulled the
trigger. The spray of bullets and glowing tracer rounds ate into
the group, empty bullet casings clanging to the truck bed, but the
creatures at the back were protected from the fusillade by those in
the front. After unleashing twenty-five more rounds, three of the
Stalkers stumbled and slid across the pavement. The other three
made it to the relative safety of the forest on the other side. The
two sets of Stalkers advanced on either side, peeling away, deeper
into the forest, fully flanking the truck.

At this point, they’re
going to overtake us and set that trap Ella warned us
about.

But they didn’t. Instead, after a
series of squawking cries, both groups turned inward at once. He
wasn’t sure just how intelligent the Stalkers were, but he was
pretty sure they knew three of them were sacrificing themselves,
while the other three...they’d have a feast.
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Peter fought the urge to swing the
barrel around at the three Stalkers charging from the right. He
knew they were still coming. Could hear their squeaking pants as
they neared. But the three monsters on the left were closer. And
airborne.

The stalkers led with their long hind
legs extended, claws splayed wide. If they made contact with prey,
the talons would sink into the flesh underneath as the full weight
of the creature slammed into the victim. If the unlucky prey wasn’t
killed by the impact, the claws would finish the job.

He made momentary eye contact with the
Stalker leading the way. He saw intelligence in its gaze, but it
was masked by rage and hunger. If the creature was smart enough to
understand what the machine gun could do, its raw emotions kept it
from really comprehending the consequences for its
actions.

Or maybe it did understand?

Maybe all this rage and hate seething
from the thing was because it could remember what it once was and
loathed him for it. His very existence might mock them. He didn’t
think the creature could comprehend all this, but back in the part
of its brain that was once human, it might remember, and
feel...

For a moment, he pitied the
thing.

And then he shot it, punching three
holes in the center of its gray chest, which was lined with bulging
ribs. The shots kicked the monster back, flipping it over through a
cloud of pink gore. The tumbling body stumbled the two Stalkers
behind it, and Peter cheered inwardly as he turned the gun barrel
to the right.

Too late.

He pulled the trigger, but the angle
of the gun barrel was blocked by a Stalker’s body as it landed on
the side of the truck, the hot metal sizzling against the
creature’s skin. The truck shook and skidded from the impact, but
Jakob managed to keep it moving and on the road. Somewhere in the
back of Peter’s mind, he heard Anne screaming. Or was it Ella? He
couldn’t tell, but then his voice joined the chorus.

He shouted in surprise and abject
horror as the Stalker clinging to the side of the truck stretched
out its sinewy neck, opened its needle-tooth-filled maw large
enough to clamp down on his head like a bear trap and lunged for
him. Peter leaned away from the gaping jaws, but the elastic
holding him in the truck also kept him from diving away.

The jaws snapped just an inch from his
nose with such force that the colliding teeth snapped, spraying his
face with bits of enamel and spittle.

Peter winced, but years of training
and field operations—though now distant memories—had honed his
reactions into something closer to instinct. Action without
thought. He dropped back, letting his weight stretch the elastic
band back until the stored potential force in the band propelled
him back up. As his feet rose first, he kicked hard with both legs,
catching the Stalker in the chest. He felt ribs break. The monster
roared in pain. But it held on, a look of determination on its
face...until a shotgun blast removed the expression, along with the
rest of its bald head.

As the shotgun blast rang in Peter’s
ear, he felt glad that Ella had remembered his discarded weapon and
had the wherewithal to use it. Not many people would have thought
or moved as quickly. Of course, anyone unable to do so was probably
already dead. The world was now a twisted version of Herbert
Spencer’s survival of the fittest. Now it was survival of the most
savage, which didn’t bode well for his son’s future...or his
daughter’s.

The shotgun-propelled gore blasted
back and slapped a second Stalker in the face, blinding it before
the creature could lunge forward. But the third monster leapt up to
take the now headless beast’s place. The first thing it did was
demonstrate its intelligence by slapping away the shotgun before
Ella could chamber another shell. Then with a quick swipe of its
claw, the Stalker severed Peter’s rubber band. The black band,
freed from one side of the truck, snapped away, striking Peter in
the gut while the still-attached side of the cord, still wrapped
around his waist, yanked him off his feet and slammed his head into
the bed’s side wall.

Vision spinning, Peter tried to right
himself, but the loose floor of spent bullet casings rolled under
his feet. There was nothing he could do to help Ella, who was still
held in place by her rubber band, and she wasn’t heavy enough to
lean back very far.

And then, in a flash of vicious
motion, everything he thought he knew about Ella changed. With a
battle cry she reached forward, meeting the Stalker’s reaching
head, and as the creature tried to sever her head with its teeth,
she clung to its face and buried her thumbs into its eyes. There
was no hesitation in the action, no squeamish flinching. The motion
was fluid. Practiced. Without remorse or revulsion.

The Stalker shrieked, twisting its
head upward. Ella’s thumbs slipped out of the ruined eye sockets
with wet pops. And still, she didn’t stop. While the monster had
its head turned skyward, letting out a tortured wail, Ella punched
the thing in the throat, connecting with what once might have been
an Adam’s apple. There was a crunch of cartilage and flesh that cut
the Stalker’s cry short and left it thrashing and gasping. Ella
ducked as the creature’s writhing claws passed over her head. And
then it was gone, spinning over the pavement behind
them.

As he starred at Ella, bewildered by
what he’d just witnessed, she turned down to him, gazing hard at
him, and shouted, “Ten o’clock!” The words snapped Peter back into
action. There were still three Stalkers left. While Ella stretched
against her rubber band, trying to recover the shotgun, Peter found
his feet, latched onto the machine gun and swung the barrel left to
ten o’clock.

He pulled the trigger, unleashing four
rounds, but the nearest Stalker had anticipated the attack, ducking
and dodging to the side faster than he could track. While he
followed it, the second moved in for the kill, leaping up to be met
with a hail of buckshot. At a distance of fifteen feet, Ella
couldn’t miss. However, as the buckshot dispersed, it also lacked
the lethal efficiency of a close range shot. The metal balls
punched into the Stalker in a wide spread, creating many small,
non-lethal wounds rather than a big hole. But the impact and pain
generated by the shot caused the Stalker to fall short of the truck
and stumble upon landing, craning its head down to look at the
rivulets of blood now running down its body. In the long run, the
wounds could prove lethal from infection, but in the short run...
The wounded Stalker rejoined the chase, lagging behind, less of a
threat, but determined to join the feast.

Peter fired a second volley at the
Stalker to his left, missing once again, but forcing the monster to
retreat into the trees. There were four of them now. Another had
joined the hunt. Two on the right, one on the left and the injured
creature, slowly falling behind.

Maybe some of the buckshot
pierced a lung?

The situation was improved, but he was
also dangerously low on ammo. He’d lost count, but knew there
wasn’t enough to miss again. He swung the barrel right as the two
Stalkers closed in. He lined up the shot, prepared to send a single
round in the head of the nearest Stalker, but then the truck
rounded a corner. No longer held in place by the rubber band, Peter
was flung to the side. Instinctively, he gripped the machine gun to
stay upright, but that also meant squeezing the trigger.

Bullets raged into the air as casings
rattled to the truck bed. Peter tried to pry his finger away, but
his falling weight had wedged it in tight, nearly to breaking. Ella
ducked as the barrel swept over her head, narrowly avoiding the
chaotic barrage. The only thing that saved Jakob and Anne from
being mowed down by their father was that the machine gun ran out
of ammunition.

Ella stood back up, lifted the
shotgun, fired, pumped and fired again.

Peter pulled with his arms, using the
mounted machine gun to lift himself up. He expected a Stalker to be
leaping at him, but found the two on the right lying in the road,
separated by fifteen feet.

“You got the first one,”
Ella said, revealing his accidental barrage had yielded at least a
small measure of success. It also implied that she’d killed the
second, and he wondered if she might be more fit to lead this
cross-country expedition through hell.

Movement pulled his vision
back to the left, where the still healthy Stalker paralleled the
truck, staying in the trees. Peter looked ahead and saw an
approaching right turn. That’s where it’s
going to hit us, he realized, and he saw
the second Stalker, perhaps sensing the impending kill, charging up
behind them, no longer slowed by its wounds.

The shk-chk of a shotgun being pumped
turned his eyes back to Ella. She frowned. “It’s spent.”

He had shotgun shells in the backpack
on his shoulders and shirked it off, but he already knew it was too
late. Neither of them could reload in time.

Ella must have realized this, too,
because she said, “Go for the eyes and throat. If it gets on top of
you, and is a male, a kick in the nuts still does the
job.”

In the moment before the attack,
something in the air changed. The crashing of the Stalker charging
through bushes was joined by a rumbling. It was subtle at first,
but then it rose through the air like an impending tsunami. If the
Stalker heard the sound, it either didn’t register a threat or was
lost in bloodlust.

“What is it?” he
asked.

Ella just shook her head.

The truck reached the turn, tires
screeching. The Stalker moving parallel dove out over the road,
which brought it right in front of them. The truck swerved hard to
the left, but not far enough. Peter thought Jakob might have been
trying to swerve away from it, but when a flash of pink moved past
them on the right, he realized the boy had just been avoiding
something else in the road.

Something massive.

Something hungry.

The source of the rumble charged past
with something akin to a squeal of delight, high-pitched, but with
the volume of a fog horn. For a moment, it appeared the object had
collided with the airborne Stalker, but the notion was obliterated
when the giant creature stopped and shook the already dead Stalker
in its mouth. The new creature was the size of an elephant, with
thick pink skin sprouting tufts of wiry black hair. Its tubular
body lead to a neckless head with a long snout, which was tipped by
a beak that now severed the Stalker in two. A shield of
flesh-covered bone rose up behind its eyes, giving it the
appearance of a hornless triceratops. Peter noted the scars lining
that shield and didn’t like what they implied. The new monster
pinned the Stalker’s torso to the ground with its cloven hooves,
split in two, the black halves looking more like over-sized spear
tips.

The second, wounded Stalker, wisely
skidded to a stop, its claws scratching against the pavement.
Without pausing to watch, it turned tail and ran. There was no meal
here, and it knew it.

Predator had suddenly become the
prey.

As the monster devoured the Stalker,
now little more than shredded meat, Peter caught site of a pattern
on the muscular side of its hind thigh. For a moment, he thought it
might be a scar or birth mark of some kind, but then he recognized
it.

The truck rounded the bend, leaving
the horror behind, or at least out of sight. Feeling numb, Peter
lowered himself to the crate, sat down and looked into the window.
Anne had buried herself between the seats, head down. Jakob, hands
on the wheel, ten and two, kept them on course, but the boy’s arms
were shaking.

“You did great,” Peter
said. “Take us a few more miles. If nothing is chasing us, I’ll
take over.”

Jakob just nodded.

When Peter stood again, he set himself
to the task of switching out the machine gun’s ammo drum. He
pointed to the backpack. “Shotgun shells are in there.”

Ella quickly opened the pack and took
out the box, pausing when she saw what was below. “What’s
this?”

“A change of clothes and
gear for you and Anne,” he said, discarding the empty drum. “Packed
it last night.”

“You knew this would
happen?” she asked, surprised.

“If I was certain, I
wouldn’t have shaved your heads. But I like to be prepared.” He
allowed himself a grin. “You always were trouble.”

She shook her head. “I have no idea
what that was, by the way. The pink thing.”

“I do,” he said, meeting
her eyes. “It had a brand on its hind leg, from a farm not far from
here.”

She raised her eyebrows,
waiting.

“That...was a
pig.”
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Jakob drove for three miles, after
narrowly avoiding what his father had identified as a pig. It was
six miles before his heart stopped racing and the muscles in his
thighs, forearms and chest stopped twitching. His body was
exhausted, but his mind... It was spinning with the tumultuous
urgency of a carnival Tilt-A-Whirl. It was still before noon, but
he didn’t think he’d be able to sleep later that night. Maybe not
for days.

If we live that
long.

Jakob understood what had
happened to the world. His father had told him the details, holding
nothing back, including the involvement of the woman they’d rescued
the previous night. Ella. He couldn’t remember her last name, but
he had vague memories of his mother cursing it. But as much as his
mother had loathed this woman, his father clearly felt differently.
Despite having not seen each other in a decade, his father and Ella
were comfortable with each other. Old
friends, Jakob decided, then realized the
truth: they had been more than
friends.

Whatever they had been in the past,
whatever they were now, he didn’t really care. Ella and her
daughter were real, living, breathing human beings. Since losing
contact with other survivors, Jakob had been afraid that he and his
father were all that was left. Now he knew differently, and the
knowledge gave him hope. The pig on the other hand...

“Let’s call it a Swine,”
Anne said. She sat beside him in the Ram’s back seat. It was a
little cramped for Jakob, who had become lanky in the past year,
but he preferred the backseat to the driver’s seat. His father had
told him, more than once, what a good job he had done. Despite his
success behind the wheel, though, he had no desire to repeat the
experience.

“Fits,” Ella said from the
front passenger’s seat.

“I was thinking something
more like Giant Pink Asshole,” Jakob said without thinking, his
exhaustion switching off his verbal filter.

Anne burst out laughing. Ella turned
around, but didn’t look upset by his language. She looked at Anne,
a mix of happiness and sadness. Tears filled her eyes. She glanced
at Jakob and mouthed, ‘Thank you.’

Peter on the other hand...
“Jake. Watch your
mouth.”

Ella put her hand on Peter’s arm and
said, “It’s not like there’s a society left to deem which words are
wholesome and which are not. There are better things to be offended
by, and if it makes her laugh—” She glanced back at Jakob again,
“—he can say whatever he wants.”

“Gives a whole new meaning
to having a 4.0 GPA,” Jakob said, encouraged by Ella’s support. He
spoke in a deep voice, saying, “What’d you get on your report card,
son?” Then in a higher voice, “A 2.5 GPA, Daddy.” And again in a
deep voice, he said, “Son, I expect at least a 3.5 Giant Pink
Asshole.”

Anne was laughing so hard by the end
of Jakob’s corny shtick that her tears matched those of her mother.
Jakob was happy to see his father’s shoulders bouncing as he joined
in, expelling the tension that had gripped them since the Stalkers
and the Swine had fallen away behind them.

When the laughing died down, Peter
turned to Ella and asked, “So, how is this going to work? We have
thousands of miles to cover, which we can do in a few days in the
truck, but...”

“The truck is going to
attract attention,” she finished. “If we drive steady and slow,
during the day, we might do okay. On foot will draw less attention,
but could increase the risk simply because we’ll be exposed for
months rather than for days. I say we take our chances with the
truck until it’s no longer an option. But what about gas? This
beast must guzzle it.”

“We can find gas along the
way,” Peter said. “There’s a hand pump in the back for siphoning
and two jugs of PRI to restore the old gas. Assuming there are
hardware stores between here and Boston, we should have no trouble
finding more if we need it.”

“What’s PRI?” Anne
asked.

“You add it to the fuel,”
Jakob explained. “Old gas separates. Gets water in it. The PRI
sucks it up. Or something. Makes it safe to use again.” It had been
more than a year since his father had explained it to him, and he’d
only been half listening at the time, more concerned with when he
would speak to Alia again.

Jakob’s eyes widened as he thought
about the girl. “Are we headed through Kentucky?”

Ella turned back. “We need to find a
map. Plot a route. But it’s possible. There are two biodomes in the
state. Why?”

“He has a friend in one of
them,” Peter said.

“Alia.” Jakob’s stomach
began twitching again. The idea of reaching Alia, after all this
time, triggered an adrenaline spike that suddenly overcame him with
nausea. The truck’s AC was running, but he cracked the window and
took several deep breaths. The air was full of sweet scents.
Luckily, the endless stores of food that had destroyed the world
was safe enough to smell. As his nerves settled, he looked out the
window.

Banana trees.

In Kansas.

They’d grown fast, overtaking former
grazing lands, producing fruit all year round. Mounds of the
uneaten stuff littered the forest floor. New trees sprouted from
the rot, joined by random tufts of corn, wheat, fruit bushes and
crops he didn’t recognize. The vegetation seemed hell bent on
taking up every inch of available soil.

They’ll grow until it’s
impossible to get around, until the world is choked.

Or they are.

“Will the ExoGenetic
plants ever exhaust the soil?”

“Not where the growth is
mixed,” his father said. “Like here. The bananas rot and add
nutrients for the ground crops, while the ground crops go through
their growth cycles monthly, adding nutrients for the trees. It’s a
fairly balanced circle of life.”

“Hakuna matata,” Anne
said.

Jakob chuckled. “Hardly. And for the
record, I hated that movie.”

“Simba would have, like,
three faces and wings by now,” Anne said, giggling.

“It’s not a perfect
system, though,” Ella said. “The crops will eventually use up the
natural resources. It’s why crop rotation works. The mix of plants
might help sustain them, and the ExoGenetic plants don’t need much
in the way of nutrients, which is why they can grow on rooftops, or
rugs, or really anything permeable. But there is a
limit.”

“That...sounds good,”
Jakob said.

“It’s thousands of years
away,” Ella said. “At least.”

Jakob frowned, eyeing the blur of
plants streaking by. “What about the crops that aren’t mixed? Like
the wheat around our house?”

“It will deplete the land
much sooner. Probably in our lifetimes, but the land will be taken
over by another crop, or...”

This got Peter’s attention. He glanced
from the road to Ella just long enough to ask, “Or?”

“They’ll
adapt.”

“Meaning?” Peter
asked.

“They’ll find other ways
of getting what they need to survive, just like everything else on
the planet does. But faster.”

The truck slowed as Peter once again
turned toward Ella. “How fast?”

But it was Anne who answered. “A tree
ate our friend.”

“A what did what now?” Jakob was horrified. As
screwed up as the world had become, trees did not eat people.

“Anne,” Ella chided, but
then she sighed and explained. “We were camped beneath a lemon
tree. During the night, the...roots... They came up through the
ground. Well, use your imagination.”

“The ExoGenetic plants are
becoming carnivorous?” Peter asked.

“When conditions require
it, yes. They’re adapting. It’s what they were designed to
do.”

“What you designed them to
do,” Jakob said, and he quickly regretted it. He liked Anne a lot,
and her mother had been nice to them so far. She probably felt
horrible about it already.

“What my company designed
them to do,” she said without a trace of humor, or regret. “Yes. In
that regard, they’re a success. The error was believing the genes
wouldn’t be passed on to anything consuming the plants. But testing
for that would have taken years, and by then, the competition might
have developed their own strains. It was a risk. A big
one.

“But the company was
protected by the long-term GMO Protection Act, passed thanks to
generous campaign contributions and an army of lobbyists. Did you
know the bill passed because it was attached to an education bill?
Voting against it would have meant voting against America’s future,
and no politician on either side of the aisle could have afforded
to do that. Of course, if any of them actually read the rider that
was tacked on, none of them really understood the ramifications.
They gave GMO companies an endless deck of get-out-of-jail-free
cards. Without oversight, we could have made any genetic
modifications to food, released that food, and regardless of the
negative outcome, we couldn’t be held liable for the
results.”

“It wouldn’t have
mattered,” Jakob said.

“What wouldn’t?” Ella
asked.

“The bill protecting
ExoGen. There’s no one left to sue them, and no one left to
sue.”

“That’s...not entirely
correct.” She spoke to Peter. “ExoGen has a secure location just
outside San Francisco. When they realized what I had warned them
about was true, they built a vast facility, similar to the biodomes
I had built, where they could ‘weather the storm.’ But they’re not
interested in undoing the damage. For the group that’s left, who
are safe from harm, the world is more like a big Petri dish
now.”

“That’s why you left?”
Peter asked.

Ella nodded. “A group of us. What we
couldn’t do in San Francisco, we’d do in Boston.”

“How many did you start
with?” Jakob asked.

“Twenty-seven,” Anne
replied. “Including Ed, Mom’s boyfriend.”

Jakob watched his father for a
reaction to this revelation—the death toll and the boyfriend—but
his father’s cool eyes betrayed nothing. When he spoke, the
question caught Jakob off guard. “Are they dangerous?”

Jakob was about to ask who he was
talking about, but Ella understood. “Maybe...yes. They came after
us the following day. They have helicopters. Weapons. A security
force. Three of our people were captured. I don’t know what
happened to them. Two who fought back were killed. We haven’t seen
them since, but it’s possible they’re still looking.”

“And the other
twenty...they died out here?”

She nodded. “Every one of them.
Yes.”
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Rotor blades snapped through the air,
shoving swirls of black smoke away from the helicopter. The vehicle
hovered over a scene of carnage so vast that human involvement was
guaranteed. As self-destructive as the world had become, nothing
could blow shit up like the human race. The helicopter made a slow
circle around the blackened earth. The remnants of a farmhouse’s
concrete foundation could be seen, like some ancient uncovered
ruin. The house had also been surrounded by a fifty-foot-wide
circle of concrete, an interesting way of keeping the crops from
encroaching. At the back side of the home, a long oval extended
out, its glass dome shattered and missing, white framing hanging
limp. The biodome was in ruins, but still recognizable now that
Edward Kenyon had seen a few of them, each one surrounded by
death.

Of course, the corpses here were
different from the other locations. For starters, they were burned
to a crisp rather than torn apart and partially consumed. But the
biggest difference was that the bodies littering the concrete
surrounding the foundation weren’t human. The monsters Ella called
Stalkers lay about in twisted, smoldering heaps.

Whoever Ella had found in this house
was a dangerous son-of-a-bitch.

“Sir,” the pilot’s voice
in his headphones came through clearly over the roar of the rotor.
“We’re not seeing anything on the FLIR. Overwatch says we’re
clear.”

Overwatch was the third helicopter in
their squadron of three. It was a mile up, watching for movement in
all directions. The job was made easier thanks to the ring of fire
eating up the vast wheat field. It was two miles out now and still
burning, creating a large safezone. It was safe partly because
their line of sight was extended, but also because most living
creatures on Earth, ExoGenetic or not, still ran from
fire.

“Take us down. I want a
sweep for human casualties.” While he couldn’t see any bodies from
the air, that didn’t mean there weren’t bits and pieces strewn
about. The explosion that took down the house had been vast. They’d
been slowly tracking Ella’s flight across the country, gain ground
with each discovery, but the column of smoke rising into the air
had been like a beacon. They had arrived too late, but they’d never
been so close. Their best estimate was that the explosion had taken
place two hours ago. If there were survivors, they were likely long
gone by now. But there would be a trail to follow, and if Ella was
still alive, he knew that trail would be headed east.

But first they had to do their due
diligence and make sure her body wasn’t lying among the
ashes.

And if it was...

He closed his eyes, pushing the image
from this thoughts. He’d lost her devotion, but that could be
regained, especially when she realized he was still
alive.

The blue Black Hawk helicopter touched
down beside the first, which had landed just moments before, the
ten soldiers within spreading out, clearing the area and seeking
out the dead. As he opened the sliding door on the side of his
helicopter, a man named Doug Hutchins approached. Of the thirty men
making up the ranks of Field Expedition Alpha, Hutchins was the
only one Kenyon considered a friend. Unlike these other grunts, who
had been U.S. Military before the world went to shit, he and Doug
had led the ExoGen security team for the past fifteen years. While
he had gone along with Ella’s expedition, to see where it would
lead, when things had gone south and people started dying, it was
Hutchins who had found him, clinging to a tree, surrounded by
Stalkers.

“What’s the plan, Ed?”
Hutchins asked. “This place looks like a real shake n’
bake.”

Kenyon shook his head.
“Thanks.”

Hutchins knew the story. Knew why
Kenyon pushed for this mission, despite the odds. ExoGen wanted
Ella back. Believed the future depended on her return. But they
didn’t want her nearly as bad as Kenyon. So when he had suggested
this long distance expedition, taking three helicopters that would
require scrounging fuel from airports large and small, scattered
across the county, ExoGen had been apprehensive. But Kenyon had
been persuasive. Passionate. If the mission ended in failure, or
worse, death, Kenyon would be crushed.

“Sorry,” Hutchins said.
“But I think whoever did this had a way out.”

Kenyon nodded. “The second
site.”

They’d seen evidence of a secondary
explosion not far from the house, but they had to clear the main
residence before moving on. “Double-time the search,” he shouted to
the soldiers spreading out. “We’re in the clear, so focus on
searching for bodies.”

When they’d conducted similar searches
at the ruins of previous biodomes, they’d had to keep their guard
up, because some Stalkers tended to linger behind, looking for
scraps. But here...that problem had been taken care of.
Decisively.

“All I’m seeing is
Rattletails, sir” a soldier called out from the side of the
house.

“Same here,” said another
from the opposite side.

Kenyon spun his finger in the air.
“Full perimeter, and then inside. You know the drill.”

The men were never happy
about being on the ground, especially where evidence of ExoGens was
clear. But this was their job. Why they were allowed to stay in San
Francisco. Why they were alive at all. So they’d do their job, even
if it was something Kenyon couldn’t bring himself to do. It wasn’t
the idea of finding a dead body that spooked him, it was the idea
of finding her dead body.

And if they did find her here, he’d
make damn sure to find whoever blew this place apart and make them
pay. He’d gone too far, fought too hard and lost too many men on
finding Ella to return to San Francisco without anything to show
for it.

A soldier jogged over. “There’s
nothing here, sir.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing human, sir.
That’s what you wanted to know, right?”

The man was right, but that didn’t
make other details insignificant. “How many Stalkers?”

The man looked confused, so Kenyon
used the term preferred by the soldiers. “Rattletails.”

“Counted thirty outside
the house. Hard to say how many were in the basement
when—”

“The Stalkers were
inside the
house?”

“In the basement. Fifty or
more.”

“Shit,” Hutchins
whispered. “The most we’ve ever killed was...” He just shook his
head.

“Fewer,” Kenyon said. “A
lot fewer.” Whoever had lived here had prepared for the worst and
blown the shit out of the place. Alpha would have to proceed with
caution.

“Sir,” the voice was in
his earbud. It was Mackenzie, his third in command, and the only
soldier among the lot he respected, reporting in from Overwatch.
“We’re over the second site now. No signs of dead, human or ExoGen.
Looks like it was a barn. It’s blown apart, but not like the house.
The debris field is scattered over nearly a mile. Looks like it was
shredded from the inside, but it’s only slightly
singed.”

Kenyon eyed the basement, searching
the blackened and crumbling walls. His eyes locked on a large
square of metal, bent inward to expose a dark recess, but how far
did it go? “Drop down closer. Look inside the barn. What do you
see?”

“Hold on,” Mackenzie
said.

While he waited, Kenyon shut off his
throat mic and shouted to his crew. “Pack it up! We’re
moving!”

The soldiers dutifully hurried back to
their helicopter, more eager to be inside the secure cab than
obedient.

“Sir,” Mackenzie said,
“Looks like there might be a tunnel inside the barn. Leads back
toward the house.”

That’s how they got
out, Kenyon thought. Advanced tactics for a civilian.

“Looks like the explosion
vented through the tunnel. Tore the barn apart. There are tire
tracks leading away from the barn.”

Kenyon toggled his throat mic. “Which
direction?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

“Headed east,
sir.”

Kenyon headed for his Black Hawk.
“Pack it up. There’s nothing for us here, and we’re not far behind
now.”
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Peter glanced in the back seat. The
adrenaline hangover that beat on the inside of his skull and tugged
on his eyelids had claimed the two children an hour ago. They’d
fought it for a time, exchanging stories—Anne’s were far more
disturbing—and keeping watch, but the endlessly monotonous crops
walling them in on the road, and the white, dashed line of
Interstate 64 fading along with the rest of civilization’s
remnants, had lulled them to sleep. Anne first. Then
Jakob.

They’d driven in silence since then,
but Peter needed to stem the tide of his own rising weariness. With
no coffee, he settled for conversation. “So,” he said. “A
boyfriend?”

Ella leaned up, rubbing her prickly
head, and then her eyes. “Yeah. Ed.”

“Good guy?” Peter didn’t
really want to know, but the emotions brewing inside him were
already chasing the sandman away.

He was surprised when she shrugged and
said, “Good company. Funny.” She turned sideways, leaning back
against the door.

Probably to watch my
facial expressions, he thought.
See if I care.

“When the world has come
to an end, and you’re partly responsible for it, any attention is
welcome.”

He didn’t know what to say to that.
“So...he was...what? Your post-apocalyptic comfort man?”

“That pretty much sums it
up,” she said, but she was frowning now, looking out the front
window. “He wasn’t the brightest...but he was brave. A fighter.
Like you.”

Was.

“He came with you?” Peter
asked.

She kept her eyes facing out the
windshield. “And died for it. More than a month ago. I didn’t love
him—”

Peter felt annoyed with himself for
feeling relieved by this. He’d been married to Kristen, who he
loved. He’d had a son with her. Had chosen his marriage over Ella.
But as far as he knew, he’d been Ella’s only real love. The one who
got away. It was selfish—what his son would call a ‘dick move’—but
he couldn’t deny feeling pleased that her feelings for the man were
only skin deep. Deeper down, a darker part of him felt glad the guy
was dead.

“—if that’s what you’re
wondering. I’m surprised you want to know.”

“Just trying to stay
awake,” he admitted.

“I’m afraid the details of
our relationship aren’t scintillating enough for that.” He glanced
at Ella to find her watching him again, a slight smile on her lips.
“Though the relief on your face is adorable, in comparison to the
rest of the world, anyway.”

“Ebola is adorable, compared to the rest of the world,” he
said.

Ella barked out a laugh and clamped a
hand over her mouth.

The sound, like a jolt from the past,
freed a memory.

Teenagers. They sat in the
back of a pickup truck at a drive-in. Classic make-out scenario.
But the movie, Spaceballs, had had Ella in
stitches, and all of his best moves were met with laughter and
movie quotes. Despite getting nothing more than a kiss goodnight,
it was one of his fondest memories from his teen years. One of the
nights that had bonded them for life, despite distance and
relationships.

As Ella’s stifled laughter was
squelched, she craned her head around and looked at the sky. “We’ve
made good time. Should probably pack it in for the
night.”

Peter looked at his watch. “It’s only
four. We have hours of daylight still.”

“Any predators still
hiding from the sun will be most active at dusk, while the sun is
still on the horizon. And where are we?”

“Missouri. A hundred fifty
miles from the border. I think.”

“Know what
town?”

“Saw a sign for Mt. Vernon
a ways back, but I don’t think we’ve passed through. Never been
there.”

“Right. The point is, we
need to find someplace secure to spend the night, in a town we’ve
never been to, and we only have a few hours to get that done. And
by secure, I mean like a bomb shelter.”

“That how you do it every
night?” he asked.

“Since the lemon tree,”
she said, and she didn’t need to elaborate. “But it doesn’t always
work out.” She glanced back at Anne, still sleeping. “The two of us
spent more nights outside than in. Had some close calls, but the
camouflage suits kept us hidden. With those things over us, there
wasn’t much that could see or smell us.”

“Except the
Stalkers?”

“They couldn’t see or
smell us at night, but they’re smart. They tracked us. And when
they figured out we were moving during the day, they switched
hunting patterns.”

“What about now?” he
asked. “Think they’re still following us?”

She shrugged. “If they are, they’re
going to need to find a car.”

“Right,” he said. “They
have limits.”

“Not human limits, but
they can’t drive trucks. And they can’t run all day and all night
without stopping.”

“Unless...” he said, but
he wasn’t sure if he should continue.

“Go on,” she
said.

“You said the ExoGenetic
creatures are adapting fast, right?”

“Yeah.”

“How fast?”

“Generations of change can
take place in hours.”

“So,” he said. “It
wouldn’t be impossible for the Stalkers to adapt...bigger lungs,
stronger legs or less of a need for sleep, say,
overnight?”

“You see, this is what Ed
never could do for me. No one crushes my spirit like
you.”

Her smile said she was joking, but he
felt the underlying truth in her words. And it stung.

“Then it’s possible?” he
asked.

“If there are any left
alive, it’s not just possible, it’s probable. The problem is that
we can’t keep on going—even if they are still trailing us—because
there are other things out here that are just as hungry. Just
because other predators haven’t adapted to eating people yet,
doesn’t mean they can’t. And then there’s the challenge of our lack
of adaptability. Humans can correct most problems if given enough
time. We don’t need to evolve fur coats to survive a winter. We can
make them. But there’s nothing we can do about our biology. We
still need to eat, and drink, and sleep. You’re already driving all
over the road. If we drove through the night, you’d probably careen
into a tree long before the Stalkers ever found us.”

“Point taken.” He pointed
ahead. “There’s an exit.”

“Take it,” she
said.

“You sure?”

She nodded. “Larger cities are
tempting, but lots of places to hide for us means lots of places to
hide for...whatever is out here. Last thing we need is to kick open
the door on some predator’s den.”

“Okay then, navigator.
Where to?”

She pointed to a rectangular, blue
sign fifty feet ahead of the exit. It read, ‘Pierce Creek Baptist
Church.’ “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of
death... Churches have basements, right?”

“Most,” he said, knowing
without a doubt that she was asking because she’d never been in
one. Her parents, despite being Midwest farmers, were also
atheists. “I’m surprised you know the verse.”

“When the residents of
ExoGen’s bio-refuge in San Francisco packed, not many of them
brought books to read. But someone brought a handful of
Bibles.”

He steered the armored truck off the
highway and turned left onto a double-yellow-lined road. He was
surprised to have a decent view of the distance, no trees or tall
crops rising up around them. Instead, for miles around, there was a
carpet of cabbage. The plants looked like stemless, oversized green
flowers. He’d never grown cabbage himself, but he had seen enough
to recognize it. What was unfamiliar, however, was the way it grew.
Instead of well organized rows, ready to be harvested, the land was
covered in a vibrant green carpet of cabbage.

“There’s the church,” Ella
said.

It was easy to see the
white steeple rising up over the endless green, like a beacon. He
stopped short of considering it a symbol of hope; that well had
gone dry after Kristen... But as the building came into view, it
looked solid and undamaged, resting on a concrete
foundation. A new church,
he decided, built just
in time for the end of days.

Is that was this
is? he wondered. Some kind of biblical prophecy coming true?

He didn’t hear any trumpets announcing
the arrival of a returning savior, though it wouldn’t be hard to
argue the appearance of the White, Red, Black and Pale Horsemen.
And he wouldn’t be surprised if there was a multi-headed dragon
roaming the Earth. He didn’t know his Bible well, not nearly as
well as Ella now did, but he didn’t think the biological
apocalypse, started in part by the woman sitting next to him,
qualified.

If he were a believer, that might give
him hope. Because if the Bible was right, and the end hadn’t
arrived, it meant humanity would rebuild again...before the end. He
turned his mind back to the church, trying to escape his
fire-and-brimstone thought process, but the building made the
mental transition impossible.

He stopped the truck in front of where
the church’s parking lot should have been and shut the engine off,
conserving every drop of gas he could. “They must not have
paved.”

“This isn’t going to
work,” Ella said.

He was about to ask why when he
figured it out, chiding himself for not thinking of it first. He’d
been pampered in that house for too long. “The cabbage will show
where we went.”

“That only matters with
Stalkers,” Anne said, her voice groggy. “They’re not going to catch
us. Even if they change.”

Peter wasn’t sure if Anne had been
awake and listening or if she just thought like her mother, but the
girl was probably right. Probably.

“We don’t know what’s out
here,” Ella said. “It’s not impossible that there could be other
intelligent predators.”

“Have you seen anything
out here?” Anne asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. The
population would have been slim, before.”

“Meaning?” Peter
asked.

“Big population areas
produce pack hunters,” Ella said. “Which are generally more
intelligent. Sparsely populated areas generate...bigger
predators.”

“—and dumber,” Anne
added.

“And dumber,” Ella
agreed.

“So we could stay here,”
Jakob said, sitting up. “I wouldn’t mind getting out of the
truck.”

Ella rolled down her window and
sniffed the air.

Is she really smelling the
air for signs of nearby predators?

Peter got his answer when she leaned
back in and said, “Seems clear.”

But then a sound blared across the
open landscape. Chills covered Peter’s arms, as what sounded like a
trumpet blare resounded around them. The sound’s source drew
Peter’s eyes to Ella’s open window. What he saw made his stomach
lurch. “Nobody. Move.”
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Seated behind his father, Jakob had a
similar view through the passenger side windows, so when he turned
his head, he saw exactly what had caused his father to whisper
those two fear-fueled words: ‘Nobody. Move.’

Beyond turning his head, Jakob did as
instructed, freezing in place. He nearly shouted an exclamation
though, stopping at the last moment when he saw the thing’s ears.
Ella, with her back to the window, couldn’t see what he could, but
Anne... The girl slowly turned her head toward the
window.

He expected a scream. At least a
flinch of surprise. But the girl remained still, then she leaned
over and spoke, her whispering words slurred together like they
were nothing more than a breeze, which Jakob realized was her
intension—and way too quick of thinking for a twelve-year-old
girl.

“Fifteen feet tall,” Anne
said. “Light brown fur. Mammalian. Short hind legs. Long
arms...twelve feet to the elbow...walks on the
elbows...”

Her description was accurate and
detailed, but was she just trying to inform her mother? Maybe
identify the creature that stalked the cabbage field, three hundred
feet away?

“The lower arms are
like...spears...no hands...large ears, like bowls...” She held her
breath when the distant monster stopped its loping walk across the
field and cocked its head to the side. It let out a trumpet blast,
the sound rolling past—

—and bouncing off
us, Jakob thought. He leaned in close,
whispering the way Anne had. “It was a bat. Using
echolocation.”

“It’s an Echo,” Anne said,
putting her stamp of approval on the name.

Ella’s hand slid down to the truck’s
old fashioned window roller. She slowly cranked the knob, silently
rolling up the window. With the window shut, blocking at least some
of the sound from within, Ella slid around in her seat, looking out
the window. Like Anne, she showed no reaction to the monster, which
was now looking straight at them.

But it’s not really
looking at us, Jakob realized, because the
thing—the Echo—had no eyes. What it did have was a large, squashed
in nose, massive ears atop its head and a mouth full of long,
needle-like teeth. Its jaw went slack and then snapped shut,
sending more sound out around it, reverberating through the
landscape, bouncing auditory images back to the predator’s
mind.

The Echo didn’t have eyes, but it
could still see them—if they made noise, or if it echolocated while
they were moving. Looking at the large flaring nostrils, he thought
it might be able to smell them, too. It probably had heard the
truck come in. Maybe smelled the fumes. In a world overrun by the
smells of nature, the Ram’s exhaust would stand out. It might not
smell like lunch, but different enough to pique a predator’s
interest.

Ella turned around and delivered her
assessment, whispering, “It’s an Apex.”

“Apex?” Jakob
asked.

“Lone predator,” Anne
said. “One on one, they’re top of the food chain. Pack hunters like
the Stalkers can take care of them, but solo, they’re the most
dangerous, and evolved.”

“It also means that it was
a predator before the ExoGenetic changes. Apex Predators are
typically more specialized and evolved than something that started
out eating grass. Bats weren’t big, but they were skilled and agile
hunters.”

“So if it started as a
bat, why is it out there now, in broad daylight?” Jakob
asked.

Ella glanced out the window, watching
the Echo. “It’s malnourished. Desperate. Prey must be scarce in
this area.”

“Making it even more
dangerous,” Peter said, his grim gaze fixed on the Echo.

“We can’t stay here,”
Jakob said.

Ella shook her head. “We can’t leave.
It would make short work of the truck. But we also can’t stay here.
We’re too exposed. When the sun goes down, there will be other
predators out.”

Jakob’s stomach soured like acid had
just been poured down his throat. His mind and body were still
recovering from the Stalker’s assault, not to mention the
destruction of his childhood home. “You want to go out
there?”

“To the church,” Ella
said. “Quietly.”

By default, Jakob looked to his father
for the final say. He knew what his father had done for a living
before becoming a farmer. If someone had a better plan for this
situation, it would be him. Jakob’s stomach felt like it would melt
away when his father answered, “Sounds like a plan. Backpacks, the
handgun and shotgun. Anything that makes noise, leave it behind.”
He demonstrated by reaching into his shirt and removing his dog
tags.

Jakob checked himself, finding only
the carabineer he kept clipped to his belt loop, a childhood habit
turned fashion statement. He unclipped it and put it on the seat.
There were two backpacks inside the cab. The third, packed for Ella
and Anne was still in the truck bed.

“We’ll open just one
door,” Peter said, looking back at Jakob and Anne. “So you two will
have to climb over the seat. They both nodded. “If it comes at us,
you guys get under the truck.” Two more nods.

Peter looked at Ella, and she gave him
a nod. Moving slowly, he put his hand on the door handle and gently
pulled. With his other hand, he held the door tightly so it
wouldn’t clunk open. The latch pulled away with the tiniest of
thumps, but everyone in the truck froze, slowly turning to see if
the Echo had noticed. Its head was turned away from them, rotating
slowly. When Peter pushed the door open a crack, another trumpet
blast of echolocation pulsed through the air, freezing them
again.

Jakob had done nothing but sit still,
but his heart was pounding like he was running a race. Adrenaline
surged anew, narrowing his vision, heightening his senses and
boosting his anxiety. When the sound fell away, his father resumed
opening the door, seemingly unfazed. How men like him went to war
and came back with their humanity intact, Jakob had no idea. He
didn’t think he had that kind of strength. But here were Ella and
Anne, who had endured horrors of their own, and they still seemed
normal. Of course, he’d known them for less than 24 hours, and a
good portion of that time was spent asleep, but they were more
well-adjusted than a lot of people he knew before the ExoGen
apocalypse.

Peter slid out of his seat, his boots
hitting the pavement without a sound. Ella followed, crawling
across the front seat like she was moving through honey. When she
reached the pavement, she leaned back in, lifted the shotgun out by
the barrel and waved at Anne to follow. The girl moved with
surprising grace and unbelievable silence, testing each handhold
and foot placement before fully committing, keeping three points of
contact at all times. She looked like a spider. Like a
predator.

This isn’t the first time
she’s done something like this, Jakob
thought, and he was suddenly struck by the realization that despite
being a strong, fast and smart teenage boy, he was the weak link in
the quartet. Of all of them, he’d never had to fight for his
survival before. Well, once, but never before and not
since.

Had Jakob’s eyes been closed, he would
never have known that Anne had left. She slipped out of the car,
moved to the rear wheel and crouched down, disappearing from view.
When it was his turn, he reached up and grabbed the back of the
front seat. The leather creaked in his shaking hand.

Peter leaned into the cab. “Just move
slow. Take your time. Think about each movement. We’re not in a
rush.”

Jakob got his feet under
him and lifted his body up. The seat squeaked under his hand
again. How did Anne do this so
quietly? he wondered, and then he
remembered how light she had felt in his arms the night before. She
was a wiry little kid and probably malnourished, while Jakob had
eaten well and weighed one sixty—just twenty-five pounds shy of his
father.

“Just like that,” Peter
said. “One foot at a time. Distribute the—”

Jakob froze. His father was looking
past him, through the passenger’s side, at the Echo.
“What?”

Peter raised an open
palm. Wait.

The trumpet blast was so powerful that
Jakob flinched, nearly losing his grip on the seat. His father put
a hand on his back, steadying him, eyes never leaving the
window.

Peter turned his hand around and waved
Jakob on, uttering just a single word. “Faster.”

Three points of
contact, Jakob told himself.
Stay quiet. Move faster!

He heard the Echo’s clomping lower jaw
sending pulses of noise toward them, and he tried to stop for each,
but failed for most. When he found himself fully in the front seat,
he felt a measure of relief. The rest was easy. But it was then
that he saw fear creep into his father’s eyes. Jakob knew the man
wasn’t worried about himself.

He’s worried about
me.

Jakob chanced a look back. The Echo
was just a hundred feet away now, approaching slowly, its long
forelimbs crunching into the bed of cabbage with each step, its
gait awkward but menacing. He spun forward just as the thing
unleashed another trumpet blast. The sound hurt his ears, making
him flinch again, and as he reached forward, his hand missed the
seat.

Jakob sucked in a breath as he
sprawled forward, out of the truck, his face rushing toward the
pavement.

His arms blasted with pain as what
felt like two pit bulls clamped down on his shoulders. He nearly
shouted, but didn’t. Instead, he snapped to a stop, his face just
inches from the pavement. His father had caught him by the
shoulders. Peter lowered Jakob’s hands to the pavement, until he
was supporting his own weight. When his father let go, Jakob
remained rooted in place.

He looked under the truck, his view of
the Echo upside down. He could only see its smooth, black limbs,
but they weren’t moving.

It heard me,
he thought. It’s looking
for us, but the truck has it confused.

A sudden tug on Jakob’s waist nearly
caused him to shout out again. He pictured the Echo’s long arm
reaching over the truck, the spear-like tip punching through his
gut. But it was just his father, lifting him out of the truck and
giving him the world’s first apocalyptic wedgie.

The Echo let out a series
of loud jaw snaps. Peter stopped moving, holding Jakob’s rear end
off the ground. The boy’s face burned with embarrassment, but this
was the life of the weakest link. I
practically rang the dinner bell. This is what I get.
And it was a price he would gladly pay if it
meant none of them got eaten. But as his father lowered him to the
ground and the Echo took another stride forward, he didn’t think
all of them would make it out of this alive. And since Ella and
Peter were fighters, and Anne was a little girl—and protected—he
thought that someone would be him.

Back on solid ground, Jakob looked for
Anne and found her missing. He turned toward the church and found
Anne and Ella—her backpack over her shoulders—already crab walking
in their weird, totally silent way, in clear view to anything with
eyes, but invisible to the Echo.

Peter ducked next to him and motioned
for the cabbage with his head.

Jakob shook his head. He couldn’t
climb over a seat without making noise, how could he crawl across
and open field of densely packed cabbage? It was a death
sentence.

Peter took Jakob’s chin in his hand
and burrowed into the boy’s mind with his stern eyes, telling him
that if he didn’t move now, they were both going to die. And he was
right. So Jakob carefully stepped toward the cabbage, leaned out
over it and planted his hands onto one of the green balls, palming
it like he might a basketball. The vegetation, growing larger and
denser than the former non-GMO variety ever could, was firm,
holding his weight with ease. He brought his foot forward, stepping
on another plant with equal success.

I can do this,
he told himself, freezing when a trumpet blast
sounded out from just behind the truck. He flinched, but remained
rooted in place, a frozen object unmoving in the Echo’s auditory
gaze.

That was when Anne slipped, and fell
forward. He saw the movement during the height of the Echo’s cry.
It was subtle. Barely anything.

But it was enough.

She’d been seen.
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The Echo galloped around the truck. Its
long forelimbs gave it the appearance of a running, short-legged
man with forearm crutches, the legs moving triple-time to keep up
with the longer gaited arms. It moved with frantic urgency, its rib
cage flexing with each hurried breath. But it didn’t charge after
Anne. Instead, it stopped next to the truck, turning its head back
and forth, listening.

It lost her,
Peter thought.

For that brief moment, the Echo had
registered the girl’s sudden movement, but she was invisible once
more, wisely lying still on the bed of cabbage.

While the Echo might not
be smart enough to remember where it detected the movement, it
understood that it was not alone. It can
smell us, Peter realized, watching the big
nose twitch. But it’s not like a
bloodhound. It can’t get a direction from smell alone. It’s
dependant on its hearing for that. For now. Until it
adapts.

He understood the Echo’s evolution.
Most creature would run away from something as large and deadly as
this. Other Apexes might attack. Either way, its prey would be
moving and making noise. It wasn’t accustomed to the silent
treatment.

When the Echo stepped forward, what
they believed was its elbow, landed just a foot away from his
crouched form. It had two wide feet tipped with four digits, each
with short black claws. But it was the hands that held his
attention. At the end of the long black arms, what he thought was
the elbow, was actually a wrist. Four fingers sprouted from the
joint, each sporting long talons, but it was the thumb that was
pointed upward, forming the four-foot-long, black spear
tip.

The Echo breathed deeply through its
nose, smelling them, but not targeting them. It exhaled and clomped
its jaws shut. Peter tried to imagine what the thing could see when
the sound bounced back. Could it see their shapes? He thought so,
but there hadn’t been people in this part of the world—in most of
the world—for so long, it might not recognize them as living things
by shape alone.

A trumpet blast nearly sent Peter’s
hands to his ears, but that was the kind of reaction the monster
was looking for. When the sound faded down to a rumble in the
Echo’s chest, Peter’s ears continued to ring.

Thankfully, no one reacted to the
sound. But their luck would eventually run out. Ella was frozen in
place, her hands and feet holding her body above the cabbage bed,
but she couldn’t hold that position indefinitely. Her arms were
bent and the muscles in her chest would eventually cramp. He
thought he detected a quiver in her arms already, the strength
wavering. She had become a hardened woman, tough and resourceful,
but she’d been through hell and was no doubt in severe pain from
the wounds on her stomach. He’d stitched them as best he could, but
he wasn’t a doctor. Too much strain and the stitches would
give.

He glanced to his side, not moving his
head. Jakob was on his knees, seated and still. He could stay there
for hours if needed. Anne, too. The girl lay atop the cabbage. Her
low profile might not even register with the Echo’s auditory sight.
He evaluated himself next. His legs were starting to burn from the
crouched position, but he could hold the pose for another hour
before needing to shift, and then he could inch himself down
without making a sound.

It’s going to find
Ella, he decided. There was no avoiding
it. And she was smart enough to realize it, too. He tried to
picture what she’d do, what he’d do. She’s
going to run. Put distance between herself and Anne. Sacrifice
herself so her child can live. That’s what
he would do.

But that’s not what she
did.

Not even close.

Peter watched in silence as Ella
lifted the fingers of her right hand, bending them up. During the
silence between jaw snaps, Anne turned her head toward her mother,
watching. Ella moved the digits just a few times, and he saw Anne
give the slightest of nods. They were communicating, but what were
they saying?

He deciphered part of the
message when Ella rapidly stabbed her index finger toward the
church twice. She’s telling her to run for
the church. But why? That will just get her killed.

Unless the thing was
preoccupied.

Realizing what was coming, Peter
risked turning his head toward Jakob, making eye contact. He
mouthed the words, “Get ready. Run for the church.” Jakob looked
horrified by the suggestion, but gave a nod. When Peter looked back
to Ella, she was already counting down with her fingers, lowering
one at a time. Peter held up three fingers and quickly lowered one,
letting Jakob know about the countdown. He mirrored Ella’s finger
drop, down to one, but was still surprised by what came
next.

“Now!” Ella shouted. The
sound instantly drew the Echo’s attention. It trumpeted in
response, lunging toward Ella, straight through the path Jakob
would take toward the church. The monster wasn’t the only one in
motion, though. Anne got to her feet and bolted for the
church.

The girl’s movement during the trumpet
blast registered with the Echo. Perhaps finally recognizing the
flight of prey, it turned its attention and body toward Anne,
kicking up a confetti of green cabbage leaves as its claws hacked
through the plants.

But the next sound,
a shk-chk followed by an explosion, changed everything. Buckshot struck
the side of the Echo’s head, punching small holes in its ears, but
doing no real damage. It did, however, get the Echo’s attention. It
trumpeted again, straight toward Ella, who was standing on her
feet, clutching the shotgun. The monster veered away from Anne,
heading toward the larger prey that had caused it pain.

Peter snapped his finger at Jakob and
pointed toward Anne and the church. “Go!”

Jakob looked mortified, remaining
locked in place, unable to move. Peter was frustrated by his son’s
inaction, but he couldn’t blame the boy. This was too
much.

The shotgun roared again, pulling
Peter’s attention back to the action. The Echo flinched as the
cloud of metal pellets struck it, head on, but it didn’t slow. The
creature’s tightly packed, coarse fur and thick, leathery skin
shielded it from the brunt of the weapon’s lethal force. The
pellets would hurt, but they wouldn’t kill with anything short of a
point blank shot—and Ella didn’t have time to pump the weapon
again.

Moving like a gunslinger, Peter drew
his handgun and squeezed off three rounds at the Echo’s head. The
first round missed, but the second round struck the side of its
head, ricocheting off the skull, but carving a red line that
sprayed blood. The third round punched a clean hole through the
left ear, close to the base. The effect was minimal, causing the
Echo to shake its head, but the slight distraction was all Ella
needed. She dived to the side just as the Echo thrust one of its
spear thumbs forward, impaling a head of cabbage.

When Ella hit the cabbage floor, she
shouted in pain, attempting to roll over and fire. But she was
slowed, and when she made it onto her back, the spreading deep red
on her stomach revealed the source of her pain. The wounds had
opened and were bleeding through the bandage and her
shirt.

Without thought, Peter charged,
stepping up onto the unsteady cabbage crop and firing his weapon.
The bullets punched against the Echo’s back as it raised an arm,
long thumb poised to stab Ella. If the rounds hurt the Echo, the
creature didn’t show it, flinching with each impact, but not
reacting.

Bullets can’t solve all
problems, Peter thought, remembering the
words of a drill instructor and dropping the gun.
Sometimes you need to use a knife.
He drew the blade from the sheath on his belt. It
was sharpened to a microscopic edge, capable of cutting most
anything. He threw himself at the Echo’s back, putting all the
energy he could muster into the blow.

There was a moment of resistance and
then the blade sank, all four inches slipping into the monster’s
back, driving between two of the monstrous ribs pushing up against
the taut skin. The Echo trumpeted again, but this time, higher
pitched, expressing pain. The thumb-spear still stabbed toward
Ella, but the aim was off as the creature spun around with such
force that Peter, knife in hand, was flung away. He landed on the
cabbage beside Ella. Incensed, the Echo raised both arms, aiming
its long thumbs at the pair. Ella fired another shot, but this time
the Echo didn’t even flinch. The pain in its back blinded it to the
irritating shotgun blast. This close, Peter could see the pellets
lodged in the Echo’s thick skin. Some simply fell away. But all
were useless.

“Put it against the skin!”
Peter shouted. “Point blank!”

But even as he spoke the words, the
Echo, standing above them like an executioner, thrust the twin
javelins down, its aim unwavering.
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Ella closed her eyes. After all this
time, fighting through the new wilds of an ExoGenetic America, she
had finally met her match—an oversized Apex bat with spear thumbs.
She had survived worse. The Stalkers, with their large numbers,
were worse. But things had changed. She and Anne were no longer
alone, and as she waited for death, she wondered if stopping at
Peter’s biodome and enlisting his help had been the right choice.
If she hadn’t, Peter and his son would still be safe and fed, while
she and Anne...

Part of her would have liked to think
they would have made it this far and silently crossed the distance
without trouble, but she knew it wasn’t true. When Peter found her
the night before, she’d been on her last leg. And she wasn’t
feeling much better now. If not for the truck carrying them the
distance, she didn’t think she would have made it more than a few
miles before collapsing.

Either
way, she decided, I was going to die. The problem she
had was that she’d also sentenced Peter and his son to die with
her. Anne might survive the day. Maybe even a few days. But
eventually, the girl would be caught, and would die horribly. The
image of her daughter being chewed pulled a scream from her lips,
as she watched the black spear thrust toward her already bleeding
gut. But the sound of her voice was blotted out by the cacophonous
staccato roar of something more powerful than the shotgun’s blast
or the Echo’s sonar cry.

Ella’s eyes blinked open as the Echo
arched its back, pulling the spear up and away from her belly.
Holes opened up in its chest as its inside burst outward, showering
her and Peter in gore. Large bullets punched through the body like
a swarm of savage bees, buzzing through flesh and slaying the
beast. As the already dead Echo fell to its knees, the bullets
continued to tear at it, tracing a line up its chest and to its
face, which opened up and disgorged a mass of white, red and gray
material. It wasn’t until this very visible sign of defeat that the
bullets stopped flying.

She and Peter rolled away in opposite
directions as the Echo fell forward, splashing its soupy insides
all over the cabbage. She winced as her flexing abs stressed the
stitches in her gut even further. She’d felt a few of them tear her
skin earlier, but most were still intact. Laying on her back, she
picked up her head and looked back at the armored truck. Jakob
stood behind the smoking machine gun, eyes wide and frozen on the
carnage he’d wrought. When Peter sat up, the boy’s focus
shifted.

“Are you okay?” the boy
shouted.

His father gave a thumbs up. “Nice
shooting.”

Ella agreed. Jakob had saved them both
and proven her fears about him wrong, but there wasn’t time to say
so. She climbed to her feet, clutching her stomach. “Anything
living within a few miles is already headed in our direction. Once
they smell the blood...”

A clank of metal announced the opening
of the church’s front door. Anne leaned out. “The first floor is
clear. C’mon!” She disappeared inside, letting the door swing
shut.

Peter gave a nod and shouted to Jakob.
“Take what you can. Get inside.”

As the boy set to work, taking
supplies from the back of the pickup, Peter turned to her. Pointed
to her stomach. “How bad is it?”

“Just a few stitches. It
can wait.” She peeled off her shirt, which was covered in her blood
and the Echo’s, oblivious to her naked torso.

Peter, on the other hand, noticed.
“What are you doing?”

“Anything that finds this
body with its nose will have no trouble sniffing us out, too,
especially if we smell like a recent meal. We need to ditch the
clothes. Leave them with the body.

Peter sighed, but stripped. He turned
to his son, who was already averting his eyes as he walked past
carrying a box of supplies. “We need to change. We’ll be in
soon.”

Ella tried to give Peter the same
privacy that his son was granting them both, but her eyes wandered
as he removed his pants. He was in the same staggering shape she
remembered, muscles twitching just beneath the skin. She often
wondered what life would have been like if he had stayed, but she
always got hung up on the idea of being a home-wrecker. In the long
run, he’d made the right choice, morally, for his wife and his son,
but that didn’t stop her from wishing he hadn’t.

Peter glanced up and looked surprised,
caught in the act of peeking, but then he squinted, no doubt
realizing she’d already been watching him. She deflected attention
from her wandering eyes by saying, “Your boxers look
clean.”

“Yours too,” he said. She
was wearing women’s boxer briefs that ended just below her butt.
Not exactly sexy, but not hiding any curves. Stepping away from the
giant corpse, the two put on fresh clothes. Peter put on cargo
shorts and a T-shirt while Ella dressed in jeans, but held her
T-shirt. Both shirts were black, but the blue jeans and beige
shorts wouldn’t do much to conceal them.

Partially dressed and carrying
bloodied boots, Ella said, “We need water.”

Peter led her to the truck and took
out two sealed gallons of water. She popped the cap and handed it
to him. “Pour it over my head. We need all the blood
off.”

She leaned forward and Peter slowly
poured the water over her head. She scrubbed her bristly bald head,
thankful that her hair wasn’t long. Washing the blood out would
have been impossible. She rubbed her hands over her face and
finished by washing the blood from her hands. She then took the
gallon and poured water over the boots, rinsing away the blood.
When she was done, she said, “Your turn.” Peter repeated the steps,
washing himself and then his boots.

Free of the creature’s blood and its
scent, Ella said, “Duct tape?”

Peter grinned. “Of course.”

He fetched the roll from the storage
crate and handed her the black tape. As he held it out, she noticed
his hand shaking. She took hold of his hand, steadying it. “You get
used to it.”

“I know.”

“Sorry, I sometimes forget
who you were.”

“Still am,” he said. “Just
a little rusty.” He turned his hand over, depositing the tape in
her fingers. The connection was brief, but it let her feel human
again, for a moment. But just a moment. What she was about to do
would require all the toughness she’d developed over the past
years.

She peeled off strips of tape, gently
sticking them one at a time to the side of the truck bed. When she
had ten five-inch strips, she put the tape down and peeled off the
now blood-soaked gauze Peter had placed over her wound. She tossed
the red square away, picked up a gallon of water.

“Here,” Peter said,
holding out a bandana. She took it, soaked it, and wiped her
stomach clean. Blood continued to seep through the opened stitches,
but not fast, and in a moment, it wouldn’t matter.

“Let me do it,” Peter
said.

Ella scoured the area around them,
looking for motion. She had a clear view, nearly to the horizon in
most directions. She saw nothing. That didn’t mean they were alone,
just that she couldn’t see what was there. Still, she thought they
had time. “Be quick.”

“First time you said
that,” Peter said, getting a laugh that would have been more
forceful if it didn’t pull at the stitches. She lay down on the
open truck bed hatch, aware of her nakedness, but uncaring. Peter
had seen her naked before. Not quite so skinny and muscle toned,
but under much more romantic circumstances. True to form, Peter was
all business, peeling the duct tape from the truck, pinching her
skin together and then sealing it with the tape. Once the open
stitches were back in place, he attacked the rest, layering and
wrapping her stomach with an armored plate of duct tape.

“It’s going to hurt like
hell when it comes off,” he said, stepping away, “but it won’t need
to come off until it’s healed...or if infection sets in. And if you
feel that—”

“I’ll tell you, doctor.
Thanks.” She sat up and put on her shirt. She hopped down from the
truck, trying to look stronger than she felt. She wanted to fall
into his arms. To be supported. But she’d learned that the only
person she could rely on was herself. Relaxing that rule could lead
to mistakes, and mistakes to death—hers or Anne’s. “Now comes the
fun part. Have a bucket?”

He squinted at her, but climbed into
the truck bed, rummaged through the storage crate and pulled out a
bucket full of tools.

“Ditch the
tools.”

He did as she asked and stepped back
down with an empty five gallon bucket. By the time he rejoined her,
she’d already torn three heads of cabbage out of the ground and put
them aside.

“You’re not planning on
eating those?”

She didn’t justify the stupid question
with a reply. Instead, she dug her hands into the soil, lifted up
two heaping handfuls and smeared it around on the front of her
shirt.

“Ahh,” he said, dropping
to his knees, following her lead. He dug his hands into the dirt
and slathered his body. While they weren’t covered in blood
anymore, they still smelled like themselves, like human animals. To
survive, to remain undetected by whatever heightened senses the
next predator had, they would have to smell like the land
itself.

After Peter finished coating his body,
Ella rubbed some dirt between her fingers and applied it to his
cheeks. Her hands stopped, and for a moment, she just held
him.

“We should head in,” Peter
whispered after a moment.

Ella sniffed and turned away, her
cheeks turning red. She dug more dirt and flung it into the bucket.
“For the kids,” she said, and Peter helped her. With the bucket
filled, Peter stood and helped Ella to her feet. Standing once
more, Ella felt exposed and did a scan of the area once
more.

Nothing.

After all that noise,
nothing.

She wasn’t buying it. The world wasn’t
yet that devoid of life. Moving in silence, it was possible to
avoid other living things for weeks, but after that racket... She
was expecting dinner guests. And since there wasn’t any sign of
them yet, that meant one of two things—they were small or they were
smart—and she knew from experience that neither were good
things.

“Let’s get inside,” she
said. “The sun is going down.”
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Anne pushed on the church’s metal front
door. The green paint still looked new, and the white-painted wood
around it hadn’t yet started to show signs of chipping. She slipped
inside, pursued by yet another trumpet blast from the Echo. Part of
her felt guilty for fleeing into the church while the others faced
the creature, but she knew there was nothing she could do to help,
and that one way or the other, she had to determine whether the
building was safe. So while the others struggled with the Echo, she
stepped into the dim foyer and let the door close behind
her.

She glanced back at the window beside
the door, seeing movement through the sheer shade, but she didn’t
move toward it. She hoped they survived, but if they didn’t, she
didn’t want to see it. The prospect of living without them
horrified her, but her mother had been preparing her for that
potential fate for months. After all, she was important. She had to
survive.

“Even if it means leaving
you behind?” she’d asked Ella two months ago.

Her mother had put her hands on Anne’s
cheeks, fire in her eyes. “If things look bad, you leave me behind.
No goodbyes. No tears. You have to be strong. If I survive, I’ll
find you. If not, you know what to do.”

And she did know what to do, but that
didn’t make it easy. Since that time, they had had several close
calls, but nothing like this, nothing leading her to take her
mother’s advice and leave her behind. Not that she was going far,
but she was acutely aware that her mother was facing death outside,
while she was safe inside the church.

But how safe was she?

If the others died, would the Echo
come for her? Would it remember seeing her enter the
church?

Be brave,
she told herself. Be
smart. Find someplace secure. Someplace to hide. For everyone.
They’re going to survive. They have to.

The sunlight streaking through the
foyer windows cast her shadow on the thin, blue industrial carpet,
while revealing swirls of dust kicked up by her entrance. Two
separate double doors blocked the way ahead. To the left was a
winding staircase leading up and down. And to the right, men and
women’s bathrooms.

The basement was her goal, and her
eyes lingered on the steps leading down, but heading down there
before checking the rest of the church could be a deadly mistake.
‘Know your surroundings first,’ her mother had taught her. ‘Then
settle in. Even if you’re wounded. Sleeping in a predator’s den is
a quick way to die.’

So she checked the bathrooms first,
ignoring the muffled trumpet blast outside. She opened the doors a
crack, peeking inside. Both were immaculate, smelling faintly of
ancient sanitary chemicals. She moved to the double doors next,
pushing through into a wide open sanctuary. Two rows of long wooden
pews separated by an aisle stretched down the room to a small
stage. There was no podium, but there was a collection of dusty
musical instruments and microphone stands.

She moved silently over the ruby red
rug lining the aisle. She’d never been in a church before, and she
knew very little about the concept of God taught in them. She knew
her mother staunchly opposed any kind of religion, though, so she
moved to the back of the room without any kind of emotional
response besides fearing what might lurk behind the next door,
which was to the left of the stage.

She paused at the door,
her hand on the knob. Please be
empty. The knob spun without a sound, but
a sudden thunderous roar made her jump, yanking her hand back. It
took a moment for her to recognize the sound. Gunfire. A lot of it.
And loud. The machine gun on the truck.

They killed it,
she thought. The Echo was certainly dead, but who
was left alive? Spurred by the question, she shoved the door open
and found an empty office lined with shelves of thick books. The
only decoration on the wall was a framed poster of footprints in
the sand. A heavy wooden desk held a lone book, left
open.

Glancing back at the sanctuary, she
stepped inside the room and looked at the book. At the top of the
page, it said LUKE. She recognized the book as the one her mother
always read, but never let her look at. The forbidden fruit nearly
proved too much to resist. She wanted to read that book, mostly
because her mother didn’t want her to, but it could wait. She
retreated from the office and ran back through the
sanctuary.

Back in the foyer, she shoved the
front door open and was relieved to see a dead Echo and her mother
alive—Jakob and Peter, too. “The first floor is clear,” she shouted
to the group. “C’mon!”

She ducked back inside the foyer, once
again on the lookout for trouble inside the building. But knowing
she’d soon have company, she waited. Jakob arrived two minutes
later, a box in his hands full of supplies, including a small
propane stove. “As much as I like hot food,” she said, “heating it
up makes it smell stronger. Attracts attention.”

“Right,” The boy said,
looking a little shell shocked and dejected. “No more hot food.
Great.”

“Haven’t been outside
much?” she asked.

“Try not at
all.”

Anne felt simultaneously sorry for and
envious of Jakob. He’d lived in safety for the past two years, but
it had left him unprepared for life outside, where ExoGenetic
predators lurked. “Life out here, on the run, it sucks. But you’ll
get used to it.”

“If I don’t get us killed
first,” he said.

“Hey.” She gripped his arm
hard, garnering his unwavering attention. “You got us away from the
Stalkers and avoided hitting that Swine. That wasn’t easy. I
couldn’t have done it, and I doubt my mother could have,
either. And you
just saved both our parents. Killed an Apex on your first try. So
you don’t know all the tricks of surviving out here. Big deal. I
do.”

He grinned. “You going to teach
me?”

“Everything I know,” she
said. “Well, not everything. You’re not that smart.”

Jakob laughed. “Okay, kid. So tell me,
what next?”

She looked at the ceiling. “Next we
clear the second floor. And then the basement.”

“Lead the way, Master
Yoda.”

“Master who?” she
asked.

Jakob looked as confused
as Anne felt, but answered, “Star
Wars. It’s a movie. A bunch of movies. But
I guess you’re too young to remember. Or something.”

Anne rolled her eyes. “Or something.
I’ve never even seen a movie.”

“Geez. Well, that sucks.
Of course, there isn’t much that doesn’t suck anymore. But
still...no Star Wars?” Jakob said, heading for the stairs, taking the lead after
all. “So, what should I look for? To clear the floor? Aside from
things trying to eat my face, I mean.”

“Best way to tell if
you’re not alone is smell, especially in a place like this, which
is pretty much odor-free. If you smell anything animal, fecal or
earthy, you’re probably not alone.”

Jakob started up the rugged stairs.
“Fecal, huh?”

“Shit,” she
said.

“I know what it is. It’s
just a weird way for a twelve year old to say it.” Jakob paused on
the top step, looking into a hallway with two doors on the right
side. Large windows lined the walls, giving them clear views of the
nursery and the Sunday School rooms that were conjoined by a
doorway. Despite being empty, Jakob led the way inside the Sunday
School room. Anne followed him in, taking in the array of brightly
colored objects that she knew were designed for children, but with
which she had no experience. A round table sat in the middle of the
floor. Small chairs surrounded it. A large picture of a wooden
boat, full of animals was tacked to the wall. A man stood on the
boat, holding a dove that clutched a small green plant in its
mouth. The man was smiling. A rainbow arched up over the scene. In
each line of the rainbow were words. She read them aloud. “Never
again will I punish the Earth for the sinful things its people do.
All of them have evil thoughts from the time they are young, but I
will never destroy everything that breathes, as I did this time. As
long as the Earth remains, there will be planting and harvest, cold
and heat; winter and summer, day and night.”

“Well,” Jakob said,
standing at the window looking out at the road. “He got the
planting and harvest part right. Not so much with not destroying
everything.”

“Who did?” she
asked.

“God.”

“Was he a
teacher?”

Jakob chuckled. “Some people think so.
Part of him, anyway. But for this story, God is the...guy or
whatever, who created the Earth. The whole universe. And everyone
in it.”

“God didn’t make me. I
came from my mother” Anne said, revolted by the idea that some
strange person might have made her. Someone who had once destroyed
‘everything that breathes.’ “But...if it were true, then you’d be wrong to
blame him for killing everyone this time. My mother did that,
too.”

“I suppose,” Jakob said,
and he opened the window’s curtain a little further. “What are they
doing?”

Anne joined him at the window. Their
parents knelt by the road, rubbing dirt over their bodies. “Hiding
their scent. Don’t worry, they’ll bring some dirt for us,
too.”

Jakob shook his head. “Never had any
doubt.”

Anne sensed he was about to leave. “Is
your father a nice man?”

“Nicest I know,” Jakob
said with a smirk, then added, “But yeah, he’s a good guy.
Trustworthy.”

“Are you sure?” Anne
asked.

Jakob turned from the window, looking
at Anne. “Why?”

“Just want to be sure my
mother chose the right person.”

“For what?”

Anne was quiet for a moment. She
wasn’t sure how to answer that question. It was complicated. There
were layers. Too many. So she said, “Look at them.”

Outside the window, framed by an
armored Dodge Ram and a dead ExoGenetic Apex predator, Ella rubbed
dirt on Peter’s cheek. Her hands moved in gentle circles while the
pair stared into each other’s eyes.

“I think they were good
friends,” Anne said. “From before.”

“Yeah,” Jakob said,
stepping away from the window and heading for the door. “I think
they were, too.”

She stopped him in the door by asking,
“Maybe we can be friends?”

Jakob smiled back at her. “I think we
already are. But not like them.”

Anne looked back out the window. The
affection her mother felt for Jakob’s father was clear, and as far
as she was concerned, unfounded, whether or not they had been
friends before. She’d never spoken of him. He couldn’t be that
important. “Definitely not.”

“C’mon,” Jakob said.
“Let’s go check downstairs, cover ourselves in dirt and spend the
night cowering in a basement.”

Anne let the curtain fall back into
place, sighed and said, “If we’re lucky.”
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Peter took first watch. He sat alone in
the Sunday School room overlooking what should have been a parking
lot, but was just an endless field of moonlit cabbage. The plants
took on a dark blue hue at night, visible, but distorted by shadow,
like ocean waves frozen in place. He could see the truck beyond,
parked in the middle of the road, light from the half moon glinting
off the side mirror. The dead Echo was a dark silhouette, blotting
out a part of the field, the details of its demise concealed by the
darkness.

How did it come to
this? he wondered.

He knew the answer. Understood the
science and the sequence of events that had led to disaster. The
reality that was the world was old news. What he couldn’t fathom
was how the people in charge, at ExoGen and in the Government, had
missed the gene-altering capabilities of RC-714. Even more, he
didn’t understand how Ella had missed it.

Never had.

She was smarter than that.
But she was also ambitious. But not selfishly so. As long as he’d
known her, she’d been concerned about starving people.
Feeding the hungry masses had always been a pipe
dream for you, Ella. But then she grew up
and saw a path to eradicating hunger, through genetics. It was a
noble cause, but in the end, it had blinded her.

That was what he told himself, because
the alternative, that she had knowingly released the gene-altering
crops that resulted in the destruction of mankind, was unthinkable.
And yet, someone had known. Someone had loaded that gun and pulled
the trigger with the same lethal intent of a firing
squad.

“Wine still make you
sleepy?” Ella asked from the doorway.

Peter’s heart slammed against his
chest, but he managed to hide how badly she’d startled him. She was
lucky he hadn’t spun around and shot her.

“It does,” he
confessed.

She stepped into the dull moonlight
filtering through the window. Like him, she was covered in grime,
bits and pieces of soil clinging to her body. She smelled of earth
and the outdoors. It wasn’t unpleasant, at least not to a farmer.
Good dirt meant life, or at least it used to.

Ella lifted an open bottle of wine and
poured the dark liquid into a plastic cup. “Found it in the
kitchen. The canned food is too new to eat, but the wine is from
2000.” She finished pouring and turned the bottle around so he
could see the vintage on the label.

“Old school communion,”
Peter said, taking the cup. “I thought only Catholics did
that.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Ella
said.

Peter placed the cup on the short,
round table without taking a drink. “I can’t drink it,
though.”

“It’s 2:00 am,” she said.
“I’ve got second watch. Anne will take over at five.”

“Anne is going to keep watch?” Peter’s surprise was impossible to
hide. The kid was twelve years old. How could she have the
discipline to stay awake while the sun was still down? He wouldn’t
trust Jakob with the job. The boy could fall asleep standing
up.

“It’s been just the two of
us for a long time,” Ella said. “We’re used to splitting the night
watch fifty-fifty, so this is a treat.”

When Peter didn’t look
convinced, Ella put her hand on his shoulder. The touch sent his
stomach swirling. Knock it off,
he told himself. Stay
focused. She might not be the person you remember, or even the
person you thought she was.

“I checked the doors.
Still locked. Still barricaded. Nothing is getting inside. At least
not without making a hell of a lot of noise and getting a face full
of shotgun.” She hoisted the shotgun off her shoulder and leaned it
against the wall beneath the window. Her small frame, silhouetted
by the moonlight, looked fragile. In need of protection. But that
wasn’t the case. Not at all. She was a stronger person than he’d
have ever believed. And capable of more than he could
imagine.

“Did you know?” he
asked.

She turned toward him. “Know
what?”

“What RC-714 would do to
the human race.”

He couldn’t see her frown, but
something in her silhouetted body language got the message across.
“I warned you about it.”

“Before then,” he said.
“Before it was released.”

“What?”

The sudden swell of anger made Peter
lean back, but he took it as a good sign.

“You think I knowingly
released this hell on the world? Peter, you know me. You
know—”

“I knew you,” he said. “You’re
different.”

“I’ve been fighting for my
life. For my, for our, daughter’s life. You don’t think I’d rather be tucked away
in a lab? Why would I choose this life for anyone? I wanted to save
the world, not kill it.” She turned away from him. “When did you
become an asshole?”

Peter picked up the cup of wine and
stood beside Ella. He looked out the window for a moment, took a
sip of wine and let their emotions settle. “Here’s the thing.
Someone knew what would happen. Probably several someones. You
might have missed it, and I really hope that’s the case—that you
wanted to feed the world so badly that you made a mistake. I’m
willing to believe that because...I think I still know you. But
someone knew. Someone at ExoGen. Someone still alive in San
Francisco.”

Silence returned as the pair kept
watch.

After several minutes, Ella took a
swig from the wine bottle. “Doesn’t make me sleepy. A slut, maybe,
but not sleepy.”

Peter said nothing. His silence kept
the conversation from being derailed.

“I didn’t know,” she said
again, “but you’re right.”

Despite being confident in his
assessment, Peter still felt surprised. He turned his head toward
her. She stared out the window, her face cast in pale blue
light.

“I don’t know how many of
them knew,” she said, “but it’s likely most of the board knew...the
government liaisons, some of the security staff. Phil McKay, the
CEO...he knew, for sure. The rest is speculation. I figured it out
eventually. It was stupid, really.” She shook her head, exasperated
by what she was about to reveal. “I was in an elevator at the
ExoGen bio-dome. I was alone. And bored. So I read the old,
out-of-date inspection certificate left on the elevator wall. I
read it three times before a detail jumped out. The certificate was
dated just five months after we discovered RC-714. Just two months
after it had been released into the world.”

“So the ExoGen bio-dome
hadn’t been built in response to the global
metamorphosis—”

“Or even my discovery of
what consuming RC-714 would eventually lead to, a month after
that.”

“It was built in
preparation for it,” Peter concluded.

“That’s what I realized,
too.”

“Did you talk to anyone
about it?”

She huffed out a laugh. “The
atmosphere in the facility is...oppressive. Strict rules. Anyone
breaking rules or causing problems is sent outside. If they survive
a week, they can come back. No one ever came back. But once I knew,
I began to see the course of events in reverse, and I understood.
The development and release of RC-714 was a genocidal attack. A
purge.

“It’s why I started
looking for a way to undo the damage done. It’s why I
left.”

“But you weren’t alone,”
Peter said.

“I told people I trusted,
and over time, we developed an escape plan.”

Peter felt dubious. “Including a
cross-country trek to a lab on George’s Island?”

“I didn’t say it was a
good plan, but it was only a matter of time before they found out
and cast us out, unprepared. When we left, we had survival gear,
weapons, even protection.”

“From Ed?”

“And others,” she said.
“The point is, when we left...when we escaped, we thought we were
prepared for what we’d find. But none of us knew the changes
that... Traits observed two years ago continued to evolve. We were
prepared for predators, not...what we found.”

“The Stalkers.”

She shook her head. “There were others
before the Stalkers. Apex predators. Other Betas. Packs of horrible
things. The Stalkers were the worst though.”

“And the Echo?”

“I’ve never seen anything
like it before,” she confessed. “Thank God there was just one of
them.”

“How many are there?” he
asked. “How many new species?”

“There’s no way to know,
but there’s one thing I’m sure of; while the overall population of
life on Earth has dropped significantly, the biodiversity of what
is left, is at an all-time high. Take two of the same animal
species, separated by just a few miles, give them a year and some
ExoGenetic food, and you’ll have two totally different sets of
adaptations. A dog living in the desert might adapt camel-like
humps to retain water, while a dog living in the forest might
develop hooked claws and larger pectoral muscles for climbing
trees. Adaptation has been super-charged, and creatures are
changing every day. In another year, I’m not sure we’ll even be
able to tell what species the ExoGens started out as.”

“But you can undo it,
right?”

“Not exactly,” she said.
“We can’t change people back into people. But we can keep future
generations from changing. The ExoGenetic crops can still feed the
planet.”

Peter spoke quietly. The shadows
outside were moving now. “I’m not sure that more genetic tinkering
is the solution.”

“I see them,” Ella said,
whispering, and then continued the conversation. “Altering
humanity’s genetic code is the only
solution. Humanity can make a comeback, but we’re
going to have to fight for it. And to fight, we have to be fed.
You’ll learn that in the next few weeks.”

Peter wanted to argue the point, but
the sound of crunching bones announced the arrival of predators and
the start of a feast. His belly growled.

Maybe she’s right,
he thought, and he put down the wine glass. Death
waited for them just outside the church. Sleep could
wait.
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Despite the sounds of rending flesh and
breaking bones lasting a full hour, the night passed without
incident. At 4:00 am, Peter had finally relinquished his post to
Ella and had joined the kids in the basement kitchen.

Jakob had heard his father come in,
and having a good sense of time, even in the middle of the night,
he had known it was late. So as he crouched over his father now, he
felt bad about having to wake him up. But it was 6:30. The sun was
officially up and would continue its daylong arc across the sky,
with or without Peter. Ella’s words.

She had already organized and
inventoried the supplies, packed the truck and reloaded weapons.
All that was left for their journey to continue was for Jakob to
rouse his father...after just two and half hours of
sleep.

Sorry,
Dad, he thought, and then he placed his
hand on his father’s shoulder. “Dad...”

Without flinching or opening his eyes,
Peter said. “Three feet back.”

“W-what?”

Peter opened his eyes. “Next time you
wake me up, do it from three feet back. And don’t touch
me.”

The tone in his father’s voice
disturbed him. Deep, gravelly and tired, the man lying on the
linoleum floor didn’t sound much like his father. Covered in dirt,
he didn’t really look like him either.

“Why?”

Peter rolled from his side
to his back, revealing a knife in his hand. Then he pushed himself
up. The handgun was under his arm. He lifted the knife and slowly
traced a line through the air, stopping short of Jakob’s neck. The
message was clear: I couldn’t slit your
throat if you were three feet back.

“You think you might
become one of them? An ExoGen?”

Peter shook his head. “Old reflexes
are coming back. If you spend enough time in enemy territory,
you’ll develop them, too. It’s just a precaution. Had I been in the
middle of nightmare...”

“I get it,” Jakob said,
and he did. He’d woken from enough nightmares about his mother,
kicking and punching, to know anyone around him might have received
a fat lip. “But what about the gun?”

Peter sat up and slid the weapon into
its holster. “Takes more than a knee-jerk reaction to lift a gun,
aim and pull the trigger. Not much more. And I’ve been trained to
never fire a weapon without confirming my target first.”

“So I shouldn’t sleep with
a gun?”

Peter grinned. “You’d probably shoot
yourself in your sleep.” Jakob took his father’s hand and helped
him off the floor. He knew his father didn’t really need help, but
the contact reaffirmed their relationship. Despite the horrors of
the past two days, and the horrible lesson his father just gave
him, they were still a team.

“Same rule applies to Ella
and Anne,” Peter said. “They’ve both been out here for some time.
Give them a wide berth when they’re sleeping.”

Jakob’s mind drifted to the previous
night. After Peter had returned to the kitchen and fallen asleep,
Anne had snuggled up beside Jakob, looped her arm in his and fallen
back asleep. There was nothing weird about it. Nothing romantic.
The contact provided comfort, for them both, but apparently even
comfort could be deadly now. “Good to know.”

Peter looked around the empty kitchen.
“Where are they?”

“Ella sent me to get you.
She’s packed the truck. Organized it, too.”

Peter chuckled as he sheathed his
knife. “Sounds like Ella.”

Jakob’s stomach twisted.

He’d been waiting to ask his father
about her, and he might not get another chance for a while. He
wasn’t sure he really wanted to know the truth about her. The
subject shook the foundations of his reality, which was already on
shaky ground. Want or not, he needed to know. So, he said, “Tell me
about Ella. Who is she to you? Why do you trust her?”

The discomfort washing over his
father’s face looked more intense than when they were fleeing from
the Stalkers. He walked in a tight circle, rubbing his hands over
his head, and then his face.

Before Peter could reply, Jakob added,
“And don’t sugar-coat it. You’ve probably been trained to lie, and
I probably wouldn’t see through it, but I’m old enough to handle
the truth, and I think you owe it to me.”

Peter stopped walking in circles,
leaned against the dusty counter and said, “Ella is my oldest
friend.”

“No
lies,” Jakob said.

Peter held up his hands, a placating
gesture. “That’s the truth. I’ve known her for most of my life.
Since I was nine. Until High School, we were
inseparable.”

His father paused, so Jakob filled the
gap, determined to keep the narrative moving. It wouldn’t be long
before Ella or Anne came down to find out what was taking so long.
“And during high school?”

“Puberty,” Peter said.
“You remember that. What happened next was probably inevitable.
She...was my life. And then, we drifted. College took us apart. But
we came back together, somehow ending up in the same place, again
and again.”

“Including after you were
married.”

Peter’s eyes locked on the floor. The
nod was nearly impossible to see, but the shame his father felt was
palpable.

“That’s why Mom hated
her.”

“Yes.” Peter blinked his
eyes and turned away from Jakob. “I think she knew that even though
I loved her, and chose her—and you—that I could never really stop
loving Ella. Even if I loved your mom. Even if Ella loved someone
else. She’s...a part of me. A part of my soul, I guess, if you want
total honesty.”

“Sounds a little fruity
for a Marine, if you ask me,” Jakob said.

Peter laughed and wiped his eyes
before turning back around. “We still good?”

“I already figured most of
this,” Jakob said. “But I wanted to hear it from you. Wanted to
really understand who they were to you.”

Jakob was surprised to see his father
sag, as though air had just been let out of a balloon man. “There’s
more.”

Unable to imagine what more there
could be, Jakob just waited.

“Anne,” his father said.
“She might be your sister. Half-sister.”

The swirling caldron of
emotions that struck Jakob stumbled him back. He leaned against the
wall, beside the door, then slid down to his butt. Sister...
A sister! Holy shit. As
confusion gave way to understanding and excitement about the idea,
Peter’s wording struck him. “What do you mean, ‘might?’”

“Right now, all we have is
Ella’s word that she’s mine.”

“Does the timing fit?”
Jakob asked. “Were you...with her twelve years ago? Is that when it
happened?”

Peter nodded and said, “That doesn’t
make it real.”

“But you trust her,
right?”

“I want to,” Peter
said.

“But...?”

“It’s not easy to trust
someone after they helped kill the planet, intentionally or
not.”

“Right,” Jakob said.
“That.”

“That.”

“Does Anne
know?”

“I don’t think so,” Peter
said. “And it’s probably her mother’s place to tell her, not
ours.”

“She looks a little like
you,” Jakob said. He realized he’d already gone from skeptical to
accepting and hopeful. A sister meant his family had grown, and
he’d given up believing things like that were possible.

“I saw that, too,” Peter
said, “but in case you haven’t noticed, Ella and I look a lot
alike, too. Dark hair. Dark eyes. When we were kids, people thought
we were siblings. Some thought we were twins. Anne looks more like
Ella than anything. Like how I remember Ella as a kid.”

Jakob hadn’t realized how alike Ella
and his father looked. But now that he mentioned it... “I guess I
see it. So how will you decide? It’s not like you can take a DNA
test.”

“When I decide I can trust
Ella again. Fully trust her, I mean.” Peter helped Jakob to his
feet, once again reestablishing the bond of father and son. “Until
then, there’s no reason to not accept them. Life outside the house
is hard. Dangerous. But I think their presence in our lives is a
blessing. A possible future.”

“A family,” Jakob
said.

“We’ll see,” Peter said,
and stepped into the doorway. “But best to not get your hopes up.
This is a harsh world. You told me not to lie to you, so I’m not
going to. Not ever. The odds of all four of us reaching Boston
alive are... Well, they’re not good.”

Jakob had already come to the same
conclusion, and expected himself to be the first to fall, but now
that he might have a sister... The temptation to hope for a new,
safer life, was significant. “Okay, C3PO. Thanks for the
pick-me-up. Maybe don’t tell me the odds.”

“If that’s what you want,
Captain Solo.” Peter led them out of the kitchen, arm around his
son. They walked up the stairs, side by side, heading for the front
door. “By the way, nice shooting yesterday. You’d have made a good
Marine.”

Peter pushed through the door,
squinting in the morning sun. But he stopped short of exiting,
saying, “What the hell?”
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Peter stared at the field separating
the church’s front door from the road. What looked like a pixelated
section of the cabbage crop—exactly where the Echo and its remains
had lain, was missing. In its place was barren soil, which would
hold new cabbage plants inside a month, if not sooner. But for now,
it was a geometric scar of the previous day’s violence.

His hand went for his gun, but he
didn’t draw it. Ella and Anne waited by the armored pickup, looking
alert, but relaxed. Peter crept over the cabbage, the leafy green
balls crunching under his feet. When he got close enough to the
truck that he didn’t need to shout, he asked, “Did you do
this?”

“Found it like this,” Ella
said. She leaned against the truck bed, one leg propped up on the
wheel behind her, arms crossed. Closer now, Peter could see the
tension in her eyes. “There isn’t a single drop of blood left.
Every plant that was soiled has been removed and taken away. No
sign of what did it. No prints. No scat. I’ve never seen this kind
of behavior before.”

Peter stepped onto the dirt. The
softness of it underfoot felt foreign, but familiar. A taste of his
old life. When he had been a farmer, working the fields. When he
had been an active duty CSO, deployed in one part of the world or
another. The land underfoot was always dirt. Always soft. Since
crops had covered the world, there wasn’t much barren soil left.
The clearings were either pavement or concrete.

He walked to the center of the dirt
patch and crouched. He put his hand into the soil and lifted it up.
The earth was cool, damp and dark, like rich chocolate cake. He
smelled it and realized it smelled exactly like he did. Like they
all did since rubbing themselves in dirt. He worked his thumb
through the soil, separating clumps. When he saw wriggling pink, he
flinched.

A worm.

I haven’t seen a worm
since... But is it even still a worm?

He separated the small creature from
the soil and held it in his open palm. Its body pulsed, sliding
across his skin, leaving a thin trail of slick goo
behind.

Just a worm.

“The soil’s not
contaminated yet,” he said.

“And it won’t be.” Ella
pushed off the truck. “The DNA breaks down with the rest of the
plant as it decays. By the time it reaches the worms, there’s
nothing left but nutrients.”

That the land was still
able to be worked gave Peter a small measure of hope. The damage
could be undone...if they could get rid of the ExoGenetic plants.
But that wasn’t even the plan, was it? Why
change the world back, when the human race could adapt? When we
could eat the unlimited GMO crops without becoming
monsters?

Peter dropped the soil and
looked over the clearing. “You’re right about the prints; there
aren’t any. But there are
tracks.” He pointed to the nearly invisible
crisscrossing lines covering the soil, the kind made when a branch
is dragged over the earth to erase footprints. “The question isn’t
what did this—it’s who.”

“We know,” Ella said,
opening the door to the truck and climbing in behind the steering
wheel. “Why don’t you tell him about it, Anne?”

Anne bounded up in front of Peter,
bouncing from foot to foot. The action seemed playful in a way
Peter hadn’t seen since the Change. She switched from bouncing to
running in place and waving her arms around.

“What are you doing?”
Jakob asked, trying not to laugh, but failing.

“Looking natural,” Anne
said. “So they won’t know we’re talking.”

Peter was instantly on guard, his eyes
scouring the area for signs of company, but any signs of his
vigilance were hidden by a phony laugh. He clapped, as though
cheering her on.

Jakob just stood there, stunned by the
behavior.

“Why don’t you go in the
truck,” Peter said to his son, just a flicker of seriousness in his
eyes. Jakob suddenly grasped the secret messages being passed back
and forth, and added his own horribly fake laugh to the mix, waving
his arms at the pair like they were ridiculous and walking,
stiff-legged, to the truck.

“Don’t reply,” Anne said,
her voice jolting as she continued to bounce. “They might see you.
And don’t look straight when I—”

Peter lowered his head, hiding his
mouth from any would-be lip readers watching them. “I was doing
things like this before you were born.”

“Right.” Anne stopped
moving, raised her hands and made a show of touching her toes. When
she came back up, she said, “My five o’clock.” Toe touch and back
up. “Two miles out, not far from the horizon.”

Peter raised his hands, laughing.
“Okay, okay. I get it. You can stop now.” His arms came up in a
stretch, bending behind his head. As he slowly extended his arms,
he rolled his head, snapping his eyes to five o’clock for a moment.
In that brief observation, he saw a faint flicker of light, the
tell-tale sign of an amateur watching through a spy glass,
oblivious to the sun’s reflection. He finished the faux stretch
with a real yawn and said, “Let’s get this show on the
road.”

With the casualness of a family
continuing a cross-country vacation, Peter and Anne headed back to
the truck and climbed inside. Peter had never sat in the
passenger’s seat of his truck, and he was momentarily
uncomfortable, but a second glance at the reflection across the
barren field made him forget about riding shotgun. He put on his
seatbelt and turned to Ella, who started the engine.

“Part of me wants to drive
across the field and run them down,” Ella said.

“Why shouldn’t we?” Jakob
asked.

“For starters,” Peter
said, “our intel is limited. Non-existent. All we really know is
that something intelligent, mostly likely human—” He glanced at
Ella and saw her nodding, “—was here last night. We don’t know how
many there are. What they have for weapons. Or what their
intentions are. All we really know is that they know we’re here.
That reflection out in the field could be a trap. Or a distraction.
The variables are endless, and few of them are good. So our best
course of action is to—”

“Get the hell out,” Anne
said.

“And hope they don’t have
a way to follow us,” Peter added.

Ella put the truck in gear and
performed a fast three-point turn. Within a minute, they were back
on the highway. Peter kept watch, but he saw no signs of
pursuit.

“I’ve got two pieces of
bad news,” Ella said, dashing Peter’s hopes that they’d managed to
escape. “First...” she pointed ahead.

Cars filled the road in the distance.
The remnants of a pile-up that had happened when civilization had
gone to hell. Cars, trucks and eighteen-wheelers filled both sides
of the freeway, the shoulder and the woods beyond, forming an
impenetrable wall of twisted metal.

“Second,” Ella said.
“We’re low on gas.”

Peter leaned over, looking at the gas
gauge, which was hovering over ‘E.’ He could have sworn they’d had
at least a quarter of a tank the previous night.

“But there’s a silver
lining,” Ella said, pointing again, this time to a green exit sign
just before the accident. As they approached, a blue rectangle
mounted below the exit sign showed a gas pump icon and an arrow
pointing to the right.

“Could be a trap,” Jakob
said from the back.

“Probably,” Anne
said.

“Before the debate
begins,” Ella said, steering toward the approaching exit, “I would
rather fight an army of people before giving up this tank of a
truck and once again facing the prospect of crossing the country on
foot. As long as we have wheels, our chances of surviving go way
up. So if they want a fight, I suggest we give it to them.
Otherwise, it’s going to be a long walk.”

No one said a word as she steered the
truck off the highway and onto the off-ramp. She slowed to ten
miles per hour, inching up to the intersection, stopping completely
when the first signs of the gas station came into view. The tall
sign was just visible over the tree line.

Peter turned to Jakob. “You up to
handling the machine gun again?”

“Uh,” Jakob said. “And
shooting it at people?”

“If there are people that
want to shoot us, yes.”

Jakob thought on it for a moment, but
gave a nod. “I’ll do what I have to.”

“Hop in the back. Stay
down. Under the tarp. Out of sight. If things go south, I want a
repeat of last night. Just remember to pick your targets and
conserve your ammo.”

“Right,” Jakob said, “No
pray and spray.” The boy was trying to sound confident, but he
hadn’t fully hidden the quiver in his voice. Regardless of his
fear, Jakob opened the back door, slid out and climbed into the
truck bed.

Peter turned to Anne. “Get between the
seats and stay there until we’re away, okay?”

She nodded and climbed
down.

“We can’t just pull in
there like it’s a normal gas station,” Ella said, gripping the
wheel hard enough to drain the blood from her fingers. “We’ll be
wide open for attack.”

“That’s why we’re not
going to. You are.”

Ella’s eyes opened wide. “And you’ll
be?”

“In the trees,” Peter
said. “If there’s trouble, I’ll handle it and meet you at the
pumps. If you hear me shooting before you get there, turn
around.”

“And leave
you?”

“If you have to,
yes.”

“I don’t—

“You’ve got precious
cargo,” Peter said. “You will.” He opened his door slowly and
slid out onto the pavement. “Give me ten minutes to check things
out, and then come in slow.” He took a step back, but Ella stopped
him with a word.

“Peter.” She reached out
her hand.

He leaned back in, took her fingers in
his and squeezed. The stare between them said enough.

Peter withdrew his hand from hers. “I
know.” Then he closed the door and ran into the woods lining the
off-ramp, armed with a pistol, a knife and the desire to show
whoever it was that was messing with them, that there were still
more dangerous predators in the world than the ExoGens.
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Ella waited five minutes before pulling
onto the road and heading for the gas station. During that time,
Anne remained silent and motionless. The girl had become skilled at
stealth, knowing to remain still, body and soul, even while an
enemy stood just feet away. The moment the illusion of nothingness
was disturbed, the ruse was over, along with your life. Anne had
remained hidden while their previous companions had been snatched
away and eaten. Ella remembered the events with clarity, lying
still under their camouflaged cloaks, listening to screams, and
then the chewing. The memories disturbed her. Haunted her dreams.
But she was an adult. How much more poignant would they be for
Anne?

How different will she be
from me when she grows up? Ella wondered.
Endless questions without answers streamed through her mind. How
would nurture affect the girl’s nature? Her mind? Her resilience?
She’d already proven herself strong, but would she
crack?

Or will I crack
first?

Ella thought back to what her life had
been like as a girl. Normal. Quiet. And shared, with Peter. She
tried to picture herself in Anne’s shoes, and failed.

At least she has Peter in
her life now. We’ll have that much in common, aside from our shared
DNA.

Moving at a cautious 20 mph, Ella
drove toward the gas station. As she neared the break in the
treeline where the station resided, her apprehension increased.
Heading into danger was not how they’d survived so far. Survival
was only guaranteed by hiding or fleeing. But this...

On the surface, this felt wrong, like
suicide, except she and Peter were putting their children at risk,
too. She put a hand on the shotgun in the passenger’s seat, ready
to raise it at a moment’s notice. With a sidelong glance at the
woods to her right, she looked for any sign of Peter, but seeing
further than the roadside was impossible. The newly resilient
strain of RC-714-modified Zea saccharata—sweet corn—had filled all
the gaps between the leafy trees. The corn looked like a wall, the
trees like watchtowers, keeping intruders out. Finding Peter amid
the fruits of her labor would be impossible.

He’s not there
anyway, she told herself. Peter was
precise. He had said he would meet her at the gas station in ten
minutes, so that was where he would be.

Except, he wasn’t.

She slowed to a crawl as the gas
station came into view. It was a small station with an attached,
one-car garage. The building was painted white with red framing. A
collection of never-repaired vehicles sat off to the side, rusting
and framed by corn stalks. The logo on the shattered window was
unreadable, but it had been mounted atop the two pumps also:
‘Harrison’s.’

With rising trepidation, she pulled up
next to the pumps. Peter was nowhere to be seen, but fleeing
wouldn’t get them anywhere but stuck a few miles down the road when
the truck ran out of gas.

No, she thought. No running or hiding
this time. We’ll fight if we need to.

“Stay still,” she said
through pursed lips. Not waiting for a reply from Anne, she shut
off the truck, leaving the keys in the ignition. Then she opened
the door and stepped into the warm, summer air. She hadn’t even
realized the truck’s air conditioner had been running. The humid
air now clinging to her dirt-caked body quickly saturated her,
filling her with longing for a climate-controlled laboratory. She
had become hardened. She knew that. Recognized the physical and
emotional traits. But the real Ella was still in there, still
pining for a soft bed, gourmet food and the safety of a world
without ExoGenetic predators.

Suck it
up, she told herself. That’s not going to happen in your lifetime, so get over it.
It’s the future we’re fighting for.

Acting as casual as possible while
clutching a shotgun, she scanned the area. They were surrounded by
walls of corn and trees in every direction, except for where the
crumbling pavement cut through. There could be a hundred Stalkers
lurking all around them, and they’d never know.

I’d hear
them, she thought, focusing on the lack of
sound around her. With no trace of a breeze, the world was silent.
Aside from the ticking of the truck’s cooling engine, she heard
nothing. No insects. No birds. No distant hum of humanity. The
world had eaten itself. The only insects that remained were either
pollen-consuming prey, or super predators that didn’t announce
their presence. The same was true for birds. The few she’d seen
were massive things, Apex predators with twelve-foot wingspans,
hunting each other into oblivion.

She opened the gas cap on the side of
the truck, placing it on the flatbed’s sidewall and mumbling. “I’ve
never siphoned gas before.”

Jakob looked up at her from below,
whispering, “Where’s my dad?”

“Haven’t seen him,” she
replied, head down, scratching the back of her scalp.

Jakob pointed to a three-foot-long
metal rod with a hook on the end. It lay next to a long coil of
tubing and a hand pump. Jakob had been busy while hiding in the
back. “Pumps won’t work without power. Use this to open the gas
reservoir covers.”

Ella reached in, trying to emote an
air of ‘I do this shit all the time.’ She plucked up the nameless
tool and looked for the fuel reservoir covers. She found them
fifteen feet behind the truck. While keeping watch on her
surroundings, she headed for the nearest cover, looped the hook
around a small receptacle, and lifted it free. The metal cover was
heavy, but not prohibitively so. She moved it to the side, and then
she repeated the process with the other three covers, assuming that
air flow would help with the pumping.

The smell of gasoline stung her nose
and erased all traces of the corn scented air. She stood suddenly
tense. No longer being able to smell was nearly as unnerving as not
being able to hear or see. In this world of hunter and prey, scent
was often the first telltale sign of a predator.

Doubling her pace, she moved back to
the truck, reached in and took the pump and tubing.

Jakob’s whispering stopped her before
she could walk away. “Take the gas cans.” He motioned to the back
of the truck where three red gas cans sat. They’d long since
emptied them into the dirty truck. “We need to treat the gas before
putting it in the tank. Make sure it won’t kill the
engine.”

“This is going to take too
long,” she grumbled.

“Is my dad
back?”

She shook her head
slightly.

“Then it’s not too long,
because we’re not leaving without him.”

Ella lifted the pump and walked away,
setting it down by the open hatch. She went back for the gas cans,
pausing for a moment to say, “He’ll be back.” Then she returned to
the pump, moving fast, her sense of impending doom rising, a
volcanic cloud blotting out her reasoning and discipline. Her hands
shook as she unraveled the tube. The device looked like a bicycle
pump, except for the long tube mounted to the side, just beneath
the pump, and a second, shorter tube mounted to the side at the
bottom. She didn’t know exactly how the pump worked, but only the
long tube could reach the gas hidden below, so she fed it into the
open hatch until it disappeared inside and the line went taut. She
placed the second tube into the nearest gas can and began
pumping.

It was easy work at first, the pump
moving up and down, but then the gas reached the pump, adding
resistance. She was encouraged as air and fuel spattered out of the
line and then flowed with each rise and fall of the pump, but her
arm began to burn from the repetitive motion. She was also
vulnerable; both hands occupied, her sense of smell shot, and her
mind distracted by the task at hand. So when she heard the crunch
of approaching feet behind her, the sound didn’t register until a
hand wrapped around her shoulder and squeezed.

Reflex responded before her mind. She
dropped the pump and swung a vicious backhand. Her fist was caught,
slapping into the open palm of...Peter. He looked winded, soaked
with sweat trailing clean lines down his soiled face.

“Peter!” she said.
“Shit!”

“How much have you
pumped?” Peter asked, eyes on the road.

“I just got start—” Before
she could finish, Peter picked up the device and pumped hard, the
fuel gushing into the gas can. “When this is full, prep it with the
PRI in the truck and get it in the tank.”

“What’s going
on?”

“We’re about to have
company,” he said.

Ella scanned the area. Nothing seemed
different. But that was part of the problem. They could be
surrounded.

“How many?”

“Not sure, but we were
right. This station is a trap.”

“How do you know?” she
asked, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“Bodies in the
woods.”

“How many.”

“Too many. And not all
human.” Peter yanked the tube out of the gas can and inserted it in
the next, pumping hard again.

Not wanting to waste time, Ella hauled
the heavy container back to the truck. When she arrived, Jakob sat
up, looking relieved when he saw his father, and then nervous when
he saw Ella’s face. “What’s happening?”

“You know how to get this
ready?” she asked. “With the PRI?”

He nodded.

“Do it,” she said, “and
put it in the tank.” She turned and walked away without waiting to
see if Jakob followed her orders. She knew he would.

Peter was nearly done with the second
of the three gas cans when she returned. He knew she had questions
and answered without needing to be asked. “I went back to the
highway. We got ahead of them, but they’re hauling ass. They’ll be
here in a few minutes.”

“They have vehicles?” she
asked, surprised.

“Transportation, yes.
Vehicles...” he shook his head. “Not exactly.” He finished pumping
and switched the hose to the third tank. “If we’re lucky, we can
stay ahead of them. But I don’t think we can count on
that.”

“You think they’re already
coming from the other side?”

“Or permanently stationed
there.” He started pumping again. “Have you looked at the concrete?
This gas station is a killing ground.”

Ella glanced down, and then around the
concrete rectangle that formed the floor of the gas station.
Instead of a light gray color, it was stained dark brown. In
response, Ella hurried the second gas can back to the truck. Jakob
finished pouring gas from the first can into the truck and traded
with Ella.

A distant horn blast sounded. The pair
froze.

“Was that a car horn?”
Jakob asked.

“I don’t think so,” Ella
said, and hurried back to Peter, who was somehow pumping even
faster now.

“Only time for one more,”
he said, withdrawing the hose from the third gas can and pushing it
toward Ella as she put the first back down. He was pumping even as
he put the hose inside the spout. “Just cap that and strap it down
in the back.”

The horn blast repeated, louder this
time, and no longer muffled by a forest of trees and corn. It
sounded deep and throaty, less like a horn and more like a roar,
organic and raw. Hungry.

“That’s it! Let’s go!”
Peter said, standing and running back to the truck, his can half
full, the pump clutched in hand, dragging the long hose behind,
leaking fuel over the blood-stained concrete. “Keys?”

“In the ignition,” Ella
replied, loading the tank into the back.

Jakob finished pouring the second PRI
treated gas can into the tank and practically threw himself back
into the truck bed. He quickly took the gas cans and strapped them
down with bungee cords. “I got this!”

“Strap in!” Peter shouted,
climbing in behind the steering wheel. Ella started running around
the truck, heading for the passenger’s side door, when she was
struck by a pang of guilt. She couldn’t leave Jakob alone in the
back.

And then she had no choice.

As an organ-quivering bellow swept
over her, Ella jumped into the truck bed. The roar merged with the
sound of screeching tires. Ella looked back as the truck pulled
away, and her scream joined the chorus.
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The shrill scream coming
from Jakob’s voice would have embarrassed him in most situations.
But not that day, at that moment, when the inhuman emerged from the
road, staring him down, hunger in its eyes...in their eyes. It helped that he wasn’t
the only person vocalizing a cocktail of surprise and terror. Ella,
the scientist turned hardened survivor, let out a cry, as
well.

The two large creatures were built
like rhinos, but covered in matted, thick brown fur clumped into
muddy dreadlocks. Emerging from the snout wasn’t a horn, but what
looked like a large antler with four prongs on either side, ending
in razor-sharp, spoon-shaped tips. The creatures’ large,
black-pupiled eyes were peeled wide to reveal jaundiced, bloodshot
orbs. Tendrils of frothy drool dangled from gaping, panting
maws—and that was where things really got freaky. Inside each
creature’s mouth was a large wooden bit, attached to leather reins,
the kinds Jakob was accustomed to seeing on horses. The reins rose
up, clutched in the hands of a smaller creature sitting atop each
beast. The riders had clearly once been human, but were now
something else.

The one that caught his eye was, or
had been, a woman. It was in those intelligent, feminine eyes that
he saw more than hunger. He saw hate. Loathing. Abject and barely
contained ferocity. And something familiar he couldn’t quite place.
Her face was stretched out, elongated to make room for teeth so
long and curled that they pierced back through her mud-covered
cheeks. The woman was naked, her body emaciated, but twitching with
lean muscles. A mane of hair flowed from her head and down her
back. She was a primal thing, hungry and hateful, but with
still-human eyes...eyes that held his gaze a moment while the
truck’s tires spun over dirty concrete.

Did I know her
before? he wondered, but he lost sight of
the woman when the tires caught and the truck lurched onto the
road. Jakob was thrown down to the floor, caught by Ella, whose
wide eyes reflected his own.

“You okay?” Ella shouted
over the roar of the truck’s acceleration.

Before Jakob could reply, the pair
slid forward, crashing into the metal supply case. Tires squealed
as the truck came to a sudden stop. The back window slid open and
Anne’s face appeared. “Hold on! We’re surrounded!”

Jakob moved to sit up and look, but
Ella held him back. “Not yet!”

He wanted to argue, but
her point was made a moment later, when the truck shot backwards,
braked hard again and spun 180 degrees, sending them back the way
they’d come, back toward the pair of gargantuans filling the
road. Why would we go back?
he thought, and then he sat up, looking behind
them. Six more of the creatures, each with a naked rider—flowing
haired and big toothed—charged from behind.

Anne’s face returned to the window.
“Shoot the gas! Peter says shoot the gas!”

While Jakob wondered why they would
shoot the gas strapped down to the truck bed, Ella jumped up behind
the machine gun, spun it around so it was facing to the front, and
opened fire. The rattling bullets drowned out the sound of the
pursuing monsters, their broad feet pounding, their mouths
breathing heavily. Jakob clung to the side of the truck bed and
looked down the road toward the approaching gas station and the two
rhino-things, holding their ground, welcoming them back to the
slaughter house.

For a moment, he was surprised to see
how poorly Ella was missing. The monsters were big targets, but her
stream of bullets was nowhere near them. Instead, she was shooting
at the gas station. At the concrete ground.

At the line of gasoline leading toward
the reservoir.

Jakob’s eyes widened as a white hot,
orange tracer round struck the concrete, sparking and igniting the
spilled fuel. The line of fire streaked across the blood stains and
then descended into the still-open reservoir hatch.
“Oh...my...oof!”

“Down!” Ella shouted,
tackling Jakob to the truck bed’s floor.

The shockwave and sound hit them just
milliseconds apart. The front end of the truck was lifted off the
ground, sending Ella and Jakob sliding toward the back. Jakob
slammed into the rear hatch, while Ella became tangled in the
mounted machine gun’s tripod legs. Debris pinged off the armored
sides of the truck, pocking tree bark and shredding corn stalks
around them. Flames swirled around the truck, twisting in toward
Jakob, the heat scalding, and then all at once, the blast
contracted.

The truck fell back to earth, the rear
vaulting up as the front end landed, throwing Jakob forward again.
His head struck one of the tripod legs, the impact setting his
vision spinning.

“Hang on!” his father
shouted, his voice muffled and distant.

An impact like a second explosion
struck the vehicle from the side. Ella was slammed into the side,
her body falling limp, still tangled in the tripod. Jakob was flung
upwards again, but this time when he fell, he didn’t land on the
hard metal truck bed; he fell several feet further and toppled onto
pavement.

Onto the road.

With the wind knocked out of him,
Jakob found moving difficult. He was sitting in the road, sucking
air, his lungs desperate for more. The truck was in front of him,
tearing away from the monster that had struck its side—one of the
six that had been chasing them—its rider thrown by the
impact.

The truck sped away,
swerving around the ruined and burning body of the rhino-thing that
had been nearest to the explosion—the one that had held the
ExoGenetic woman with the familiar eyes. They’re going to make it, he
thought, feeling glad for them, while resigned himself to his
fate.

I knew I would be
first.

As the pavement beneath him shook, he
looked back and saw the remaining mammoth creatures, and their
riders, charging toward him.

Not toward me,
he realized. Past me.
They’re going after the truck.

He didn’t know if they saw
the truck as larger prey or simply believed he couldn’t escape on
foot, but he wasn’t going to ignore the opportunity. Spurred like a
hot brand was being held to his side, Jakob scurried to his feet
and sprinted for the side of the road. Before entering the corn, he
heard a grunt, looked back and wished he hadn’t. The Rider,
with a capital R, he
decided, who had been thrown from his mount had recovered. The
ExoGenetic man ran on all fours, like an ape, his arms long and
muscular, the long hair on his head and back bouncing with each
lunge forward. The man’s mouth hung agape, the long curved teeth
jutting forward to impale.

Jakob lost sight of the Rider when he
entered the wall of corn stalks. His pace slowed as the vegetation
slapped against him, the oversized heads of corn striking like
fists. He tried to move between the plants, but this wasn’t a farm
with neat rows, it was wild and aggressively growing corn, the
distribution dense and random—impossible to find a clear path
through. So he took the beating, knowing that the man behind him,
with broad shoulders, running in a crouch, would have to carve his
own wide path...unless they’d already adapted for running through
corn.

But he didn’t think that
was the case. The Riders had somehow formed a symbiotic
relationship with the giant—what would
Anne call them? Woolies. Hunters united. Sharing prey.

Sharing me if I don’t get
the hell out of here.

Unable to see more than a
few feet, Jakob navigated by sound. He could hear the Rider behind
him, huffing and snapping corn stalks with each lunge forward.
Further away, he could hear the roar of an engine, so out of place
in the world now, and the thunderous impacts of the Woolie herd
giving chase. One of them bellowed, sounding frustrated.
Go, Dad, he
thought, just go,
and Jakob angled to the left, on a path that he thought would take
him behind the gas station and roughly in the direction of the
highway. If he could reach that stretch of open road, there was a
slight chance he could reconnect with his family, after they found
another way around the roadblock.

“Utchaka!” a shrill voice
screamed from behind.

Jakob couldn’t tell if the man had
shouted an actual word in another language, or if he was just
spewing nonsense. Either way, the shout announced the man’s arrival
and his impending attack.

Jakob changed direction, cutting
behind a tree.

The Rider emerged from the corn into
the path hewn by Jakob’s flight, swinging his thick-nailed hand
out. Bark and tree flesh burst away from the impact.

Holy shit!
Jakob thought, looking over his
shoulder.

The Rider hissed in aggravation,
slammed his thick fists on the ground twice and launched himself
after Jakob again, moving at an angle to close the distance. Jakob
zig-zagged through the corn forest, running in and out of as many
trees as possible, while staying on a roughly northward trajectory.
He glanced to the left and saw the gleaming white back of the gas
station. A column of flame and smoke rose up from the ruined
concrete out front.

His eyes lingered on the fire. He
knew, in his heart, that he couldn’t outrun the Rider chasing him
down like a cheetah after a gazelle. This gazelle had been trapped
inside a house for two years, and despite being skinny, he was
already getting winded. Eventually, he’d have to stop and
fight.

More like fight and
die, he thought.

But the fire...mankind’s oldest
weapon... Maybe he could use it.

He cut hard left, making for the gas
station.

“Cheepita!” the Rider
shrieked, and Jakob felt sure the man was just shouting
unintelligibly, once again announcing his assault. But this time,
despite the warning, there was no avoiding the man. Four claws
raked across Jakob’s back. He felt hot streaks of blood running
down his skin, followed by a burning pain that drew a scream from
his lips.

But he didn’t stop running, and the
Rider, off balance from his strike, fell a few feet behind. As the
cornstalks thinned at the edge of the parking lot, Jakob reached
out and tore three stalks from the ground, carrying them as he
cleared the forest and stumbled into the parking lot. He surveyed
the area and found it empty, save for the dead Woolie burning in
the road.

Super-heated air wicked the moisture
from his skin and made him squint. His run became a jog, as acrid
smoke swirled around him. He coughed and winced, but pushed
forward, toward the flames he thought might give him a chance
against his hairy and flammable adversary. When he noticed the
front of the gas station was burning, too, he hurried to the
smaller flames and held the corn out, roasting them. The lush plant
sizzled, dried and caught fire.

“Chuftack!”

Jakob whirled around, holding the
burning corn toward the attacking Rider. The man flinched to a
stop. He hissed and stretched his jaw, fully revealing the
four-inch, needle-like, lower teeth and the shorter, but equally
sharp, upper teeth. And then, the Rider almost looked bored,
craning its head one way and then the other.

Jakob thrust the corn out
like a spear, hoping the flames would set the thick, greasy mane of
hair on fire. Instead, the Rider simply swiped one of his arms out
and swatted the flames away, not frightened, intimidated or aflame.
The man’s muscles coiled. He lowered himself to the ground.
He’s going to pounce, Jakob thought, and I’m going to
die.

“Rrrootacha!” the
high-pitched scream from behind Jakob made him, and the Rider about
to lunge at him, flinch in unison.

Jakob spun around to find the female
Rider, her hair smoldering, her eyes locked on the male, teeth
barred, a throaty growl reverberating from her chest. Jakob hadn’t
seen it before, but she was larger than the male, who was closer to
Jakob’s size. The male barked at her, hissing. And then she lunged.
With a yelp of surprise, the male Rider bolted, plowing a new path
into the corn, with no signs of stopping.

The female bounded once after the
fleeing competitor, but her second leap spun her around. A small
fraction of a shout escaped Jakob’s lips before the Rider struck,
slamming into Jakob’s chest, knocking the air from his lungs, and
then crushing him down on the parking lot, heaving out any air that
remained. Jakob’s vision quickly tunneled. He longed for
unconsciousness, to not see what was about to happen, but that
sweet bliss never came. Instead, he stared up into the eyes of the
Rider woman.

Those familiar eyes.

She stared right back, hungry. Drool
dripped from the long teeth, running down his cheeks. The woman
tensed, about to bite, and then...she didn’t. The fight went out of
her like she’d been stabbed. Her jaws closed shut, the long, lower
teeth sliding into deep, scarred pockets in her cheeks and
nose.

Her blue eyes remained on
his.

Her irises widened.

Then softened.

And then, all at once, they filled
with a deep, welling sadness that Jakob knew.

She spoke slowly, testing the word.
“Ja-kob?”

Jakob’s heart nearly seized in his
chest. His lungs burned for air. But he managed a single whispered
word.

“M—Mom?”
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Peter squinted as fire
exploded up out of the gas station reservoir. “Get down!” he
shouted to Ella and Jakob in the back, but he doubted they could
hear him over the thunderous clap and the pressure wave that lifted
the truck’s front end off the ground. Shards of concrete assaulted
the truck’s armored shell, deflecting away or shattering. Had the
truck not been lifted up, the windshield would have been torn
apart, and me with it.

Flames expanded out, engulfing the
truck’s cab. The interior glowed orange, the heat seeping in
through the vents. He let out a scream of anger, knowing his son
was in the back of the truck, fully exposed to the heat, to the
danger.

This God-damned
world!

The flames dissipated, and the truck
dropped. The frame rattled as the front shocks tried and failed to
absorb the blow. Peter caught a glimpse of the road ahead, burning
and open. One of the giant creatures had been torn apart by the
blast, a massive chunk of concrete embedded in its burning side.
Its rider was nowhere to be seen. The second creature and its rider
were nowhere to be seen. Then the airbag deployed, erasing his view
and stalling his response.

The airbag fought against him as he
reached for the knife on his belt. Before he could reach it, a
rumbling caught his attention, and he glanced out the driver’s side
window, where one of the rhino-like creatures charged toward them,
its massive head lowered, its split horn leading the
way.

“Hang on!” he shouted, not
knowing if anyone could even hear him.

The creature struck hard from an
angle, knocking them sideways, but also propelling them forward.
The creature’s head struck the armored driver’s side, impaling its
face on one of the many savage spikes he’d welded to the exterior,
and shearing a few prongs from its horn. The stunned creature
bellowed in pain, flinching back for just a moment, but long enough
for Peter to rein in control of the spinning vehicle and slam his
foot down on the gas pedal. With a shriek of tires, the truck tore
away from the monster.

Peter steered with one
hand. With his free hand, he recovered the knife from his belt and
stabbed at the airbag, which popped and blew white, dusty air into
the cab. He dropped the blade into the passenger’s seat and
returned both hands to the wheel. Back in control, he directed the
truck toward the gap between the stunned creature and the dead,
burning one. If we can just squeeze
between—

A third, even larger rhino-thing
stepped in from behind, filling the gap. They were trapped.
Again.

“Into the woods!” Anne
shouted. She was seated behind him, strapped in tight.

“We’ll hit a tree,” he
argued.

“Steer by looking up! You
can see the trees over the corn!”

The girl was right. Looking straight
ahead, he’d be blind, but he might be able to see the trees above
them well enough to navigate. The angled, inverted V-shaped plow
mounted to the front end of the truck would make short work of the
corn. Without further discussion or thought, he yanked the wheel to
the right. The truck burst through a column of smoke from the
burning gasoline on his right and the roasting monster on his
left.

“Shit!” he shouted when
the smoke cleared, turning harder to the right to avoid a tall
pine. They surged past the tree, scraping bark from its side and
entering the corn forest. The riotous hiss of cornstalks slapping
against the exterior sounded like a jet engine. The truck withstood
the barrage, its armor and plow bending the ExoGenetic plants to
the old fashioned mechanical will of man. Peter found he could see
better than he thought possible as the angled plow shredded corn
stalks and shot them out to the sides, rather than up and over the
windshield. He could also see the maze of trees, and steered back
and forth, taking out saplings when unavoidable, but doing his best
to dodge anything that might stop them in their tracks. The soft
earth beneath the tires didn’t help, but they were moving faster
than he’d thought possible.

“Here they come!” Anne
shouted, her little shaved head craned back.

Peter glanced in the rearview. A
column of the monsters was gaining on them, having no trouble
following the path carved by the truck.

Anne followed her warning with an even
more frightened sounding, “I don’t see Mom or Jakob!”

Peter turned around this time, seeing
neither Ella nor Jakob in the back, but that made sense. They’d be
on the floor, clinging to whatever they could find. He shouted as
he turned forward and found a tree directly in their path. He
turned hard to the left, the maize-slick tires slipping over the
earth. The front end avoided the tree, but the rear bumper clipped
it, sending a shudder through the vehicle and cracking Peter’s head
against the driver’s side window. Blood trickled down the side of
his face as he fought to regain control. Tires spun, hurling corn
and mud, and then caught. The truck surged deeper into the woods,
angling slowly back toward the road, where he was positive they
could outrun the massive creatures, which would eventually tire and
slow.

He glanced in the rearview again. A
huge, ugly face with horrible eyes greeted him. It had a flaring,
runny nose that sprayed like old faithful with each breath. The
truck was seconds away from being struck from behind. The vehicle
could take the hit, but it could knock them off course, sending
them into a tree.

Peter searched for a solution and
found it thirty feet ahead. He turned slightly without slowing,
careful to keep the monster close behind him. A large tree emerged
from the corn, directly ahead, its wide-spread roots fighting off
the encroaching corn. But Peter was ready for it and gave the wheel
just enough of a spin to narrowly avoid the obstacle. Thick roots
sent the truck bouncing erratically, but they passed safely
by.

The monster that had been following
close behind dug its thick, stout legs into the soil, but it was
too little too late. The long face careened into the immovable
tree, crushed flat by the force of the collision. The rider, a
hairy naked male, was flung forward, striking the tree head on, his
legs and thick arms splaying out to the sides like one of those
Halloween witch decorations. A second creature, following too
close, rammed into the backside of the first, impaling it with the
long, splayed horn. The rider was flung, but held onto the reins
and arced back to the ground, while the beast tried, and failed, to
withdraw its horn from its now-dead companion’s ass. Four more of
the monsters rounded the scene and continued the
pursuit.

Weaving back and forth,
the speedometer showing a steady and reckless 40 mph, Peter carved
a frantic path back toward the road. He could see a clearing ahead,
stretching north and south—a band free of trees and corn.
Almost there... He lined
up a straight shot, ready to steer hard right and race
away.

There was a slap on the back window,
quickly followed by a muffled shout. He glanced back and saw Ella,
her face bloodied. “We lost Jakob!”

“What!” Peter’s mind
rewound the past few minutes, since they left the gas station. He
couldn’t figure out when they had lost him.

“At the gas station!” Ella
shouted, providing the answer.

Distracted by the news, Peter reacted
to their return to the road a moment too late. The truck jounced up
onto the road, spinning, shrieking and stopping, its rear end
halfway off the road on the opposite side.

Peter shook his head,
trying to recover from the vicious spin and impact. The blood
dripping down his face was hot and irritating, smearing his
vision. Gas station, he thought, need to get
back—

But it was too late. Corn and trees
peeled away as the four creatures pursuing them calmly stepped out
of the forest, surrounding the truck’s front end. The riders on
their backs looked smug and confident, chins lifted up. Noble
savages.

Peter considered reversing into the
forest, but the steering and seeing would be a nightmare. They’d be
caught in seconds.

So what then?

They’re
intelligent, he thought.
Maybe not like people, but smart enough to ambush
prey. They could have attacked the church, but didn’t. They chose
to wait until they had the advantage. He
looked at their arrogant faces. He couldn’t tell whether the long,
exposed teeth were a grin, but he sensed pride in their
gazes.

Peter picked up the knife from the
passenger’s seat and slid it back into the sheath. He yanked the
door handle and shoved it open with his foot, sliding out of the
truck.

“What are you doing?” Ella
hissed.

“Just be ready with the
shotgun if this doesn’t work,” he replied.

“If what doesn’t
work?”

“Domesticated animals
require direction,” he said. “I’m going to remove theirs.” He
stepped out around the door, leaving it open, the engine still
running.

The four riders looked
confused by his bold actions, their confidence floundering for a
brief moment. Then Peter pointed at one of the ExoGenetic men, his
eyes challenging. The four riders chuffed with what sounded like
laughter, and the singled-out male leapt down from his mount with
little effort. Strong, intelligent and
agile, Peter thought, watching the freed
rhino-thing relax and sit on its haunches, but not street-smart.

Peter held his ground as the once-man
charged, shouting, “Oufinarg!”

I’m coming
Jakob.

Just stay
alive.

I’ll be with you
soon.

All of Peter’s CSO training came back
as muscle memory, his body reacting without a need for thought. He
side stepped the attack, avoiding the outstretched claws that would
fillet his flesh. He caught the creature’s left hand bending it
back, sharp and fast, cracking the wrist, but more importantly,
stretching and exposing the skin underneath. With a quick swipe, he
yanked the knife from his belt, pulled it across the wrist and
followed the cut with a quick jab to the side of the
neck.

The whole attack and counterattack
took a single second.

Peter stepped back,
unharmed.

The ExoGen man stumbled, looking
confused. He turned toward Peter, the fight in his eyes slowly
draining, along with his blood. The man’s brows furrowed low enough
to be impaled by the long, sharp, lower teeth extending upward. He
lifted a hand to his spurting neck, his slit wrist adding fluid to
the bloody fountain. Then his eyes rolled back and he fell to the
road with a thud.

The dead man’s mount
didn’t flinch. It stayed seated, looking dimwitted.
They might be predatory, Peter thought, but they’re used to
being fed, or led on a hunt. They no longer think for
themselves.

The other three riders reacted to
their compatriot’s death just as Peter had hoped they would. Rather
than stomping him to a pulp with their mammoth rides, all three
jumped down, hooting and hollering, ready to finish what the first
had failed to accomplish. And this was where things got dicey.
Taking on a physically superior fighter was simple one-on-one. In a
group, not so much. One mistake and they could crush his skull or
tear his arm off. They made it harder by running in a tight,
single-file line. He couldn’t see beyond the first, and even if he
managed to kill the first, the other two would just bowl them all
over.

Luckily, he wasn’t alone.

“Ella!”

The shotgun boomed, drowning out
Peter’s shout and reshaping the lead man’s head into something
resembling a waning moon. As the first rider fell, Peter caught
sight of the second, his eyes widening with surprise, too stunned
to react. Peter lunged to meet him, thrusting the knife up under
the creature’s chin, through the roof of his mouth and into his
brain. The man collapsed in a heap, as the shotgun roared again.
Peter landed on his feet, bloody knife in hand. The third attacker
slid to a stop at his feet, its neck sheared away, save for the
spine. The body twitched madly, the legs still trying to run, and
then it fell still.

Peter eyed the rider-less beasts. They
returned his gaze, more curious than incensed. One by one, they
sat, waiting for their dead riders to return and direct them. No
longer fearing the giants, Peter ran to the car, jumped behind the
wheel and hit the gas, passing the stationary steeds. The door
flung closed on its own, and with a screech of tires, Peter headed
back toward the gas station, and he hoped, his son.

Smoke clouded his vision as they
neared the station. He pushed through, believing his son wise
enough to avoid the smoke. As the last of the ash rose up over the
windshield, the view became clear. For a moment, Peter’s voice
caught in his throat, and then it exploded out, “Jakob!”

Jakob lay on the gas station parking
lot, pinned by the female rider, who was larger than the males he’d
just fought. Her hair smoked. Her body was singed and naked. Her
face hovered inches from Jakob’s, the mouth working up and down,
large enough to cleave his face away in one bite.

He hammered the brakes, announcing his
arrival. He threw the truck into park before it had come to a stop
and launched himself into the parking lot. To his surprise and
relief, the female had already abandoned Jakob and was fleeing on
all fours, into the corn. He fell by his son’s side.
“Jakob!”

The boy was conscious, but dazed. “Are
you okay? Are you hurt?”

Jakob just shook his head.

He’s in
shock, Peter decided, and scooped him up.
He hurried back to the truck, as loud cries bellowed out around
them. Some from the forest, some from the road leading back toward
the highway. Ella opened the back door as he arrived, and he slid
Jakob into the back seat. Anne moved over, gripped Jakob’s shirt
and helped haul him inside.

“He’s okay,” Peter said to
Ella, noting her concern, and then he motioned to the passenger’s
side door as the sounds of reinforcements closed in. “Get in.”
Peter ran to the driver’s side, dove behind the wheel, and said,
“We’re getting the fuck out of here.” Gas pedal to the floor, he
steered the truck onto the road, away from the highway and sped
off, hoping it wasn’t true, but somehow knowing they now had an
army hunting them.
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The worst part about flying was the
God-damned birds. There weren’t many left, because competition for
the air, where rivals could be spotted many miles away and
confrontation was always guaranteed, was fierce. But those that
remained... Kenyon called them ‘Sky Tyrants,’ because of how they
ruled the sky, plucking prey from the ground with ease. When all
was said and done, and the planet’s evolving species ate themselves
into oblivion, it would be a bird, he believed, one giant freaking
bird, that would dominate the planet. Then it would eventually
succumb to starvation, its skeleton confusing the hell out of some
future or perhaps alien archeologist.

So when a bird was spotted, either by
eye or by radar, the trio of helicopters tracking Ella Masse’s slow
progress across the country hit dirt, stopped their engines and sat
still, hoping the predator hadn’t ever eaten a giant wingless
dragonfly, which the choppers resembled from above.

The helicopters weren’t defenseless.
They were armed with machine guns and rocket pods still capable of
dropping most living things, but birds of prey posed a serious
threat. They were super-evolved for aerial speed, maneuverability
and lethality—not to mention a hunger that blinded them to
danger.

“Anything on the radar?”
Kenyon asked. He sat in the back of the Black Hawk helicopter,
trying to ignore the searing heat of the Midwestern summer day
being absorbed by the vehicle’s dark blue shell.

“Nothing for ten minutes,”
Mackenzie said. He was seated in the cockpit with the pilot. After
landing, Kenyon had reorganized the team, putting the grunts, who
generally smelled horrible, together in the other choppers, while
he, Hutchins and Mackenzie stretched out in the spacious Black Hawk
with one lucky pilot, to ‘strategize,’ which really meant partaking
in one of the wild crops still consumable. Between the four of
them, they shared a single joint, enough to relax without
completely compromising their combat efficiency—an age-old trick of
soldiers around the world. Not that there was anyone to judge them.
Those who had seniority over Kenyon were thousands of miles away.
This was his rodeo, and if a bird forced them to the grass, they
might as well smoke it.

Kenyon wiped his arm across his
forehead, smearing his blond hair. He’d let it get too long.
Preferred the high-and-tight look. But he wasn’t about to let one
of the men with him touch his hair. He wasn’t even sure who to see
about his hair back at ExoGen. Ella had done the job for a long
time, sloppy at first, but before they left she’d become a regular
pro, trimming him up once a week. Now he felt like a shaggy
dog.

Smoke swirled in the sealed chopper as
Kenyon sat up and opened the side door. The cloud was caught by a
breeze and swept up into the sky.

“All good things must come
to an end,” Hutchins mused. The man had an almost impish look about
his face, looking cheerful even when he wasn’t. He took one last
drag on the withered blunt and flicked the tiny stub of paper out
the open door. He blew out the smoke, asking, “What’s the
plan?”

“Where’d that bird go?”
Kenyon asked.

“Last seen headed north,
sir,” the pilot said. His last name was Ford, and his first name
was a mystery. Of the six pilots among them, he was the best and
the most trusted, which was why he got to take part in the fish
bowl, though he wasn’t actually permitted to smoke. He had to fly
after all, and the man needed his wits about him even more than the
rest.

“Get us back in the air.
We still have daylight to burn. Due east.”

“Still chasing your hard
on?” Mackenzie said.

Kenyon craned his head toward the
younger military man, an eyebrow raised. “I’m going to let that go
because you’re baked.”

“I’m being serious,”
Mackenzie said. “We all know this isn’t just about ExoGen. The odds
of her surviving out here are slim to none. We could just let her
go and be done with it.”

“She made it this far,”
Kenyon said, his buzz burning away like a forest fire, crackling
with horrible energy.

The two men stared at each other for a
moment. Mackenzie cracked, smiling and waving his hand. “I’m just
yanking your chain.”

Kenyon didn’t believe that for a
second. He knew the men. They were risking their lives every second
they were out in the wilderness, facing the freakish terrors the
company they served had unleashed. They all wanted to go home. If
Kenyon was honest, so did he. But not without her. And God help
anyone who stood in his way. He didn’t have to say it. They all
knew it. Mutiny was prevented by one simple fact. The gates of the
ExoGen biodome wouldn’t open to them without a code known only to
Kenyon and Hutchins, whose loyalties were unquestionable. The code
would allow them inside the quarantine zone, after which a series
of blood samples would prove they had not consumed any of ExoGen’s
handiwork. And though all the men on the team could pass that test,
none would get the chance without Kenyon or Hutchins opening the
outer door. And if they tried, they’d be treated like hostiles. And
that was assuming they survived the mutiny.

“You won’t have to yank it
for much longer,” Kenyon said. “We’re close.”

“I hope so,” Mackenzie
said, facing forward and buckling up. He plucked up the radio
receiver and toggled the transmit button. “Wake up, ladies. Wheels
up in two minutes. Resume previous course, due east. We’ll take
point, so just follow the leader.”

“Copy that,” a pilot
replied.

“Affimatory,” said the
second, in a faux, very exaggerated southern accent.

Kenyon grinned.
At least some of them still have a sense of
humor. His thoughts were drowned out by
the whine of the helicopter’s engine, slowly spinning the rotor
blades. The sound grew louder, becoming a roar, and two minutes
later they were airborne and cruising over the treeline, staying
low to avoid any eagle-eyed predators.

It was only a minute into the
rhythmic, choppy flight that the pilot, now speaking into a
headset, said, “Sir, we have smoke in the distance. Single
column.”

The already-fading effects of their
recreational respite dissolved. Smoke could mean many things, many
of which were natural, but a single column of smoke meant a human
source. Kenyon sat forward and looked through the cockpit window.
It wasn’t just a single column of smoke, it was a towering, black
behemoth, the kind generated by burning fuel. “Get us there.
Now.”

The chopper leaned
forward, the rotor blades hacking at the air, beating a drum that
everything for miles around would hear. But that was always a risk.
And worthwhile. I’m almost there,
Ella.

As the helicopters ate up the
distance, Kenyon grew more nervous. The smoke was a beacon, but an
ominous one. Where there was smoke, there was death. Parties didn’t
limp away from fights anymore. Life or death was the rule of the
land, and sometimes everyone died.

“Here we go,” Ford said,
maneuvering the chopper around in a tight circle so they could see
out the side window.

Kenyon closed his eyes, seeing Ella’s
body, feeling that loss. He feared the moment that everyone but him
believed was inevitable. It wasn’t until Hutchins said, “Fucking
hell. What a mess,” that he opened his eyes to the destruction
below.

Smoke and fire billowed from what
looked like a crater in the ground, identifiable as a gasoline
reservoir only because the small service station and its pumps had
not yet burned to the ground. Not far from the station, also on
fire, was a large creature. Some kind of ExoGen predator with a
slab of concrete in its side.

“Bodies to the north,”
came the voice of a man from one of the other choppers, circling
further away. “ExoGen, but the closest thing to still human I’ve
seen.”

Kenyon squinted at the scene below.
Finding a variety of dead ExoGens in one area wasn’t uncommon. They
slaughtered each other regularly, but from what he could see, the
creature below hadn’t been eaten. “How did they die?” he
asked.

There was a pause, and then the man’s
voice returned. “Uh, looks like they were shot, sir. Blast pattern
suggests a shotgun. Close range. It’s a real mess.”

“I want boots on the
ground. Three minutes tops. Find out what you can and get
airborne.” Kenyon turned to Mackenzie. “Have two of your men
rendezvous with us at the station.” Then to Ford: “Take us down,
and keep the engine hot.”

This was the second time they’d be
setting down on a still fresh scene, danger lurking behind the
walls of corn and trees now shuddering under the chopper’s rotor
wash. No one liked it, and he wouldn’t get away with taking these
kinds of risks much longer. Access to ExoGen or not, once the men
were sure he was going to get them killed, they’d probably decide
to take their chances, maybe cordon off a town. Eke out a living
like some of the other poor human souls holding out in the
wilderness.

Like Ella.

Kenyon jumped from the open chopper
door before the landing struts even touched down. As usual, his
only weapons were a long knife sheathed on one hip, and a .50
caliber Magnum on the other. He drew neither weapon, showing
confidence in his own ability to defend himself, and his men’s
ability to do their job. He was tempted to draw the gun as he
strode down the road, toward the fallen beast. But he resisted, and
focused on his surroundings, which showed signs of a recent
battle.

He pieced together the confrontation,
or a rough approximation of it, and he felt confident that Ella had
not only been here, but was still alive. There were no human bodies
that he could see, and the road—he knelt down—told how the fight
had come to an end. A trail of black tires, peeling away at speed,
headed south. They’d fallen into a trap, but had managed to escape,
most likely thanks to the reservoir’s explosion.

Her companions are adept
at blowing things up. Perhaps I’ll recruit them.

His hand hovered over the
revolver when he heard scraping footfalls on the pavement. Then two
soldiers, weapons up, rounded the smoldering behemoth that looked
part rhino, part something else... Was
this thing a beaver?

“Just the three dead back
there, sir,” one of the men said. “Big fucking mess. Two with a
shotgun, but the other was cut up. A professional job.”

That caught Kenyon’s attention. “What
do you mean, professional?”

“Better than any of us
could do,” the man said. “Special Ops for sure.”

Great.

As Kenyon turned to leave,
something about the creature caught his attention. He stepped
closer, looking at the object clutched in the thing’s mouth,
attached to a... Is that...? Holy
shit.

Before Kenyon could voice his
discovery, someone—Mackenzie he thought—shouted,
“Incoming!”

He heard them before he saw them, the
loud rattling sound barely audible over the helicopter. The
helicopter above must have seen them moving between the
trees.

“Let’s move!” Kenyon
shouted, running toward the chopper. The two men followed close
behind. But not close enough.

Kenyon spun at the loud warbling
sound, but never stopped running. It saved his life. The two men
behind him knew what the cry meant and turned around to open fire.
They never got the chance. A phalanx of Rattletails, nine in total,
swept out of the forest, where they had been concealed by the corn.
The gray-skinned creatures’ plated backs carved through the air
like shark fins in those old horror movies. They were led by the
large female that they’d seen only once before, her twenty-foot
length dwarfing the others. The Rattletails were annoyingly
persistent, still tracking Ella after all this time.

Kenyon considered stopping. His magnum
could take down a few, but he’d be sacrificing the chopper and the
men inside.

And Ella. And that wasn’t
acceptable.

The two soldiers opened fire, but it
was too little, too late. Without breaking stride, the female leapt
up, caught both men in her hind claws, landed atop them, breaking
ribs, and then ran while clinging to them like they were floppy
slippers, staining the ground with their blood with each
step.

The helicopter rose up even as Kenyon
leapt in. In seconds, they were a hundred feet up and out of reach.
He took one last look down as the horde of predators descended on
the men still on the ground. Then he closed the door, turned to
Ford and said, “South.”
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After the hellish stress of the past
days, the dichotomy of the endless and eventless road they had
traversed during the past six hours left Jakob feeling anxious. It
wasn’t that he disliked the quiet, or the rapid progress being
made, it was that every passing moment built the anticipation. They
were headed toward disaster. No matter what direction they headed
in, it would be there to greet them, arms open wide for a
sharp-toothed embrace.

With every passing mile, conversation
fell away, replaced by monotonous scenery and stress. Crops walled
in the road, alternating every few miles, but Jakob avoided looking
at them. Part of him thought he might spot hungry eyes staring back
as they passed, or the long twitching tails of Stalkers rising up,
but mostly the crops just made him hungry. They still had enough to
eat—MREs and protein bars made before the ExoGen crops started
being used by the food industries—but the scent of apples, oranges
and countless berries twisted his stomach up in a way he’d never
experienced.

Worse than the crops and the constant
threat of danger from ExoGenetic predators was the inexorable
progress of the sun across the sky. It was behind them now, casting
the truck’s shadow out ahead of them. And he knew what that
meant.

Night was coming.

And with it, nocturnal hunters. They’d
only made it this far because most of the world’s horrors still
preferred to stalk their prey—each other—under the cover of
darkness. His mind filled with images of predators stalking each
other. With no real prey animals left, acquiring a meal demanded
more than simply hunting and killing, because prey could fight back
now, and it wanted, just as badly, to eat the predator. The world
was a nightly battleground, slowly filtering out the weak and
leaving only the most adapted and horrendous monsters behind. He’d
asked Ella if the predators would eventually eat through their
populations, and she thought they would, but their numbers were
still high enough that it wouldn’t happen for a long time. They’d
probably become omnivores before fully dying out. If humanity
couldn’t somehow reclaim the planet, the future belonged to an
ExoGenetic species.

Staring down, he flexed
and clenched his fists, watching the blood moving in and out of his
hand change the color from pink to pale white. The color shift was
hard to see past the layer of dirt covering his skin, blocking his
natural scent and filling the truck cab with the smell of
earth. Better than
blood, he thought, surprised that he was
still alive, still in shock at who had spared his life.

It was her,
he thought. She’s
alive.

But it didn’t make sense. He
remembered the night his father had dragged his mother outside, her
hands bound, her teeth stained with both of their blood. The
gunshot had been a defining moment in Jakob’s life, the sound of it
slamming the door on his childhood. He’d hated his father for doing
it, but that wound had healed in time with the physical wounds
inflicted upon him by his mother.

His eyes shifted from his soiled hands
to his forearm, where a crescent moon of scars revealed where his
mother had bitten him, just for a moment, before his father had
intervened.

She tried to eat
me.

But not this
time.

She remembered me. Spoke
my name.

He hadn’t told his father
about the encounter. It was ridiculous. Insane. His dead mother,
now a monster, had pinned him to the ground and spoken to him? Even
he knew it wasn’t possible. It was a
hallucination, he decided. Evidence of his
fracturing mind. He’d been chased through the forest. He’d nearly
been killed. Eaten. Again. How could he be sane after the past few
days?

How was Anne?

He looked at the girl who might be his
sister. She sat quietly, looking out the window, unfazed by the
delicious scenery. How could she not be? She’d already walked
through the endless fields of food without eating any of it. Seeing
it now, as a blur, was probably easy.

Anne slowly turned toward him, somehow
feeling his gaze on the back of her head. She leaned forward,
cracking a slight grin. “Are we there yet?”

Jakob was surprised when both Ella and
Peter, who had been silent for the past hour, burst out laughing.
Anne had cut through the tension with four words, and the look
she’d given him prior to speaking said she’d done it on purpose.
Neither parent answered her question, but their conversation
resumed, discussing what awaited them at George’s
Island.

Anne sat back in her seat, looking
pleased. “A sense of humor helps.”

“I have a sense of humor,”
Jakob said.

“You didn’t
laugh.”

She was right. He knew what she’d done
was funny, but the laughter they’d shared just a day previous was
no longer a part of him.

“I thought you knew that
already,” she said.

“Knew what?”

“About
laughing.”

“What made you think
that?” he asked.

She looked out the window for a
moment. “Because you made me laugh.”

“I hadn’t been out here
yet. I hadn’t seen what you saw. Lived like this.”

She frowned. “But we are still
alive.”

For how long?
he thought, but couldn’t bring himself to say it.
Not to a little girl who clearly needed hope. Or was she trying to
give it to him?

“Why did the toilet paper
roll down the hill?” he asked.

She laughed.

Well, that was
easy.

“Why?” she
asked.

“To get to the
bottom.”

She snorted and said,
“That is the dumbest joke I’ve ever heard. Wait.
Wait. Why did the toilet
paper roll down the hill?”

Jakob squinted at her, wondering where
she was going with this. “Why?”

“Because the Giant Pink
Asshole wanted to use it!”

It was the kind of lame punchline that
only a kid could conjure, but the image of that long-limbed, beaked
pig flashed into his mind, chasing a roll of toilet paper down a
hill.

“GPA strikes again,” she
said, and this time got a laugh out of Jakob.

“There you go,” she said,
and then shifted suddenly, growing serious. “Let’s make a deal. No
matter what. If you make me laugh, I’ll make you laugh.”

He grinned. “Sounds like I’m getting a
raw deal.”

“Bite me,” she said,
making him laugh again.

“Good enough,” he said,
and they shook hands.

After crossing two bridges, in and out
of Illinois, a flash of bright blue color pulled Jakob’s eyes to
the window. The brightness of it, caught in the sun, made him
squint, but the words resolved and opened his eyes wider, despite
the brightness. He whispered the words, ‘Welcome to Kentucky,’ and
then louder as they flashed past the sign, he said, “We’re in
Kentucky?”

“Told you he could read,”
Peter said to Ella.

Jakob leaned forward, head over the
seat. “Are we going to Alia’s? To the biodome?”

His father nodded. “It’s on the way,
and we could use some supplies. Brant is a good man. He’ll help us
out.”

Brant was Alia’s father. He and Peter
had spoken on several occasions, sharing tips and tricks about the
matching biodomes. They hadn’t met, but like Alia and Jakob, they
had become friends. Alia’s mother, Misha, was still alive, too.
Jakob had only spoken to her once, when calling for Alia, but she
seemed nice enough. They were good people. Farmers, like his
father, but also not like his father, because none of them had ever
been an elite Marine CSO. They probably had some weapons, but he
doubted they knew how to use them like his father. They probably
didn’t have an armored truck. Or an escape tunnel. Or a basement
rigged with explosives. They were getting by, but could they
survive outside the dome?

“We can’t,” Jakob said.
“If we bring our trouble to them...”

“We’ve been driving all
day without any sign of trouble,” his father said.

“They could track us,”
Jakob argued.

Peter deferred to Ella, glancing at
her. She turned back and said, “We’ve been tracked over greater
distances, but were on foot at the time. We’ve been driving all
day, at an average speed of fifty miles per hour.”

“The Stalkers hold a
grudge,” he said.

“We haven’t seen them
since leaving home,” his father said.

“And we have no reason to
believe there are many of them alive,” Ella added.

“What about the Riders?”
he asked. The name, along with ‘Woolies’ had been endorsed by Anne
and accepted by the others. “They were intelligent.”

“They were,” Ella said.
“And it was a surprising adaptation. I didn’t expect it
to—”

“You expected predators to
become intelligent?” Peter asked.

“It’s a logical step in
the evolution of most species...assuming it’s a beneficial
adaptation. That the Riders had once been human makes it less of a
leap forward and more of a leap back. When their predatory
instincts kicked in, human intellect took a back seat. Now that
time has passed, hyper evolution has found intelligence and
community to be beneficial attributes. But they didn’t need to grow
brains. They were already there. The Riders just needed to access
them again, though they’re clearly doing so in a limited, almost
Cro-Magnon kind of way.”

“Cro-Magnon men didn’t
ride domesticated animals,” Peter pointed out.

“Regardless,” Ella said.
“They pose no threat to us now. Only one of the hunting party we
encountered survived, and for all we know, she was the last of
them.”

Jakob’s stomach
soured. She.

“And while her evolution
might be shaped by the encounter, she was also intelligent enough
to realize a second encounter would not be in her best interest.
Unlike the Stalkers, who’ve had many victories, and meals, along
the way, the Riders will see no benefit to chasing after what
they’ll see as a superior predator.”

Peter replied, making a joke, but
Jakob tuned it out. He closed his eyes and remembered the female
Rider’s face. Heard her voice, familiar yet modified. Her body was
large. Muscular and hair covered. Hardly human. Unashamedly
naked.

But her eyes...

Jakob shook his head. It
wasn’t her. It was a monster. Ella was right. The Rider woman would
have no more desire to follow him than he had to go back and face
her again. It’s not my mother,
he told himself, doing his best to ignore the
fact that he didn’t really believe it, and to scour clean the
memory of her speaking his name.
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“This is far enough,” Ella
said, dropping the folded tarp on a bed of cushiony, densely packed
soybean plants.

Anne put a backpack down and
stretched. “This actually looks like it will be
comfortable.”

“Comfortable?” Jakob said.
“Looks like the world’s lumpiest mattress.”

Anne crossed her arms. “Have you ever
slept inside a raspberry bush?”

“Touché,” Jakob
said.

Anne knelt and pushed down on the
nearest plant. “What I thought.”

Jakob knelt beside her, testing the
bed of plants with his hands. “Are we sure it wouldn’t be better to
stay in the truck? I’d feel a lot safer with metal walls around
me.”

“Metal and
glass,” Anne said. Jakob
was smart, but sometimes she wondered how he’d survived this
long. Because of his
father, she decided. Jakob might have the
survival instincts of a golden retriever, but his father... The man
had gone to scout the area thirty minutes ago. Had presumably been
tailing them, watching for signs of danger. And all the while, she
hadn’t detected even the faintest trace of his presence. There
wasn’t a single ExoGenetic predator she’d encountered capable of
that.

“We can hide our scent,”
Ella explained, “but not the truck. It’s too big, and everything
about it smells different, especially since it’s been running. The
truck will attract attention. Empty, it will just be a curiosity,
helping to pull attention away from us. But if we were in
it...”

“Sardines,” Anne
said.

Jakob gave a slow nod, absently
scratching at his dirt-covered arms, the dry dirt sifting up into
the sunlight stretching down through the trees that broke up the
crop. “Right.”

She decided to not be hard on Jakob,
though. He was nice. Made her laugh, and she him, which was a
blessing in its own way. He also had proved he could fight when it
mattered. He might not be stealthy or well versed in how to survive
the new wild, but he’d also been cooped up in a house, learning how
to farm small crops in boxes. He was older, but he was the more
innocent of the two.

Ella began spreading the tarp over the
soy plants. She looked up at the sky. The sun was nearing the
horizon. “Anne, I think we have time to forage. See what you can
find.”

Anne swatted Jakob’s arm. “C’mon. Time
for Anne’s survival school.”

“We’re going...alone?”
Jakob asked.

Anne squinted at the boy.
He seemed more skittish now, outside of the truck, but certainly
more than the previous night in the church. She supposed it was
because he’d nearly been killed. He’ll get
used to that, she decided, and waved him
to follow her. “Your dad’s out here, right? Probably keeping an eye
on things.”

“I suppose,” Jakob said,
rooted in place until Anne moved into a stand of trees. Then he
hurried to catch up.

Not afraid enough to leave
me on my own, Anne noted, feeling glad
that she now had a foraging companion. She never let her mother
see, but these little foraging trips, alone in the wilderness,
terrified her. It wasn’t the predators. She could outwit most
anything in the wild, hiding her small body with ease. She simply
feared that she’d find a bloodied and emptied camp when she
returned. At least now, with Jakob, if she found her mother dead or
missing, she wouldn’t be alone. It was a horrible way to think, she
knew, but not unrealistic. She’d seen friends eaten. Had listened
as they were plucked from their hiding spots and torn apart. The
wild tended to take people away from her. Before finding Jakob and
Peter, their group had been whittled down to just she and her
mother—who she thought survived by the strength of her convictions,
to right the wrong she’d helped perpetrate.

So Anne took Jakob along, knowing that
if her mother died, she’d still have him, and if she died...it
wouldn’t be alone. Jakob didn’t need to know that, and she hoped it
wouldn’t happen, but she couldn’t deny the comfort his presence
would provide if death finally claimed her.

“Yes!” Anne scurried over
a patch of soy, heading for the base of a tree. She began plucking
small green plants growing in the moss that covered the lower
bark.

Jakob crouched beside her. “What is
it?”

She held up one of the small, three
leafed plants. “Clovers. Duh.”

“Clovers... Are they for
luck?”

“First, four leaf clovers
are for luck,” Anne said. “Second, all clovers, three or four leaf,
are edible and non-ExoGenetic.” She scooted to the side. “Help me
collect them.”

They worked in silence, plucking the
small plants at the roots, stuffing them into a cloth bag that Anne
pulled from her pocket. When there wasn’t a single clover left,
Anne moved on, checking the bases of all the trees. Where there was
moss, there was often other edible things. Jakob split away from
her, searching on his own. He was only ten feet away, but Anne kept
an eye on him, making sure they didn’t get too far
apart.

“What about this?” Jakob
plucked something from the ground. He turned around, holding it up
victoriously as Anne came to see what he’d found. “Mushrooms
are—”

She swatted the long stemmed, white
topped mushroom from his hands, shattering it like it was made of
glass.

“The hell!” Jakob
grumbled. “We used to have mushrooms like that all the
time.”

“Did you also have
diarrhea, nausea and stomach pain resulting in a coma? Wait, no,
you didn’t, because you’re still alive.” She pointed at the
mushroom’s remains. “That’s a Destroying Angel. It would kill
you.”

Jakob deflated. “Oh.”

“Just...only pick what I
tell you to, okay?” Before he could reply, a bright patch of yellow
caught her attention. She gasped and hurried toward the glow. When
Jakob caught up to her, he was breathless, but more from panic than
running, she thought.

“What is it?” he
asked.

“Dandelions.” She pulled
one from the ground, carefully pushing her hands down, freeing the
roots from the moss in which it grew. She held the plant up for
Jakob to see, then popped the whole thing in her mouth and chewed.
“They’re good. You can eat the whole thing.”

Noting his disgusted face, she
searched the area and was pleased to find a few more edible bits of
vegetation clinging to life at the fringe of the world’s
genetically aggressive crops. She pulled a small sampling of the
plants from nearby trees, combined them in her hand and held it out
for Jakob to see.

He looked dubious. “What is
it?”

“Clovers, dandelion, chive
and a Chanterelles mushroom. None of it
will kill you. Or even make you sick.” She carefully placed bits of
chive atop the flat, golden mushroom head, placed a few cloves on
top and then wrapped it all up in a dandelion stem, the bright
flower looking like an ornate bow on top of a present, which in
Anne’s mind, wasn’t far from the truth.

She placed the small package in
Jakob’s hand. “Eat it.”

He looked down at the slowly
unraveling vegetation. “It won’t kill me?”

“It’s one of the last
things on Earth that won’t,” she said.

He let out a long breath, then put the
whole thing in his mouth. His nose scrunched up as he chewed
through the dandelion stem, but then he looked surprised, and
pleased. “Not bad.”

“Right?” She pulled
another dandelion and put it in her bag. “Now we just need to
gather enough for four people.”

Jakob frowned. Looked at the sky. Dusk
and all its heinous possibilities was nearly upon them. “We better
get to it then.”

The two worked in near silence,
gathering small plants under Anne’s direction. Jakob paid attention
to everything she said, which made her happy, and he willingly
tried everything she pointed out, even the stuff that tasted gross.
Within twenty minutes, they had enough for a decent-sized salad. It
wouldn’t be filling anyone’s belly, but would provide some
nutrition, and the pleasure of eating something real.

As they snuck back to camp, Anne told
Jakob how to hide, how to detect predators—with his ears, with his
nose, with his eyes. “If you’re going to survive,” she told him.
“You’re going to have to learn from the best.”

He laughed at that, but the very fact
that she was still alive made him listen. They approached the camp
in silence, practicing stealth, which Anne thought Jakob needed the
most help with. He even breathed loudly. But with some pointers, he
became silent enough that they crept to within thirty feet of her
mother and Peter. They were standing close; the way her mother used
to with Eddie. They were speaking quietly, but their voices carried
in the abject silence.

Anne flinched at what she heard, but
when she looked at Jakob for confirmation that he had heard the
same, he just looked confused.

“What?” he
whispered.

Anne held a finger to her lips, but it
was too late.

“C’mon out,” Ella said,
sounding casual. “What did you find?”

Anne pushed herself up and walked out
like she hadn’t been spying. She held up the bag of foraged
plants.

Ella took it and looked inside. “Wow.
You guys found a lot.”

Her praise was out of
character. She’d normally just take the plants, comb through them
and then divvy them up, eating in silence. Peter seemed to bring
out a different side of her. A kinder side. Anne liked it, but
didn’t trust it. If her mother got soft, it would be dangerous for
both of them. Then again... Anne looked at Jakob and he smiled at
her, munching on a dandelion. I’m getting
soft, too. And if what she had heard was
true, she understood why, and why remaining strong was more
important than ever.

After a quiet meal of foraged salad
and protein bars, the foursome crawled beneath the shelter Ella had
created. The tarp, which had been rubbed with tree sap collected
from some nearby pines, was laid out over the soybean crop. She’d
covered the sticky surface with soil and a collection of strong
smelling plants. They’d be invisible to the eyes and noses of any
predators that happened past them, as long as nothing stepped on
them and no one snored.

Under the tarp, the air got humid and
hot, but Anne was accustomed to these conditions. She preferred it
to the wide open space or the hard surface of the church. Felt
safer despite the lack of walls.

But sleep wouldn’t come. The words
she’d heard, spoken by Peter, kept repeating through her head,
fueling her insomnia. “Are you going to tell her I’m her
father?”

Her mother hadn’t replied to the
question before Jakob gave away their position, but the question
itself implied her mother believed him to be her father, too. And
that made no sense. None at all. But she hoped it was true. Because
it meant she had a family. A brother.

A chill ran through her body and she
was gripped by a sudden anxiety. If she had a family, it also meant
she could lose a family, and if life had taught her anything, she
knew in her heart that she would lose them.

She slowly reached out her hand,
finding Jakob. He flinched, but then took her hand in his. They
squeezed each other, providing comfort in the dark, eventually
falling asleep.

Anne woke in the early
morning hours. She couldn’t see the sky beneath the tarp, but her
internal clock knew that the sun was still an hour off. She also
knew her fears from the night before were well founded. Something
was moving around the outside of the tarp, near her feet. She held
her breath, fighting the urge to pull her legs higher. She nearly
screamed when Jakob squeezed her hand. She hadn’t realized they
were still holding on to each other. Don’t
react, she thought, don’t move.

But then he did.

Downward.

Dragged out of the tarp.
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Sunlight glistened through Spring’s
thin green leaves, which were shifting about in the wind like they
were nothing more than a layer of algae-colored water. The emerald
light they cast, mixed with diamonds of orange, created a magical
kaleidoscope. In the light was warmth. Safety.
Familiarity.

Peter recognized the view. He’d stood
here before, in the street, in front of his childhood home. He felt
young again, seeing the world in more vivid colors than he
remembered. But this is what it looked like, wasn’t it? This is
what the world had felt like back then. The magic of it had faded
with age, but he remembered it now.

Missed it.

He wept, looking up, the tears
streaming down his cheeks.

“Thank you,” he said to no
one. Maybe the trees. Maybe his subconscious.

Motion tugged him from the view. He
resisted, but the trees vanished in a blink, replaced by darkness.
The crunch of vegetation and the swish of a plastic tarp replaced
the quiet of the memory made dream. The calm he had felt fled in
the face of terror and rage, the latter of the two controlling his
motions.

He rolled out from under the tarp,
slipping out of the intolerably humid blanket and into the clear
night. He moved instinctually, having no memory of what set him
off, but somehow knowing it had been Jakob’s scream that pulled him
from the dream and set him moving. The boy’s voice still echoed in
his ears. The shotgun in his hand came up as a shadow descended
over him.

Too late.

His arm was pinned beneath a boney
limb.

The weight hit his chest next, driving
the air from his lungs.

He froze when the cold edge of a
blade—not a claw—pressed against the skin of his throat. He waited
for the attacker to drag the knife across his neck, sever the
artery, drain his life. But the assault stalled. The knife pulled
back.

“You’re dead,” Ella said,
as she leaned back.

“Ella?” Peter’s body
tensed, and he fought the urge to backhand her off of him. “What
the hell?”

“A lesson better learned
before it’s real.” She stood up over him. “You’re dead because you
came out.”

“I heard
Jakob—”

“And now you’re
dead.”

“God-damn it, Ella. Where
is Jakob?”

“Here,” Jakob
said.

With his night adjusted eyes, Peter
found Jakob sitting at the foot of the tarp looking confused. “Are
you hurt?”

“Just confused.” The boy
rubbed his head. “Maybe a bump on the head. Something pulled me out
of the tarp.”

Peter sat up, glaring at Ella. “Why?
What’s the point?”

“If you had stayed hidden,
you’d be alive.”

“I am alive.”

“Only because I’m not an
ExoGen.”

“And you expect me to just
cower under a tarp while my son is taken?”

“Anne and I are alive
because of this rule. Once hidden, stay hidden. No matter what.
People were taken during the night, and we survived by not
moving.”

“Maybe some of those
people would still be alive if you had.”

Even in the dull blue
moonlight, Peter could see the disappointment in Ella’s eyes. Had
she really thought he’d buy into this? That he’d agree to not chase
after his son, if he was taken during the night? Hell, he’d already
faced down a hunting party of Riders to get him back.
That’s why she’s doing this, he thought. She would have left him
there.

“We didn’t come up with
this night one,” she said. “A lot of people were killed, more from
chasing after those who had been taken, than had actually been
taken. When a rabbit is caught, the rest don’t come out of hiding
to face the pack of wolves. We’re the prey now. Sometimes we need
to act like it.”

“If the choice is to hide
or die beside my son, I’ll die with my son.”

Again, she looked wounded,
and it took him a moment to figure out why. Anne... He hadn’t really started
thinking of her as his daughter. He barely knew her. But if she
really was his flesh and blood, should he die beside his son, or
survive to protect the daughter he just met?

I couldn’t do it,
he thought. I couldn’t
abandon Jakob. No matter what.

No one was more important to him. He
suspected Ella felt the same for Anne, which was why this little
object lesson was skewed. “You’d lay still while Anne was
taken?”

“She’d never be found,”
Ella said.

“That’s a dangerous
opinion,” Peter countered. “But the question is still valid. Would
you let a Stalker make away with Anne while you hid beneath a
tarp?”

“It’s not the same,” Ella
said.

Peter climbed to his feet. “It’s
exactly the same.”

Ella stepped back, the soybean plant
crunching beneath her foot. She crossed her arms. “I’m not going to
talk about this now.” She started moving away, retreating into the
shadows.

Peter followed her, grabbing her arm
and spinning her around. “You don’t have a choice.”

Ella glanced down at his hand
clutching her arm. “Really?”

He didn’t remove his hand. “Tell me,
Ella. Explain to me how your daughter is more important than my
son.”

Ella stood rigid, her normally full
lips pinched together in a tight white line.

“We’ve been a lot of
things to each other over the years,” he said, “but we’ve never
lied to each other.”

Still nothing.

His grip tightened. Her eyes darted
back down to her arm.

“You made me think my son
was dead,” he said, giving voice to the energy that was being
expressed through his vice grip. He loosened his grip. “Tell me, or
we’re done.”

“What do you mean,
‘done?’” she asked.

“We’ll go our separate
ways,” he said. “I can either trust you implicitly with the life of
my son, or...I can’t. In which case, you’re on your
own.”

“You would leave
us?”

“It’s your
choice.”

She stared at him, her eyes wavering
between doubt and resolve. Finally, her shoulders sagged. “Fine.
But you’re not going to like it.”

He let go of her arm. “Didn’t think I
would.”

Head lowered toward the bed of tightly
packed soy plants, Ella said, “She’s the best of us
both.”

“Anne,” he
said.

She nodded.

“You can’t possibly expect
me to favor one child over the other simply because Jakob was born
from Kristin and not you. I knew you didn’t like her. God knows,
she hated you. But what you’re suggesting, some kind of eugenics
parental preference—”

“What?” Ella objected.
“I’m not saying anything like that. Peter, you know me.”

“I’m not sure how well
this time,” Peter said. They’d spent large portions of their life
apart, but every time they came together, the relationship seemed
to zipper right back together. He’d thought that was how things
were playing out once again, but now he wasn’t so sure. The world
had changed, and Ella with it, neither for the better.

A deep sadness filled Ella’s eyes, and
for a moment, he saw Ella the way he remembered her on the day he
had told her he was staying with Kristin.

And then, she was gone.

Long black fingers tipped with
rounded, black talons slipped out of the darkness behind Ella,
snapped closed around her waist and then yanked her back. The
motion was fluid and unnatural, snatching Ella away in a blink. As
she slipped back into the darkness, she managed to say, “Let me go,
Pete,” before falling silent.

Like a clubbed animal, Peter went
rigid, stunned dumb.

It was Jakob who snapped him out of
his surprise. “Dad!”

Peter looked back to find
his shotgun in the air, tossed by Jakob. He caught the weapon,
shouted, “Stay here! Hide!” and then charged into the woods after
Ella, hoping that the exchange they’d just had wouldn’t be their
last. The way he’d left things with his wife was burden enough. He
didn’t think he could handle losing Ella this way. Not after the
things he’d said. The way he’d treated her. Like she wasn’t her.
Wasn’t Ella. His Ella. If she was different now, it was because
she’d been hurt—was being
hurt—and that was unacceptable.

She might be different.

She might be wrong.

But she was still...what?

Her. With a capital H.

The girl who helped form the boy into
a man.

And he wasn’t going to let her go,
whether or not she was wrong. Not without a fight.
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Running through the dark acted like a
time machine, propelling Peter to some other place, charging down
an enemy position to rescue a captured comrade. It had been equally
hot then, but the kind of dry that scratches your throat with each
breath. And the land beneath his booted feet had been hard-packed
sand, not...this. Not crunchy plants that were impossible to run
over silently. Each step brought the rubbery crunch of firm, water
laden leaves. His approach would not be stealthy, even if he cut
his speed in half, so he poured everything he had into speed, while
listening for a direction. The thing that took Ella had slipped
away into the dark without a trace.

He tried not to think about that
long-ago mission, though he could still feel its weight on him,
threatening to spill over from memory to déjà vu. The conclusion of
that now-ancient assault had ended with many dead enemies, but at a
price. The lesson for him then was, ‘sometimes there’s nothing you
can do.’

He heard the hard chop of
blades—claws—striking bark.

It’s moving through the
trees, he thought, turning his gaze upward
in time to see something like a bright apparition slipping through
the sky. Was it a bird? No,
he decided, birds didn’t need to leap off of
trees. Unless... He remembered his earlier thoughts of those massive,
flightless birds that had once roamed South America. But they were
fast, like killer ostriches. Something like that wouldn’t move
through the trees. This was just another who-knows-what conjured by
the vast trough of available DNA unlocked by ExoGen.

A flash of white ahead
made him flinch. Instinct guided his hands as he raised the
shotgun, taking aim at the broad, almost luminous surface. Part of
him thought, Don’t shoot! You’ll hit
Ella! but the rest of him knew that if he
didn’t shoot and slow this thing down, it would eventually escape.
And at this range, even if a few pellets found Ella, they probably
wouldn’t be fatal. He had to risk it.

The gunshot cut through the night like
some ancient cannon announcing the battle’s start. It was followed
by a high-pitched shriek, the target struck. But was it stopped? Or
even slowed?

Peter kept the shotgun against his
shoulder, ready to fire. His pace slowed as his ears fought to hear
over the shotgun’s echo.

A gunshot blasted to his
left. Peter ducked, recognizing the sound for a breaking branch
only after he hit the vegetation. The creature was getting
sloppy. Injured,
he decided, climbing back to his feet and stalking toward the sound
of crunching soy plants.

He slowed when a smell struck him:
fetid, rotting and rank. He winced, putting his hand to his nose.
The air was thick with the scent of ammonia, sauerkraut and
sun-baked, bloated fish. This was the scent of a kill. The animal,
upon its death, had vacated its bowels, mixing the fragrances with
blood from its wounds.

He stopped when he saw the
thing ahead. It was a large mound of gnarly white fur, the size of
a horse. He took a step closer, wincing once more at the smell. The
too-strong smell. He’d just shot the monster, but it smelled a week
old. Unless this thing had evolved to rapidly decay, which made no
sense, the stench wafting up from this thing was
manufactured. Like a skunk.

Closer now, he could see the white fur
was actually a mottled gray, like the thing had been rolling around
in mud. Its physical appearance was nearly as horrible as its
smell. And then he knew what is was—or what it had been before DNA
had been flung about through nature like a genetic Pollock
painting.

It’s playing
opossum.

It is an opossum—or was, once upon a
time.

He willed his eyes to see better in
the moonlight’s glow, trying to confirm that Ella wasn’t going to
be hit when he put a cloud of 12 gauge into the creature’s back. It
would quickly go from playing dead to being dead, but he wanted to
be sure Ella wouldn’t join it, if she hadn’t already.

Keeping the shotgun aimed at the swath
of putrid fur, he slowly crept around the creature’s head, or what
he thought was the head. The opossum was bent in on itself, most of
its features concealed. Then the back moved.

Peter froze.

Was it an involuntary muscle
twitch?

Was it preparing to strike?

He held his breath, sure that he was
going to cough from the ammonia scent, triggering an attack. The
back twitched again, and then again, further down. It was like
something was twitching inside the thing.

Then a pair of eyes, black orbs like
twin eight balls, opened from the creature’s back.

Holy sh—

A second pair opened, further down,
staring at him.

Like some demon from the Biblical
apocalypse, this opossum had evolved eyes all over its body. Ten
sets in all, opened to stare at him, hunger in every orb. He wasn’t
sure if the revelation, in combination with the death scent, was
meant to confuse an enemy, or to intimidate. It was doing both, but
he wasn’t another ExoGen predator. So this must have been a hunting
technique, luring prey in close to...what? The body remained
still.

Then one of the sets of eyes lifted
upward to reveal a head. The opossum’s face was recognizable. Its
ears were tipped black, as was its long snout. But the head was the
size of a German shepherd’s. The mouth opened wide, hissing and
revealing two-inch canines. Normal opossums, the size of footballs,
had impressive jaws and teeth. This thing was worse than any attack
dog he’d seen.

And it wasn’t part of the
larger creature’s mouth, it was clinging to its back. The giant
opossum was laden with ten young, each nearly as big as Peter.
Knowing the ruse was up, the larger mother began to stir, shedding
its young like Allied soldiers from a landing craft on the beaches
of Normandy.

Peter took a step back,
unsure of what to shoot first, or whether or not he should.
Ten young and an enormous mother.
He’d already fired one shell and didn’t have
enough to take care of the others. And that was if they lined up,
nice and orderly, and let him take his time to aim and shoot. He’d
have to pump each shell into the chamber before firing, and if
these things came at him in any way other than one at a time, he
was screwed.

So he took another step back, hoping
the distance would equal time. But he didn’t think so. While these
things were identifiable as once-upon-time opossums, mostly thanks
to the hair and their behavior, they were built for strength and
speed, closer to that of a jaguar than their more recent genetic
history.

He shifted his aim to the mother. The
smaller ones were each big enough to take him down, but they were
still animals. Still young. Without the mother’s living presence,
the young might become confused, or even despondent. That would
give him time for...what? He still didn’t have enough shells, and
there still wasn’t any sign of Ella.

Had she been dumped in a tree? Killed
and left behind? Whatever the case, he didn’t see her, not even as
the big mother stood on its hind legs and opened its mouth, which
looked like it belonged more on a massive Nile crocodile. It
hissed, pushing its death stink over him, causing him to gag. Its
arms snapped open wide, the black, hairless limbs nearly invisible
in the night. The tail, also black, snaked backward slowly, sliding
up a tree trunk like a constrictor in the jungle, a mind of its
own.

The mother was intimidating as hell,
but a shotgun shell in the chest would change that. Peter stopped
moving back and looked down the sights, placing the barrel directly
on the creature’s center mass. Impossible to miss. His finger
slowly hooked around the trigger while he held his breath against
the rank hissing flowing over him.

And then, with a twitch, he
stopped.

The mother’s gut moved.

Was it another young about to detach
or...

Oh, God.

The form inside the mother’s belly was
human.

He could see the arms and legs moving.
Straining. Ella was trapped inside the mother’s belly, and if he
took the shot, he’d hit her, too. But had the thing eaten her
whole? Was she slowly being digested in its stomach? She’d surely
be dead already if that was true.

But the truth was even more twisted.
Pursued and perhaps wounded by his first shot, the mother opossum
had played dead, but not before stuffing its catch into its pouch.
The opossum was a marsupial, and while this creature had devolved
in many way, it had kept that ancient evolutionary trait shared by
kangaroos and koalas. And it had adapted it for storing more than
offspring. It was using the pouch to hold its prey. How many other
meals had met their end in that pouch before being fed to its
brood?

“Ella!” he shouted. “If
you can hear me, I’m coming for you!”

The flailing movements inside the
pouch froze for a moment and then really moved. Ella was trapped,
but she was still fighting.

Peter swung the shotgun toward the
nearest opossum and pulled the trigger, erasing its head. The gore
splattered into the face, and eyes, of the next creature, sending
it into a mad shrieking spin, perhaps because it was disoriented,
but he hoped a bone fragment had found its eye—or even better, its
brain. He didn’t wait to figure out which. He turned and fired
again, putting a hole through another opossum’s chest.

Only then, after two lay dead and one
spun in confused circles, did the remaining seven, and the mother,
take action—they scattered.

“Damn it!” Peter
shouted.

If they scattered, he might never
catch the mother. But the monsters weren’t fleeing. They were doing
what opossums did best—deceiving. All at once, like the maneuver
had been rehearsed, the family of ExoGenetic marsupials altered
course, coming at Peter from all sides.

He opened fire, pumping the shotgun
after each trigger pull, dropping three more of the creatures. But
as each young killer opossum fell, another took its place, leaping
over its fallen brethren, along the ground, or climbing up the
trees. Peter pulled the trigger as an airborne opossum fell from
above. Guts blasted upwards, bloody Fourth-of-July streamers arcing
outward, but the creature’s momentum carried it downward, tackling
Peter’s back.

Air coughed from his lungs as the
impact slammed him down on the firm bed of soy plants. Despite the
dead creature laying over his torso and head, he still had a clear
view of the now purple sky above, staring up through the portal of
flesh carved by the shotgun. As the thing’s guts slid toward his
face, the view was blocked by another of the young opossums. It
looked down at him, unflinching as it lowered its snout through the
remains of its brethren, teeth bared to carve off Peter’s
face.

Peter felt for the shotgun, but he’d
dropped it when he’d fallen, and he couldn’t find it. Even if he
could have, firing from the side would likely break his wrist. So
he gave up on the shotgun and reached down for his belt, freeing
the knife and swinging it up without looking. He felt a moment of
resistance against the blade, and then it sank into something soft
before striking something solid—meat and then bone.

His view cleared as the young killer
opossum reared back. In that moment of clarity, Peter withdrew the
blade from the thing’s back and thrust again, this time putting all
five inches of the blade through its temple, skewering its brain.
The creature’s long tongue lolled from the side of its toothy
mouth. Then the black eyes became vacant, and the whole thing fell
to the side, taking the blade with it.

Was that six down?
Peter wondered, as he tried to squirm out from
under the pair of dead opossums. Or was it
five? He couldn’t remember, but he knew
that whatever the count was, he was dead if he couldn’t get up and
recover his weapons.

And then, that rare stench flowed down
over him as the night sky was blotted out by a large body. The
mother opossum stood over him, her awkwardly massive jaws open in a
silent hiss. Her maw looked big enough to swallow him whole, and he
thought that was exactly what she intended to do, as she reached
down toward his head.

As the first trickle of drool struck
Peter’s cheek, dangling from a four-inch canine just a foot from
his face, the opossum was cast in bright red light. Something
roared and charged, striking the mother opossum in the side, its
spiky horns piercing flesh. The mother was knocked aside, replaced
by the rumbling body of his rescuer, which he recognized the moment
it belched exhaust over his face and pulled forward.

Peter reached up and caught the spiked
metal frame he’d welded to the bumper. Once he was pulled free of
the dead, he rolled for his shotgun, snatched it up, pumped it and
found a target. He pulled the trigger, knocking a young opossum
back. A shriek spun him around, and he swung the weapon like a bat,
catching a second youngster in the side of the head. It landed on
all fours, stunned, but not dead. Peter rushed forward, put one
hand on the back of the creature’s coarse hair-covered neck, and
the other beneath its long snout. He pushed down hard on the neck,
while shoving the snout up. The sudden movement produced a loud
crack, and the thing fell limp.

Peter spun, looking for another
attack, but a sudden thunderous booming dropped him to the ground.
Fire spat from the back of the truck as the machine gun unleashed
its few and final rounds.

A voice cut through the silence that
followed. “Dad! Get in!”

He turned and saw Jakob standing in
the flat bed of the truck, which looked like it had seen some
action during the night. It was covered in scratches, and the
windshield was shattered, but maybe that had happened on the way,
because if Jakob wasn’t driving... He stood up and saw Anne behind
the wheel, looking back. She waved.

Peter recovered his knife and stalked
toward the mother. The creature was dead, one half of its head
punched through with three clean holes, the other side missing
completely. The thing’s belly writhed as Ella fought. Her hand
stretched out and then, with a sick tearing, a knife burst from
within the opossum and slipped down through the skin. Ella emerged,
eyes wide with horror, body covered in mucus. She saw Peter,
blinked and then fell, her eyes rolling back. He caught her slick
body before she hit the ground, but she was out for the count. He
carried her back to the truck, as Jakob opened the back door.
Working together, they slid her inside.

“Buckle her down,” Peter
said to Jakob.

The boy nodded and climbed
inside.

“I think they’re all
dead,” Jakob said. “We don’t have to ru—”

“We just made a hell of a
lot of noise.” Peter knocked on the passenger side door and waved
Anne over. The girl understood and scooted out from behind the
wheel. “I don’t want to be around when every hungry thing within a
few miles comes looking for a snack, do you?”

Jakob climbed into the truck without
another word and set to work, buckling Ella’s prone
form.

When Peter climbed behind the wheel,
Anne was smiling at him.

He paused, not comprehending what
could have put a smile on the girl’s face.

“I like your way better,”
she said.

Understanding, he grinned back. “Me
too.” He shoved the gas pedal down, shredding soy plants as the
tires spun and caught, propelling them back toward the road and the
rising sun.


 

 

33

 

The sun rose, a beacon guiding them
east. The roads were congested with vehicles, abandoned at the end
of civilization. Some had been fleeing the Change, only to discover
that there was nowhere to run, and then, that they didn’t want to
run at all. They wanted to feast.

Jakob looked at a pair of SUVs stopped
on either side of the road, their doors still open. In the middle
of the road, between the two vehicles, were a pair of skeletons
dressed in tatters, still locked in mortal combat as they attempted
to devour each other, neither combatant having lived long enough to
evolve into super-predators.

Jakob had seen a few people during the
Change. Long black nails. Extended canines. He thought they had
looked a lot like basic vampires, with appetites to match, though
people weren’t only eating people back then. They were eating
anything they could catch—squirrels, livestock, pets. But people
weren’t the only creatures on the planet changing. Sometimes the
pets ate their masters. Sometimes the herds turned on the farmer,
before turning on each other.

He’d been protected from
most of it, thanks to the forewarning and the biodome supplied by
Ella. His father had tried to warn people, but no one believed him.
Not even their family. Why would they? Food was plentiful, and
nearly free. World hunger had been cured. To see a devil in those
details took a level of paranoia that modern culture had mocked.
Jakob didn’t blame them. He understood the benefits of hacking
genomes, and he understood the desire to feed the world had
been mostly noble
with a trace of greed. GMOs could have saved the world. He knew
that. It was the rush, and hubris, that had turned the tools of
modern humanity bad. But wasn’t that always the way? Isn’t that
what history taught, back to the very beginning? The ExoGen crops
were just the latest example of ‘corrupted human ingenuity.’ His
father’s words, though he didn’t think Peter had ever said them to
Ella.

She lay in a fetal position across the
back seat, held in place by two seat belts, her legs across Jakob’s
lap. She was still unconscious, but breathing. Anne worried her
mother had fallen into a coma. Peter said she hadn’t, but Jakob
recognized the false confidence in his father’s voice.

Looking at the woman sprawled across
the back seat, it was hard to imagine his father having feelings
for her. She was dirty, ragged and hard. She had a scar above one
lip, and another revealed by her shaved head. She was also decisive
and confident. If he was honest, she was a lot like his father. His
mother had been...soft. Fragile. Sensitive. She hadn’t been cut out
for the hard life of a farmer, let alone for the end of
civilization. And in her weakness, or perhaps just to spite Ella’s
warning, she had eaten. In secret. Not a lot. Not as much as
everyone else. But enough to instigate the Change. It just took
longer. Had she been more like Ella...

Jakob shook his head.
Images of his mother that he’d wanted to forget were coming to the
forefront of his mind, not just of his mother launching herself at
him, giving in to the hunger, trying to tear out his throat, but
also of the woman-thing who had straddled him in the gas station
parking lot. The woman he believed was his mother, but also wasn’t.
His mother was dead. What he saw had been something...stronger.
Confident. And savage. Perfectly adapted to the new world. But he
also knew that wasn’t possible. His mother was dead. Shot. He
looked up at the back of his father’s shaved head.
Wasn’t she?

The skeletons in the road crunched
beneath the truck’s tires. Jakob winced at the sound.

“Sorry,” his father said.
“Couldn’t avoid them.”

“Crunch,” Anne said. “They
weren’t people anymore anyway.”

Jakob’s brow furrowed. “They used to
be. Isn’t that enough?”

“They were monsters,” Anne
said. “Same kind we’d kill now without thinking about
it.”

“It’s not that easy,”
Jakob said. “Is it, Dad?”

Peter kept his eyes locked forward,
steering around an overturned 18-wheeler. Finally, with a quiet
voice, he said, “No. It’s not that easy.” He glanced back. “I’ll
try to avoid them next time.”

Anne shrank down in her seat. “Going
to have to be tougher than that to survive out here.”

Jakob could hear Ella in Anne’s voice,
and he thought the girl was overcompensating for her mother’s
silence. “She’s going to be okay.”

“Shut-up,” Anne snapped.
“You don’t know that. Don’t tell me something you don’t know.” She
spun around and climbed to her knees. “You can’t do
that.”

“Do what?” Jakob said,
leaning back from Anne’s angry eyes. “Geez.”

“It’s false hope,” she
said. “Just because your mom is—”

“Shut-up, you little
jerk,” Jakob said, working hard not to show surprise at what he
said.

“Asshole!” Anne said,
lunging back, her fingers hooked. The look on her face was
ferocious, and for a moment, Jakob thought she must have eaten some
ExoGenetic food along the way. Then the anger shifted to surprise,
as she was stopped in midair and yanked back.

“Hey,” Peter shouted, the
bark was so loud that Jakob and Anne were both stunned into
silence. “Knock it off! Both of you!” He let go of Anne’s belt,
where he’d pulled her back into the front seat. He pointed at the
seat and waited for her to sit. She complied with a huff, crossing
her arms.

“Your mother is going to
be fine,” Peter said. “What she went through, it was hard on her
body. She’s unconscious, but her breathing is regular and her pulse
is strong. Her body and mind just need time to heal. She’s a strong
woman. You know that better than anyone. Just give her time,
okay?”

Anne’s arms tightened as her frown
deepened. But then she offered a begrudging, “Fine.”

Jakob was certain Peter would then
make her apologize for her behavior. It’s what his father would
have made him do, but the man just continued staring ahead, stoic,
a statue behind the wheel. Jakob watched him, seeing the
concentration in his eyes. He glanced at the speedometer. They were
going 40 mph, which wasn’t fast by old-world standards, but it
could be dangerous on a road as congested as this one. There were
cars everywhere. Fallen trees. Predators hiding in wait, ready to
pounce. At least, Jakob imagined there were. Since the previous
night, they hadn’t seen another living thing. But that didn’t mean
they weren’t out there.

And his father was thinking the same
thing. He could see it in the man’s eyes. And then, in the way his
vision flicked back and forth to the rearview mirror. Jakob’s eyes
widened with the idea that something might be chasing them already,
that his father was driving fast, with no regard for the dead,
because they were being pursued.

He swiveled his body and
cut a sidelong glance out the back window. He watched the road
streak past, framed by trees and pocked with the remnants of
civilization. They crested a hill, and his vision turned upward.
The sky above was bright blue, lacking even a trace of clouds,
which seemed impossible given the humidity outside.
The clouds will come this
afternoon, he thought, along with a storm. Western Kentucky
was on the fringes of the infamous Tornado Alley, where storms
could roll in without warning, tearing entire cities to shreds. The
sky above might be blue, but storm clouds could be rolling in
behind them, or waiting to greet them over the horizon.

As they reached the bottom of the long
hill and started up the far side, Jakob caught a glimpse of
movement at the top of the hill. He strained to see what it was,
but his view shifted to the pavement as they rose up a second
hill.

“Jakob, buddy,” his father
said, sounding calm, but strained.

Jakob looked forward, meeting his
father’s eyes. He understood the look, which could be translated to
something like, “Not a word.” He was trying to spare Anne the
stress of knowing they were being pursued. Jakob played along.
“Yeah, Dad?”

“You have the map back
there?”

Jakob looked for their thick map book.
Found it tucked into the back of the driver’s side seat. Leaned
over Ella to pluck it out. “Got it.”

“We’re about ten miles
out—”

Jakob’s heart hammered from the news.
“From Alia?”

Peter gave a nod. “But I don’t think
the direct route is going to work out for us. We need to find an
alternative. Something more...”

“Winding,” Jakob said,
understanding the request.

“Probably a good idea,”
Anne said. “Since we’re being followed.”

Peter slowly turned toward the girl.
Busted.

“But you knew that,” she
added, glancing up at the man who might be her father, too. “Two
words. Situational awareness.”

“How long have you known?”
Peter asked.

“About five seconds after
you saw them in the rearview,” she said. “And a whole thirty
minutes before Super Genius in the backseat knew.” She motioned to
Jakob with her head.

“Hey,” Jakob said, but his
offense lasted only a moment, mostly because she was right, and
once again she had proved he had a lot to learn before he could
survive on his own. He wasn’t too proud to accept that. “So who’s
back there?”

“What’s
back there,” Anne corrected. “And the answer is
always, ‘nothing good.’ So find us a good route or hand me the
map.”

Geez, Jakob thought, wanting nothing more than to argue and put
the girl in her place. But he remained silent, partly because he
thought she’d win the argument, but also because they were just ten
miles from Alia’s biodome. They’d be safe there. And with company.
He’d never seen Alia, but his mind’s eye had painted a pretty
picture based on how she had described herself. He assumed she
might have embellished a little. He certainly had. But as the only
other teenage girl...maybe anywhere, she’d be pretty much perfect,
no matter what she looked like. He knew these were stupid thoughts
to have, given the circumstances, but he was still a guy, and a
teenager. As a non-ExoGenetic person, his teenage hormones were
firing exactly as nature had created them to do. So he turned to
the map, found a circuitous, confusing route to the biodome, which
had already been marked, and said, “Next exit. Turn
right.”

As they turned off the highway, Jakob
looked back, watching the horizon. He saw nothing as they moved
past the trees, invisible to whatever was chasing them. The side
road was half the size of the highway, and curved like a snake, but
it was mostly free of vehicles. Peter pushed the gas pedal down,
bringing them to fifty-five, explaining, “We need to put some
distance between us, so they can’t hear the engine.”

“If it’s a bat-thing,”
Anne said, “that might not be possible.”

“The trees will help,”
Jakob said.

Peter nodded, pushing five more miles
per hour out of the engine and taking a sharp turn. The weight of
the truck kept them on the road, but the tires chewed through
gravel on the side.

“Next left,” Jakob said,
as they rapidly approached the turn.

Peter braked hard without screeching
the tires, and accelerated again. The rollercoaster continued this
way for miles, leaving Jakob as car sick as he was desperate to
reach their destination.

And then they did, parking at the edge
of a treeline mixed with wheat. The field before them was covered
in endless, almost luminous, carrot greens, poking out of the soil,
flickering in the breeze. Jakob felt ill as he looked out across
the field. All of his hopes shriveled up and died as he saw
compelling evidence that while the world had changed, Tornado Alley
had still lived up to its name.
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The farmhouse was in shambles. Branches
had collected around the first floor, piled haphazardly by whatever
great wind had swept through. Leaves shook in the breeze, rattling
against the side of the house and the windows. The white home with
green shutters had sustained the most damage to the second floor,
which was caved in at the front. A soiled white sheet, clinging to
the debris, rolled like a flag, signifying defeat. The biodome was
equally covered in debris, but Peter couldn’t see any breaks in the
glass. But that didn’t matter. If the house had been breached by
the wind, predators could have easily followed. And there was no
denying that the place looked...dead.

“We should keep going,”
Anne said. “It’s still morning, and this place doesn’t look
safe.”

Peter was inclined to agree. They had
a lot of daylight left to burn, and they could cover a few hundred
miles if nothing happened on the way. The girl’s instincts were
honed for survival. Like her mother’s. Like his had once been.
Before he had had a son, who he knew was about to insist they
check.

“Dad,” was all the boy
said.

It was enough.

“We have to check,” Peter
said.

“It’s a mistake.” Anne
turned back to Jakob. “You’re going to get us killed.”

“Since when did you become
such a—”

“Jakob,” Peter said, silencing his son. He understood the boy’s
frustration. Anne had become antagonistic. But he also understood
why, and he hoped Jakob would, too. With her mother unconscious,
Anne had slipped into a kind of hyper-aggressive survival mode. She
might trust Peter and Jakob in the simplest sense, but she didn’t
fully trust their ability to keep her alive. And safe. That deep
trust was reserved for the woman sprawled across the back seat.
Anne might be acting combative, but she was really just
terrified.

“They’re good people,”
Peter said to Anne. “Friends. We don’t leave friends behind, just
like we didn’t leave your mother behind.” He watched the girl’s
expression slowly shift. Her mother had taught her survival at all
costs, but he still lived by a different code. No man left behind.
And if the previous night’s events had revealed anything, it was
that Anne preferred the credo ‘No man left behind,’ over, ‘Every
man for himself.’ He leaned toward the girl. “Right?”

“Ugh.” Anne doubled her
effort at crossing her arms so tightly she couldn’t breathe. “Fine.
But if there’s a predator waiting in that house, I’m out of
here.”

Jakob leaned forward between the
seats. “If there is anything not nice in that house, we’ll face it
together.”

Atta’boy, Peter thought. Jakob had
seen past the girl’s walls and figured out what was really
bothering her.

“As long as we’re alive,
you won’t be alone,” Jakob added, and the words acted like the sun
on an ice cream cone, melting away Anne’s anger.

She deflated, but recovered quickly,
saying, “Laying it on a little thick, don’t you think?”

“Had to make sure you’d
understand,” Jakob said. “You are
a little slow.”

Anne shook her head, but was smiling
now. “Going to kick you in the nuts when we get out of this
truck.”

Peter laughed despite what he feared
they were about to find inside the house. “Okay now, let’s get this
over with. No nut-kicking.” He put the truck in gear, and idled
forward. The mood shifted back to tense as they rolled over the
carrot-shrouded pavement. Their view of the house was clear, but
nothing had changed. The place was deserted and
lifeless.

Or was it?

As he pulled closer, he noticed that
there wasn’t much debris on the ground around the home, just up
against it. He also couldn’t find any sign of destruction in the
distant woods around the house. Either the tornado had touched down
to smite the home, leaving everything else unscathed, or, “It’s all
fake.”

“Is that like an
existential comment?” Anne asked, leaning forward to look up at the
house, as they stopped in the paved drive, fifty feet from the
front of the building.

“Do you even know what
that means?” Jakob asked.

“Do you?”

“Quiet,” Peter said, and
both listened.

The truck windows broke the silence,
whirring as they lowered, letting in the wind and the hot, humid
air. The vehicle’s interior quickly became stifling, though not
nearly as bad as the previous night, beneath the tarp. With the
windows down, Peter turned the truck off. They listened for a full
minute and heard nothing louder than the ticking of the cooling
engine.

Peter picked up the reloaded shotgun
from between the seats and opened his door.

“What are you doing?” Anne
blurted.

“Can’t take a look inside
the house from inside the truck,” he said, and then added, “can I?”
so the kids would know he wanted them to stay put. He normally
would have wanted them as close to him as possible. But he wasn’t
about to leave Ella alone and unconscious in the back
seat.

Peter leaned back in and tossed the
keys to Jakob. “Anything happens to me—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jakob said,
climbing from the back seat to the front and sliding behind the
wheel. “I get it.”

“I can probably drive
better than him, you know,” Anne said.

“Probably.” Peter smiled,
hoping to put the pair at ease. They didn’t like being left behind,
especially unarmed. An hour after the sun had risen, he’d thought
to look for the Beretta, but the weapon had been lost. He’d
realized that Ella had been carrying it the night before. Since she
hadn’t used it, and it wasn’t on her person, he’d assumed the
weapon dropped. With the machine gun drained, they were down to
just the shotgun and a collection of knives. “But I have to make
him feel important somehow, right?”

Anne just rolled her eyes and sat
back.

“You see something, you
honk.” Peter said, and when Jakob nodded, he closed the door and
turned toward the house. He was hoping to spot movement, perhaps
someone ducking back as he turned, but the place was just as
motionless. Even if the destruction was a façade, that didn’t mean
the inhabitants hadn’t met with a dire fate.

He walked toward the house, shotgun
held casually at his side, but ready to aim and fire. His eyes
flicked back and forth, searching for signs of life, finding only
the subtle shift of things caught in the wind, which rolled freely
over the short carrot stalks. He took a moment to turn 360 degrees,
searching the field and woods beyond for signs of life. But the
world around the house was as dead as the inside.

He slowed as he got within ten feet of
the front porch, sensing danger within the shadowy interior. Anne
was right. Anything could be lurking in the dark. Going inside
might be a mistake, but before he could turn around and explain
that to Jakob, a voice, sudden and loud, startled him.

“That’s close enough,” a
man’s gravelly voice said.

He raised the shotgun toward the
sound, but held his fire. He recognized the voice, though it was
deeper than he remembered. He lowered the weapon. “That any way to
talk to a man whose best bowling score is ten points higher than
yours?”

There was a moment of silence,
followed by a confused, “Peter? Peter Crane? That you?”

During their radio conversations, they
had discussed bowling more times than Peter cared to remember.
Brant Rossi, Alia’s father and the owner of this farm, had been
something of a bowling enthusiast. Peter had only bowled a handful
of times, but like most things of a physical nature, he’d taken to
it easily. When he’d told Brant his top score, the man sounded like
he’d had a heart attack. When he’d recovered, he’d revealed that
Peter’s near perfect score was in fact ten points higher than his
personal best, after twenty years hurling balls. Since no one
bowled anymore, they’d gotten a good laugh out of it, but Peter had
heard the competitive tone in Brant’s voice, hoping they’d one day
get a chance to go one-on-one.

“It’s me, Brant.” Peter
looked over the destruction. It looked just as real up close,
especially that caved-in second floor. “Everything okay
here?”

Brant stood from behind a tipped over
table on the second floor. A metal table. Peter could have put all
nine shotgun rounds into the table, and not one would have gotten
through. The man was older, maybe late fifties with a full head of
gray hair. On his own, he wouldn’t be very intimidating, but the
M16A1 assault rifle in his hands more than made up for his lack of
physical prowess. “Don’t mind the look of the place. Keeps out the
curious. We did it a month ago, after some trouble with a hungry
fellow.” He motioned to the side of the house, and Peter saw the
crumpled remains of something large.

“Oh, my God,” came a
younger female voice from inside the house. “Did you say Crane? Is
that Mr. Crane out there?”

Brant chuckled, but remained in place.
“You think living with just your son is rough, try living with two
women.”

“We can hear you,” said
the younger voice, whom Peter assumed belonged to Alia, hidden
somewhere back inside, probably being held back by her mother until
Brant gave the all clear, which he had yet to do.

“So...what brings you this
way? We haven’t heard from you in a long time. You haven’t been out
there—” He motioned toward the horizon. “—this whole
time?”

Peter understood the man’s
apprehension. If they’d been out in the wild all this time, there
was a good chance they’d eaten ExoGen food. “Ran out of fuel for
the generator. Was waiting for winter to risk finding more. We’ve
only been off the farm for a few days.”

“Why?”

“Company fell into our
lap. Brought trouble with them.”

The older man scanned the horizon. “A
little bit like this?”

“Let’s hope
not.”

“But no
promises?”

“I wouldn’t disrespect you
by making a promise I might not be able to keep.”

Brant’s lips twitched back and forth.
“S’pose any trouble you’ve led in this direction is going to find
us whether you’re here or not.”

Peter didn’t agree outwardly, but the
man was right. If they were still being followed, Brant’s family
was in danger whether they stayed or were sent on their way. “Sorry
to impose,” was the best he could offer.

“Bring that beast round
the side,” Brant said, motioning to the truck. “Hide her in the
garage.

Peter gave Jakob a wave, and the truck
started with a roar, rolling slowly up behind him.

“That your boy driving?”
Brant asked.

“It is.”

“And is that your company
in the passenger seat? Looks like a dainty thing.”

Peter smiled. “Not in personality. Her
mother is in the back seat.”

“What kind of woman would
bring a girl through this hellish world to see you?”

Brant meant it as a joke, but Peter
answered. The Rossis were one of a select group of people who had
biodomes supplied by Ella. They’d know who she was as soon as they
saw her. “The kind who plans ahead for hellish worlds.”

Brant looked confused, but only for a
moment. Then his eyes went wide. “Don’t tell me you’ve got Ella
Masse?”

“I do.”

“Well shit, I’ve got an
earful for her.” He started toward the upstairs door, which upon
closer inspection, appeared to be solid steel. Certainly not the
original.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to
wait for her to wake up first,” Peter said.

Brant paused, and a genuine look of
concern crossed his face. “How bad is it?”

“Bad enough,” Peter said.
“But she’ll pull through.”

“She’s a tough one.” Brant
sounded absent minded, lost in a memory.

“You knew her?” Peter
asked.

“Knew her father better,”
Brant said, opening the silent, well-oiled metal door. “I’m her
god-father.”

Peter stood there, feeling
a little dumb-founded. He thought he’d known Ella longer than any
other living person. He now knew that wasn’t the case. Ella had
chosen her biodome recipients carefully. Apparently, they were
occupied by people who wouldn’t turn her away, regardless of her
being accused of crimes against humanity. How many other ex-boyfriends are waiting for her?
he wondered, and then he waved Jakob toward the
garage. They needed to get out of sight before whatever was
following them tracked them here. They’d done a good job evading
whatever was pursuing them, but he wasn’t about to believe they
were safe here. Not for a second.
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The inside of the home was Spartan,
clear of any kind of normal household detritus. Metal tables, like
the one he’d seen on the second floor, were positioned below all
the windows. Nothing short of an RPG would reach anyone hiding on
the floor, which begged the question, “You planning on being shot
at?” Peter motioned to the nearest metal table leaning against the
wall.

“Better safe than sorry,”
Brant said. “I think you told me that once, when I mentioned we
were pacifists and had no weapons.”

Peter looked around the living room
where they stood. There were two lounge chairs, a long couch upon
which Ella laid, and guns. A lot of guns. Most were shotguns and
assault rifles—Brant had an eye for the big stuff—but there were
handguns, too. The weapons were arranged in lines, leaning against
the metal tables, ready to be snatched up and fired at a moment’s
notice. “Looks like you took care of the weapon problem. Did you
give up on the pacifism?”

Brant shook his head. “Ain’t much left
out there that’s human, and I’ve never had a problem putting an
animal down.”

“Like your friend in the
front yard?”

“He came around just a
week after I visited the gun shop and found all this. Your advice
was fortuitous. Don’t think we’d have survived without it. Was a
big sonuvabitch. Nasty. Did a real number to the second
floor.”

“So not all of it is a
façade?” Peter asked.

“Losing the second floor
inspired our new look.” He led Peter into the downstairs hallway,
where a lone china cabinet sat. “And it seems to be working. I’ve
seen a few of them ExoGenetic bastards walk past at night without
giving the house a second glance.”

“How do you see them at
night?” Peter asked, but then saw the answer to his question in the
china cabinet. It was full of random military supplies, including
ear buds, throat mics, night vision goggles and grenades—frag and
flashbang—along with boxes of ammunition for a variety of weapons.
“Hello, Santa Claus.”

Brant opened the glass doors. “I kind
of cleaned the place out. Figured no one else would need
it.”

Peter reached out, but paused. “You
mind?”

“Help yourself,” Brant
said. “I imagine you know how to use it all better than
me.”

Peter took an M67 fragmentation
grenade from a box of four, each round, olive-drab explosive
encased in perfectly fitted foam. “What kind of gun store carries
frag grenades?”

“We’re in Kentucky farm
country,” Brant said with a grin. “Plenty of varmints around need
blowing up.”

“Well, thank God for
varmints then.” Peter put the grenade back, mentally cataloging the
contents of the cabinet. Before closing it, he took a cylindrical
sound suppressor for an M16, slipping it into his pocket. “Though
all the varmints I’ve seen since leaving the farm have tried to eat
me.”

“That rough out there?”
Brant closed the cabinet and stepped toward the hall
closet.

“You know where I served?”
Peter asked.

“I remember.”

“The last few days have
been worse.” Peter shook his head, replaying some of the things
he’d seen and survived. “When I came back from Afghanistan, I
struggled with PTSD. Nightmares. Mood swings. I got past it...but I
was a trained soldier. I hate to think what this is doing to the
kids. It’s a hard world out there.”

Brant gave a slow, thoughtful nod.
“Kids are more resilient. More flexible. They’ll adapt better than
you or me.” Then he opened the closet, revealing a stack of Kevlar
tactical vests with an array of pockets and straps for ammo,
grenades, knives and anything else a soldier might want to
carry.

“You’re a saint,” Peter
said, taking a vest and slipping into it. Once it was secure, he
handed a vest to Brant. The man held out his hands and shook his
head. “Makes the missus uncomfortable.”

“And the guns
don’t?”

“She’s a peculiar
woman.”

“Where is Misha?” Peter asked. He’d heard
all about Brant’s wife, an Iraqi immigrant, which was both exotic
and controversial in these parts, but he had yet to meet her. Alia,
who had nearly tackled Jakob when they entered the home, seemed to
get most of her genes from her mother. Jakob had been immediately
smitten. Misha had yet to make an appearance.

Brant glanced up. “Keeps to herself
mostly. Since the attack. Minds the bedroom, keeping watch over the
fields. I’m sure she’ll be down when she’s feeling ready.” Brant
handed the vest back to Peter. “Give this one to your
son.”

“Appreciate it,” Peter
said, taking the vest. He would come back for supplies once
everyone was settled. Speaking of which: “You know where the kids
got off to?”

“I think they’re kissing,”
Anne said, making both men flinch. She stood behind them, hands on
the cabinet’s glass door, looking inside like it contained boxes of
candy.

Peter gently lifted Anne’s hands away
from the glass. “Don’t even think about it. We’ll get you sorted
out later.”

“Not much later, I hope,”
she said. “’Cause...”

“Not much later. But let
me help you find what works best for you, okay?”

“Something that won’t rip
my shoulder off?”

“Exactly,” he
said.

“She can handle a gun?”
Brant sounded surprised.

“We do what we have to,”
Anne said, looking into Brant’s eyes.

The old man gave a slow nod. “S’pose
you’re right. But don’t tell Alia that. She’s liable to shoot her
foot off.”

Anne huffed a laugh. “Well then, she
and Jakob are made for each other.”

“Speaking of which, where
is your—” Peter flinched to a stop, nearly saying, ‘brother,’ but
managed to force out: “Jakob.”

Anne scrunched her nose.
“Where is my Jakob?”

Peter rubbed his temples.
“Just...where is he?”

“Biodome,” she said.
“Making with the kissy.”

Peter glanced at Brant, looking for a
reaction at the news that his teenage daughter was currently
unaccounted for and in the arms of a slightly older teenage boy. He
hadn’t said anything the first time Anne mentioned it, and he
showed no reaction now.

“Where’s the biodome?”
Peter asked. He knew the way. Had seen the familiar entrance at the
back of the kitchen when they first entered the house.

Brant pointed to the kitchen. “Through
there.” He took a step toward the stairs to the second floor. “Been
away from my post too long. Never can be too careful, right? Better
safe than sorry.”

“Too true,” Peter said,
offering a smile that he hoped looked genuine. He was glad to see
Brant alive, but the man wasn’t well, perhaps suffering from his
own PTSD. “Let’s catch up later on.”

Brant paused on the stairs. Turned to
Peter. “I’d like that. In the meantime, if you hear me give a stomp
on the floor, it means we have company, so keep an ear out and your
voices down.”

“Will do,” Peter said, and
the man continued on his way and unlocked the heavy metal door at
the top of the stairs, stepping through and relocking it from the
other side.

Peter looked down at Anne. She was
swirling an index finger around her ear.

“He’s a good man,” Peter
said.

“He’s off his
rocker.”

“Be nice.”

“I’m serious,” she said.
“His wife isn’t upstairs.”

Peter froze in place. “What do you
mean?”

“She’s buried in the
biodome, feeding the plants.”

He turned toward the kitchen, but
didn’t move. “Alia told you?”

“If she knows, she might
be a little cuckoo, too, since she’s kissing a boy just a few feet
from her mother’s corpse.”

“It might not be her,”
Peter said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial
whisper.

“If it’s not her,” Anne
whispered. “Then we might really be in trouble here.”

Peter and Anne stared at each other.
The kid, as usual, made a good point. He opened the closet and
motioned to the vests stacked on the floor. “See if you can find
one that fits. Then stay with your mother.” He stepped toward the
kitchen and stopped in the doorway. “No matter what’s going on,
we’re spending the night here. Try not to ruffle any feathers. It
would be nice to avoid trouble for at least one night.”

“Good luck with that,”
Anne said. She started rummaging through the vests.

Peter still wasn’t sure if he was
irked by Anne’s straightforward nature, or appreciative of it. In
many ways, she reminded him of some of the men he had served with,
but they were hardened CSO soldiers, not twelve year old girls. Not
his daughter.

He shook the debate from his head and
made his way through the spotless kitchen, eyeing the weapons lined
up beneath the window, making a mental list of what was available.
He’d left his shotgun in the living room, partly because he now
associated the weapon with a slew of bad memories, but mostly
because no matter where he went in this house, he was only a few
feet away from enough weapons to hold the Alamo
indefinitely.

Peter opened the biodome
door and was greeted by the hiss of pressurization. He hadn’t heard
a generator running, or seen any lights. Things like that would
ruin the illusion that the home was dilapidated. But the
decontamination chamber was still getting power from something. And
that was a good thing. With the front of the second floor wide
open, there would be ExoGenetic contamination throughout the house.
He wouldn’t be surprised if there were already small plants growing
in the second floor carpets. But with the fans whipping the air
around him, sucking every fiber, pollen granule and seed from his
body, the biodome was safe...ish. The system wasn’t perfect. Seeds
could cling inside clothing. Pollen could hide in the treads of
boots. Peter shook his body, helping the system do its work, but
they’d all entered the home after days of rolling around in the
ExoGenetic world. He should have made us
ditch the clothes, Peter thought.
I should have. But he’d
been distracted. And it was too late now. Jakob and Anne had
already been inside the biodome.

The fans cut off, and the second door
unlatched. Peter pushed his way into the biodome and quickly said,
“Stop!”

Jakob, who was sitting in an old
wooden chair beside a raised garden bed, froze in place, a cherry
tomato hovering over his open mouth. Alia was seated on the side of
the raised bed, looking surprised and nervous. But was she acting
like a teenage girl caught with a boy, or was it something
more...like the long mound of dirt framed by potato plants in the
next bed?

“What’s wrong?” Jakob
asked.

Peter thought for a moment, trying to
figure out how to communicate his fears to the boy without
panicking Alia, who had been eating this food during the months
since the front of the home was compromised. “You haven’t washed
your hands. Don’t want to contaminate anything, do we?”

Jakob slowly lowered his hand away
from his mouth, the silly teenage grin falling in time. He
understood, but asked, “Are you for real?”

“Being cautious,” Peter
said.

Alia plucked the tomato from Jakob’s
hand and popped it in her mouth. Jakob started to object, but she
stopped him with, “Dad checked for five miles in every direction.
If it’s growing out there, we don’t grow it in here. So if
something new shows up, we’ll know the food is contaminated. And
yes, before you say anything, I know my mother is buried behind
me.”

Jakob looked like he’d been slapped.
“Wait, what?” He flinched away when he saw the mound of dirt and
understood what it meant.

“I’m sixteen,” Alia said.
“Not stupid. Dad says she’s still alive, upstairs. I argued with
him once. It’s not a good idea, so don’t try it. Whether he
believes it, or is pretending, I think it’s the only thing keeping
him sane.”

Peter locked eyes with the girl,
evaluating her. Her almost orange-brown eyes remained calm and
unflinching. “Were you two kissing?” he asked, trying to throw her
off balance.

“Dad!” Jakob
protested.

Alia just grinned and countered with,
“Have you kissed your lady friend out there yet?”

“Can you fire those
weapons out there?” Peter asked. He knew this was the strangest
parent-to-potential-girlfriend interview, but times and priorities
had changed.

“I’ve only fired a gun
once. I don’t know what it was, but it was big. And loud. But it
got the job done.” Her eyes remained locked on Peter’s, like she
was the one interrogating him. “I’m not like my parents. Not like
my father.”

Peter read between the lines. It
wasn’t Brant who’d shot and killed the ExoGen creature outside. It
was Alia. Kids in the new world were having to do horrible things
to survive. Granted, even in the old world, kids in developing
countries often had to kill to survive, but not so much in the
heartland of the United States. Still, she was a survivor, and
right now, that was the best anyone could ask for.

Peter smiled, turned and hitched his
thumb at her for Jakob to see. “She’s a keeper, son. Don’t screw it
up.”

“Dad,” Jakob said again, horror reducing his vocabulary to a
single word.

Peter turned back to Alia, intent on
getting as much information about their current situation as he
could. Their lives might depend on what the girl knew. “So,
Alia...” His voice trailed off. Had he heard something?

“What was that?” Jakob
asked, confirming Peter hadn’t imagined the sound.

They fell silent, listening. The dull
thud repeated three times.

Alia reacted first, just as Peter
identified the sound as Brant’s foot, banging on the floor of the
home’s second floor. “That’s Dad!” she said, rushing for the door.
“Something’s here!”
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Jakob followed close behind Alia, who
ran up the stairs to the second floor. His father had headed
through the kitchen without a word. They stopped at the metal door
at the top of the stairs, surrounded by a collection of framed
family photos hanging on horribly ugly patterned wallpaper—ducks
and stripes.

“Dad gets...tense when he
sees anything,” Alia warned. “Best if you stay quiet,
’kay?”

“No problem,” Jakob said,
and he started to rethink the wisdom of following Alia rather than
his father.

Alia knocked gently, three
raps followed by a pause, then two. Some
kind of secret knock, Jakob thought. Then
with the gentlest of clicks, the door unlocked.

Alia crouched, hand on the door knob.
“Stay down, and we won’t be seen.”

Jakob squatted down and waited. The
door inched open so slowly that anyone watching wouldn’t see the
movement unless their attention was focused on it. With just enough
room to slide through, Alia stopped pushing the door and slid in
the upstairs hall, which appeared to be blocked by another metal
table. She crawled behind the table and waved for Jakob to
follow.

What he found on the other side of the
door was a maze of tables, dressers, nightstands and other large
objects, all positioned in a maze so that someone could navigate
the entire upstairs without being seen. Though he knew Brant had
unlocked the door, the man was nowhere to be seen. He could
apparently navigate the second floor like a mole in a
tunnel.

Feeling like a World War I soldier
crawling through a trench, Jakob followed Alia past several
stations where weapons had been positioned. He wondered if they
should stop and grab something, but Alia crawled right on past
everything without pausing, so he followed, knowing he’d make a
racket trying to move while holding one of the rifles.

They found Brant in what looked like
Alia’s bedroom. The walls were pink and hosted more than a few
posters of teen heartthrobs, all better looking and more chiseled
than Jakob. He felt a pang of jealousy, but it was quickly
squelched by the knowledge that all the airbrushed faces smiling
down at them were either dead or monsters.

“What is it?” Alia
whispered to her father.

He was crouching by the front window,
which had been mostly boarded up with planks of wood painted black.
He lowered a pair of binoculars and turned to his daughter. He saw
Jakob and looked surprised for a moment, then disappointed, then
resigned. “I don’t know. Something in the woods.”

“Did you see them?” Alia
asked. There was a trace of doubt in her voice, like maybe her
father sometimes saw things that weren’t there. Maybe this kind of
alarm was a daily occurrence? Shifting winds moving shadows in the
woods could be convincing illusions.

Brant’s response was to hand her the
binoculars. He moved aside to let her peek through the opening. As
she did, Jakob thought about the sun’s position in the sky. They
were facing west and it was still morning, so the sun was still
behind them. But in an hour or two, they wouldn’t be able to use
the binoculars without risking a reflection.

“Yeah,” Alia said,
binoculars raised, voice tense, “something’s out there.”

She silently offered the binoculars to
Jakob and moved aside. Brant didn’t look happy about it, like
Jakob’s presence was disrupting the normal flow of things, but he
didn’t say anything. The brightness of the outside world, amplified
through the lens, made Jakob squint. When his pupils adjusted to
the light, he found himself looking at a blurry close-up of carrot
stalks. He moved the binoculars up, watching the view become more
distant, and more in focus. He stopped at the treeline, which was
at least two miles off.

The only motion he saw was the gentle
sway of the branches. Shadows moved in time with the branches,
painting the wheat below with streaks of light and dark. Then, in
one of the momentary beams of light, he saw something. It was pale,
almost luminous in the flickering sunbeam. And then, it was
gone.

Moved, he thought.

He focused on the gap between the top
of the four-foot-tall wheat stalks and the lowest tree branches, a
good six feet of open space. In that emptiness, the shadows
resolved, separating into subtly different hues and
shapes.

Shapes that he recognized.

“Woolies,” he
whispered.

“Excuse me?” Brant said,
his voice a little too loud.

Jakob looked back at the
man.

Brant’s face was screwed
up in something between shock and revulsion. “You have a
name for
them?”

“We name everything we
come across,” Jakob said. “Well, mostly Anne does, but
I—”

“You brought them here,”
he said.

“Not on purpose.” Jakob
could see the man’s line of reasoning. If the Woolies followed them
here, then they were responsible for whatever happened next. Jakob
didn’t necessarily disagree, but the look in Brant’s eyes said the
man wanted to dole out punishment. The rifle in his hands began to
shift toward Jakob.

“We don’t know if they’ve
spotted us yet,” Jakob said, making a case for why Brant shouldn’t
shoot him without coming right out and saying it. Alia looked
oblivious to her father’s intentions, and Jakob wasn’t sure how
she’d react. At the same time, Jakob shifted his left hand toward a
handgun leaning against the metal table beneath the window. He
wasn’t sure if he could shoot lefty, or raise the weapon up in time
to defend himself, or even if he could pull the trigger on another
human being. But he didn’t want to die.

So he reached.

And never made it.

“They know we’re here,”
Peter said, causing everyone to flinch.

Jakob turned around, a pleading look
in his eyes, hoping his father would understand the
situation.

Peter gave Brant a nod. “We’ll stand
with you.” He handed Jakob a Kevlar vest, its pockets loaded with
weapon magazines, shotgun shells, a knife, a handgun and other
gear, some of which Jakob recognized, some he didn’t. As Jakob took
the vest, he noticed his father was wearing identical gear,
similarly laden with supplies. He also had several heavy hitting
weapons slung over his shoulder. After Jakob slid into the vest,
Peter motioned to an automatic rifle leaning nearby. “The magazines
I gave you are for the M16. You remember how to switch them
out?”

“Yes, sir,” Jakob said,
feeling very serious, mentally running through the steps his father
had taught him. Magazine out, magazine in,
chamber the first round and shoot. And switch from the safe setting
to fire, or auto if things get crazy.

Peter turned to Brant. “Don’t suppose
you have a sniper rifle? We could stop this before it
starts.”

Brant just shook his head.

“You comfortable with
holding the second floor?” Peter asked.

“Here for a reason, aren’t
I?” Brant’s tone had lost all of its friendliness. Even Alia seemed
surprised by it. Then he added, “Can’t leave Misha up here
alone.”

“Jakob,” Peter said,
placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Hold the living room with
Anne. Listen for my—”

“Something’s coming out,”
Alia said, looking through a crack in the boards.

Still next to the window,
holding the binoculars, Jakob looked across the field. Rows of
wheat parted as something walked through them, carving a
path. Too small to be a
Woolie, he thought, which means, “It’s a
Rider.”

And then he saw the Rider’s
face.

It was her.

The hair was wrong, flowing like a
mane from her head and down her back. The teeth were hideous,
rising up like a fence to pierce the cheeks. But the eyes, even
from this distance, looked familiar. As did the shape of her
face.

His mother had followed
them.

But it couldn’t really be
her.

He turned slowly back toward his
father. “You killed her, didn’t you?”

“Killed
who?” Peter
asked.

“Mom.”

“You killed your wife?”
Brant said, his voice far too loud and filled with revulsion. His
weapon shifted toward Peter.

“She ate the ExoGen
crops,” Peter said quickly, making no move for his own weapon.
“She changed.”

“But you killed her?”
Brant said. “Killed your own wife?”

Peter looked torn, but then said.
“No.”

“What?” Jakob asked. His
father had let him live with the idea that his monster-mother was
dead and buried. “You shot her. I heard it.”

“I let her go,” Peter
said. “She was still intelligent enough to know I could kill her if
I had to. The shot you heard got her moving.”

Jakob deflated. “Then she’s
alive.”

“Maybe.”

Jakob handed the binoculars to Peter
and moved away from the windows. Peter took the lens and looked out
the window. After just a moment, he frowned and said, “Yes.” He
turned to Jakob. “I didn’t want you to be afraid of
her.”

Jakob said nothing. The
idea that his mother, the monster, still existed and had all this
time, filled him with nausea. Not because he loved her and wanted
her back, or held out some kind of hope that their family could be
reunited, though. She’d tried to eat him. And worse, when she’d
pinned him to the gas station parking lot, she had
recognized him.

She was here for him. He knew
it.

“You should have shot
her,” Jakob said.

Peter just stared at his son for a
moment, and then gave a carefully considered nod.

“She’s coming,” Alia said,
looking out the window. “By herself.”

Peter took a quick look and then gave
Jakob’s shoulder a tap. “To the living room. Same as before. Stay
with Anne. Guard Ella.” He turned to Brant and Alia. “You
comfortable being overwatch from here?”

“It’s why I’m here,” Brant
said again. He moved Alia behind him. “She’ll stay with
me.”

“What are you going to
do?” Jakob asked.

Peter turned and looked out the window
again. After a moment, he said, “I’m going to go talk to your
mom.”
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Shell-shock was a term
coined in the wake of World War I to describe what was now known as
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, something with which Peter was
familiar. But shell-shocked
had become part of the general vernacular,
applicable to everyday people in the grip of sudden and jarring
surprise. After a car accident, an earthquake, a fire. Any
traumatic event could leave a person shell-shocked, despite the
utter lack of artillery shelling. Out of respect for the warriors
who had given their lives during that horrible war, and those who,
like him, knew what being shelled felt like, he had never used the
term. But now, stepping out the front door of Brant’s house to face
his wife-turned-ExoGen-monster, he understood how a person, outside
of battle, could feel the full and deeply profound horror of
surviving an artillery or mortar bombardment.

His legs grew weak as he took the
steps down to the brick walkway, which cut through the carrot
greens and led to the long driveway. He stepped past the debris
that made the house look dilapidated and abandoned, heading down
the driveway and stopping thirty feet from the house. If ExoGen
Kristen wanted to talk, she’d have to come to him.

And she did. Confidently. He looked
her over, seeing the face he remembered—if he ignored the long
teeth poking up into her face and the elongated jaw accommodating
them. But the rest of her... The once curvaceous body was slender,
wiry and twitching with muscles. Her hips jutted out like an
emaciated runway model, but she didn’t appear frail. She looked
powerful. Long claws on the tips of her fingers matched the teeth.
The last time he’d seen her, the claws had been an inch long. They
were now at least four inches. A strong wind swept past her from
behind, billowing her mane of hair in every direction, doubling her
size and making her look even more wild and dangerous. When the
wind reached Peter, he caught a whiff of her scent, earthy and
pungent.

In nearly all respects, the woman he
once loved was now an animal. A monster. And yet, she was walking
out to meet him like two parlaying generals before a battle. Parlay
was usually agreed upon with the intention of finding a way to
avoid bloodshed, but it was rarely successful. He didn’t hold out
hope that this would work out any differently, but if there was a
chance, he had to see it through.

She slowed as she neared, eyeing the
M16 in his hands. He lowered the weapon and slung it over his
shoulder. A sign of good faith.

She stopped ten feet away, still
standing in the field of carrots. Though she was completely
unclothed, Peter felt naked under her gaze. She looked at him with
predatory eyes, evaluating him. He was doing the same to her, but
found no weakness. She’d been reformed into an efficient killer,
every part of her lithe form hardened for constant life and death
struggle. She was still human in appearance, standing straight like
a modern biped. She might have been a few inches taller, but unlike
the Stalkers, she was still, beneath all the sinews and hair,
human.

A Rider,
he reminded himself. What the Riders lacked in
size, they made up for by forming a predatory symbiotic
relationship with the Woolies. He glanced past her, looking for any
sign of the lumbering beasts, but they were still hidden within the
shadows of the distant forest. The question was, how many were
there? And how many Riders? Until he knew that, Kristin had the
advantage.

“Want son,” she said, her
voice deeper, but still familiar.

“Not a chance,” Peter
replied, matching her resolve. He also noticed her stilted
language. While she was still clearly more intelligent than the
average ExoGen predator, she had lost some of her previous
sharpness.

But not her memory,
he thought. She knows
who I am. Who Jakob is.

He decided to appeal to her motherly
instincts, if she had any left. “He wouldn’t be safe with
you.”

She crouched down, shoved her fingers
into the dirt and lifted a single carrot free. It was covered in
soil, but looked thick and orange and delicious. She took a bite,
dirt and all, her long, sharp teeth snapping the vegetable with a
pop. She worked her jaw open and closed, crunching the carrot. Her
teeth slipped in and out of the holes in her face. She swallowed
loudly. “Will make son strong.”

He understood the message. Jakob would
be fed ExoGenetic crops and turned into a monster, maybe a Rider,
or something worse. Or maybe her pals would just eat the boy. In
all the infinite parallel universes that might exist, he didn’t
think there was a version of himself that would ever let that
happen.

“You tried to eat him,”
Peter pointed out, though he doubted she would care.

To his surprise, she managed a slight
frown that exposed the swollen gums holding her long teeth in
place. “Hunger is...strong. But makes us strong. Too.”

She stood up again, stretching out her
lean body. “Stronger than soldiers. Stronger than you.”

Peter held up his hands. “That might
be true, but stronger is not always better.”

She squinted at him, trying to make
sense of his words.

“If I were stronger,” he
said, “I would have killed you.”

All her twitching and agitation
ceased.

“I would have shot you
outside the house. Stopped you from...” He decided not to insult
what she had become. “But I didn’t. I showed you mercy. And
kindness. Because I love you.”

Her whole face seemed to relax. She
dropped the carrot and took a deep, shaky breath. “Pe-ter...” One
slow step at a time, she exited the field and stepped onto the
pavement, just five feet away. She stopped, just out of arm’s
reach. “Still...love?”

“Never stopped,” he said,
and it was the truth. He still regretted the decision to let her
live, but only because he did love her. He could have spared her
from this horrible life. Instead, he’d condemned her to endless
savagery and painful adaptations.

“You come, too,” she said,
reaching for him.

He stepped back. “I can’t.”

She looked wounded. “You said ‘love.’
You said—” Kristen sucked in a sudden and deep breath like she’d
just been sucker punched in the gut. She doubled over, holding
herself, stumbling back—and looking past him, toward the
house.

Time seemed to slow as Peter turned
around, turned his back on his enemy, and looked at the home. The
front door was open, framing the small body of a woman whose head
had been shaved, but was still easily recognizable to anyone who
had met her.

Ella looked groggy and confused for a
moment as she looked at Peter, and then beyond him. Then her eyes
slowly opened, growing large with recognition. Despite the physical
alterations, she still recognized Kristen, just as Kristen
recognized her.

Jakob and Anne appeared in the
doorway, reaching and grabbing, pulling Ella back and closing the
door. But the damage had been done.

The wife he had loved, and spared and
wished he had killed, had seen his former lover, the woman who
nearly destroyed them, who Kristen loathed with every fiber of her
being. He had little doubt, that given the opportunity to kill Ella
with no repercussions, Kristen would have done so long ago. And
now, with him having just claimed to love her, she had seen Ella
again, with her son.

A long string of curses flowed through
Peter’s mind as he swung back around, leaping away from Kristen as
he did so. The move saved his life. Long claws sliced through the
air where his neck had been a moment before. Had he not anticipated
the attack, he’d be on his knees, clutching his neck and bleeding
out in clear view of his son.

“We can leave in peace,”
he blurted, still hoping to avoid killing her in front of Jakob. He
might regret letting her live again, but he still wanted to protect
his son. “No one needs to get—”

Kristen unleashed a high-pitched
scream and threw herself at Peter. As he blocked her first swing, a
deep, bellowing roar replied. It was followed by the sound of
thunder as massive feet charged over the carrot field.

The Riders were coming.

Kristen struck again, diving in a roll
and swiping at the inside of his leg. Kristen hadn’t been a violent
person. She’d never been trained in how to fight, yet here she was,
trying to sever his femoral artery.

He leaped back and swatted down,
pushing her hands away. When her legs bent to spring, he knew she
was about to tackle him, and once they hit the ground, there would
be no avoiding all her pointy parts. So he kicked. Hard. A tooth
broke in half as his boot connected with the side of her face and
sent her sprawling.

His instincts said to go for the kill.
Finish her off. But the man in him, who’d said, ‘in sickness and in
health,’ who had held her hand while she gave birth, couldn’t bring
himself to shoot her where she knelt, like some captive
POW.

He stumbled back. “Please. Kristen.
Call them off. I’m giving you the chance to live again.”

“Is not chance I want you
to have,” she growled, and then she dived to the side, moving on
all fours. As soon as she landed, she leapt the other direction,
closing the gap between them while keeping him off
balance.

“Kristen!” he shouted.
“No!”

Then she was upon him, arms and claws
outstretched, jaws hung wide open, ready to cleave his face away.
There was no avoiding what happened next. In the face of certain
death, Peter simply reacted, instinct and training guiding his
every move, while things like mercy and love took a back seat. He
ducked down while reaching up to his chest. He drew the Glock 17
handgun from its holster, twisted his hand up and pulled the
trigger. The 9mm round sliced upward through the air before
striking the soft skin beneath Kristen’s chin and continuing on
through her tongue, skull and brain. As momentum pulled her up and
over his body, the bullet carved a groove through the bone of her
skull, following the curve and then ricocheting through the gray
matter, shredding the brain and erasing everything that was once
Peter’s wife, without ever exiting the body. Once upon a time,
Peter would have called it a clean kill. As Kristen fell to the
brick walkway behind him, blood dripping from the small hole in her
chin, he thought it was tragic.

His wife was dead, by his hand, and
their son had seen it happen.

And then, suddenly, Jakob was by his
side, shouting, “Dad!”

But the boy didn’t sound angry. He
sounded worried. Like his now-dead mother was still alive and
trying to eat him once more.

“Dad!” Jakob yanked on
Peter’s arm. Then the boy punched him. “Snap out of it!”

Peter glanced from his dead wife to
his son.

“They’re coming!” Jakob
shouted, pointing to the field where Kristen had stood moments
before. He looked and saw six Riders sitting upon their Woolie
mounts, charging across the field and moving so fast, Peter wasn’t
sure he and Jakob would make it to the door before the attack party
arrived.

He shoved Jakob toward the door,
shouting, “Go!” fully intending to follow his son, but then his
sensitive ears picked up something over the rumble of the
approaching Woolies. The rhythmic thud was easily recognizable to
any soldier: helicopters.
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Ella awoke kicking and
punching, drenched in confusion and sweat, surrounded by an
unfamiliar living room and the smell of tension. Hands reached out,
grasping her arms. Whispered voices told her to calm down, that she
was okay, that she was safe, but her last memory, of being
inside the gullet of
some monster, overwhelmed her common sense and told her to
fight.

To flee.

To get out.

The hands on her shoulders, fingers
hooked around her muscles, like tendrils or claws, slipped away.
She lunged to her feet, vision spinning for a moment. The wall
caught her as she stumbled forward, mumbling incoherent threats to
what held her.

“You’re out,” someone
said. “You’re safe.”

The words were like a fingertip of
balm on a third degree burn, wholly ineffective and not nearly
enough. She slid across the wall and fell through a doorway,
bumbling across a hardwood floor and catching herself on a small
table that jabbed her ribs. The pain sharpened her senses, but
fueled her flight. When something grasped her shoulders from
behind, pulling her back, she swung out a backhand, striking hard
and being freed. Light drew her forward, toward a large wooden
door. She fell against it, hands moving over the locks, snapping
them open without looking. Blinding sunlight struck her a moment
later, burning the green of the world outside into her retina. She
squinted and stepped back, as the sight of endless crops helped her
understand where she was.

In a house.

A farm.

Not inside the belly of a
predator.

Not consumed.

Safe.

Hands wrapped around her arms once
more, two on each side, pulling her back. Voices urged with
desperation, but she held her ground. There were fields outside,
endless green, but there was also Peter. And he wasn’t alone. An
ExoGenetic creature...one of the Riders...stood just a few feet
away from him.

She opened her mouth to shout at him,
to tell him to shoot it, but then Peter turned around. His eyes
locked on hers and then twisted in a kind of fear-fueled shock
she’d never before seen on his face. That was when she shifted her
gaze left, past Peter, seeing the ExoGen’s face.

And recognizing it.

Despite the twisted nature of the
Rider’s body and the protruding teeth and feral hair, Ella had felt
the loathing fire of those eyes before.

Her heart skipped in time with her
faltering limbs.

But Kristen was dead. Peter
killed—

No. He didn’t. Of course
he didn’t. The Peter she knew could never
do that, especially to Kristen. She should have realized the truth
before, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. The odds of Kristen
still being alive, or even still partly herself, were slim. But
this was Kristen, with her memory and her hatred for Ella, still
intact. The woman’s eyes registered shock upon seeing
Ella.

For a moment, Kristen looked
wounded.

And then, with the suddenness of a
crashing wave—rage.

Before Ella could react, she was
pulled from behind, and this time she found herself powerless
against the hands dragging her back. Seeing Kristen alive, standing
before Peter, her still devoted husband, had sucked her will away.
In that moment, she realized just how much she still cared about
Peter. Her rock. Despite him staying with Kristen all those years
ago, Ella had never doubted, that should some kind of desperate
need arise, he would be there for her. It was why she had gone to
his biodome first, when there had been others to choose from. She
hadn’t known Kristen was out of the picture then, but she had
believed Peter would help her.

She had hated herself for thinking it,
but Kristen’s death, while tragic, had been a Godsend. She’d had
Peter back. All of him. But now...

She fell back onto the hardwood floor
as the thing that was once Kristen let out a savage howl. Ella
strained to see what was happening, but the heavy door slammed
shut. Jakob was there, looking out the window, flinching at
whatever was happening outside.

A sharp pain in her arm brought her
attention over to Anne, who stood beside her and had just landed a
kick. “Are you crazy!” the girl shouted. “Do you know who that
is?”

“Oh no,” Jakob said, hands
snapping up to his mouth. “Oh shit! No!”

A single gunshot tore through the
air.

Jakob’s arms fell. His shoulders
sagged. An invisible weight pulled his forehead against the window.
He banged it against the glass once, and Ella thought the boy was
about to crack. Whatever had happened outside was clearly
devastating. One of his parents were dead. Given the gunshot, she
assumed it was Kristen. While the boy had already believed his
mother to be dead at his father’s hands, this time he had watched
it happen. Kristen had become a monster, thanks in part to Ella,
but had still been his mother.

But then all signs of the boy’s
fragility disappeared. He perked up suddenly, brow furrowed. He
turned to Anne. “You hear that?”

The hallway fell silent for a moment.
The sound reached them through the floorboards, first as a faint
vibration. Then a rumble.

Jakob stood on his toes, looking out
the window, and then, without a word, he sprang into action. He
flung open the door, revealing Peter standing over his wife’s body,
gun in hand, consumed by shock and grief. Jakob leapt from the
porch steps and reached his father in three long
strides.

The boy pulled on Peter’s arm. “Dad!
Snap out of it!” When Peter looked at him, he added. “They’re
coming!”

“Go!” Peter shouted,
shoving Jakob back toward the door. He took one step to follow him
and stopped, turning back, and then looking up.

What is he...

She heard it then. A familiar sound
she’d come to know well during her time in San Francisco. But who
would have helicopters all the way out here? Had ExoGen sent people
looking for them? Were they really that valuable, or that much of a
threat? She didn’t think it was possible, so what could motivate
these people to track them down?

She considered the possibility that
the approaching helicopters were not from ExoGen, but she knew it
was unlikely. If there had been other large pockets of
survivors—people who had completely avoided eating the ExoGen
crops—she would have known about it. No, this was ExoGen, and that
meant they’d be ready for war.

Adrenaline spiking, Ella
climbed to her feet and shouted, “Peter! It’s ExoGen! Get
inside, now!”

Her loud,
‘now!’ did the
trick. He turned and ran for the house, pursued by several Woolies
and their Riders, like Indiana Jones running from an Amazon tribe.
She flinched when gunfire erupted from the second floor, peppering
the field in front of the approaching horde. They weren’t alone in
the house, but whoever had opened fire was a horrible
shot.

The door slammed shut behind Peter as
he entered the front hall. Jakob started working the many locks,
but Peter said, “Don’t bother. They’re not going to
knock.”

Peter rushed forward, and for a
moment, Ella thought he was going to strike her. But he took her
arm in his hand and pulled her up.

“Sorry,” she
said.

“Later. Get a
weapon.”

“Where?” she
asked.

He let go of her arm and stepped into
the living room where she’d awoken, slinging an M16 off his
shoulder. “Anywhere.” He pointed at Jakob. “Kitchen
window!”

As the two Crane men separated, her
eyes followed Peter, and then she really saw the living room’s
decor. In addition to a few pieces of furniture and old paintings
hanging on the walls, there were weapons positioned under every
window. With wide eyes, she turned and looked down the hallway,
spotting the cabinet full of ammo and supplies.

“Here,” Anne said, tossing
a combat vest at her mother.

Ella caught the armor and slipped into
it, quickly cinching it tight. It had already been loaded with what
looked like AK-47 magazines, a Sig Sauer P229 handgun and shotgun
shells.

Gunshots rang out from the living
room. Three-round bursts. Definitely Peter.

“Back him up,” Anne said
in a take-charge way that the girl hadn’t displayed before. “I’ll
be with Jake.”

Before Ella could agree
with the plan, Anne, an M16 looking oversized in her small arms,
headed for the kitchen. What happened
while I was unconscious? Ella wondered,
but she knew the answer to that question would have to wait. They
had monsters to repel.

And then an army.

She ran into the living room, and slid
like she was stealing second base, stopping beneath one of the
three windows where an AK-47 leaned against the wall. Before the
Change, it had been the most common assault rifle on the planet,
used by modern militaries and terrorists alike. The US military had
no use for the gun, but it was popular with gun enthusiasts, and it
wasn’t surprising to find in a home that seemed to be overflowing
with weapons.

Peter fired two more three-round
bursts. She watched a Rider’s head snap back, pulling up off his
mount. The giant beast continued forward, oblivious to its
passenger’s dismount, and it wasn’t alone. There were five more
woolies, two of them now lacking Riders. But there was nothing that
could be done to stop all of them before they reached the
house.

Automatic gunfire erupted
from above. Two shooters,
she thought. And then from the kitchen. And then
from Peter.

Ella popped out the magazine and
checked that it was loaded. Seeing it was full to the top, she
slapped the magazine back in and yanked back the rifle’s operating
rod handle, chambering the first cartridge. She flicked the safety
off and thrust the weapon through a wide crack in the boards nailed
over the window, shattering the glass on the other side.

She squeezed the trigger, unleashing a
fusillade of 7.62mm rounds. But her efforts, like those of the
other five people in the house, were too little, too late. The
entire home shook as a Woolie slammed into the front porch stairs,
careened through them, and then the porch, and then the front door.
The wall to her right bulged as the large beast smashed through the
front of the house, lodging itself in the hallway. The enemy had
breached the castle walls, making the fight more
up-close-and-personal, which Ella didn’t mind, but it also
separated her from her daughter, which ignited a fire in her gut
and unleashed a kind of human rage that had yet to be weeded out by
millions of years of evolution.
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Jakob held his fire. The shotgun he
held would have little effect on the approaching creatures. Not
until they were closer, at least. Anne arrived beside him with an
M16 clutched in her arms. The gun looked massive in her hands. But
like everything she did, Anne wielded the weapon without hesitation
or fear, pushing the muzzle through the wooden planks and opening
fire. Five rounds spat from the gun, the first three shattering
glass and buzzing out into the open air. The last two struck the
wooden barricade blocking the window as recoil punched her
shoulder, sending her flying backward to the kitchen floor,
sprawling atop a red-and-blue braided rug. Jakob dove to the side
to avoid the spray of rounds, but didn’t make it more than a few
feet before slamming into the wall.

“Did I hit anything?” Anne
asked, pushing herself up and reaching for the weapon that now laid
beside her.

“You mean besides the
window?” Jakob moved back behind the overturned metal table and
peeked outside.

“Don’t be an
ass—”

Jakob flinched as a flash of brown fur
filled his vision. “Holy shit!” Off balance and moving fast, Jakob
shoved the shotgun barrel through the window and fired a single
blast, just as the house shook from an explosive impact. The
kickback knocked him back onto the floor beside Anne just as the
front hallway exploded. The walls cracked. Plaster shattered. Pots
and pans burst from shelves with an unholy racket.

Anne shouted in surprise, and though
she’d probably never admit it, fright. Jakob did, too. His father
had once described what it was like to be on the receiving end of a
mortar round. As the boom receded and the house groaned, the
kitchen shelves still disgorging their contents, he felt this might
qualify as a similar experience. Except it wasn’t an explosive
mortar round, it was a massive Woolie, its clumpy-haired body
lodged firmly in the hallway, just to their left, blocking the
living room door.

Jakob climbed to his feet and took a
deep breath, willing the numb shaking of his limbs to stop. The
Woolie, trapped partly in the floor, writhed and shook, trying to
pull free of its self-imposed prison. It stopped, turning its
jaundiced, bloodshot eye toward Jakob as he stepped toward it and
pumped the shotgun. If it knew what was coming, it was incapable of
showing it, even as Jakob raised the weapon.

He flinched when Anne opened fire
behind him. His finger twitched and the shotgun punched his
shoulder, sending a cloud of close-range pellets into the side of
the beast’s head, folding it inward and stopping the monster’s
gyrations.

Anne fired again, standing at the
window, leaning into the weapon. It still nearly knocked her over,
but the short burst and her stance kept her on her feet. But when
she turned around, running toward the back of the kitchen, it
appeared her effort had borne little fruit.

“Get back!” she shouted,
sprinting around the table.

Jakob followed her without question.
If she was running, there was a reason. Had he hesitated even a
moment, the following impact would have knocked him to the floor
and left him crushed beneath the body of a behemoth Woolie. The
corner of the house bent inward and shattered. Wood and plaster
flew, smacking Jakob’s back and shoving him to the ground. He had a
fleeting image of what the impact would have done if he wasn’t
wearing the tactical vest. The image wasn’t pretty, nor was it long
lasting.

He turned around onto his back while
Anne took hold of his vest, trying to drag him back like some
wounded soldier on the battlefield.

“C’mon!” she
shouted.

But Jakob’s attention
remained fixated on the snorting and bloodied Woolie, which was
pulling back out of the house. He could see the bit in its frothing
mouth, the reins and the mount, but the Rider was nowhere to be
seen. It got off before the impact,
he thought. And as the Woolie inched back out of
the house, he realized they were about to get company.

As the bulk of the monster
slipped backward, the corner of the home’s second floor dipped down
with a groan. The building couldn’t take much more abuse before
caving in on itself. As daylight squeezed past the Woolie, Jakob
scrambled to his feet and ran with Anne, heading toward the back of
the house. They stopped at an intersection. Straight ahead was the
biodome with its glass walls and vegetables for cover, not to
mention Misha’s corpse. To the right was the back end of the home’s
main hallway, giving them access to the second floor stairs.
Brant and Alia are up there, Jakob thought, and a lot more
weapons. He shoved Anne into the hall and
shouted, “Up!”

There was a moment of annoyance at
being pushed around, but Anne charged up the stairs, taking them
one at a time in rapid fire, while Jakob took two at a time. They
reached the metal door at the top together, pounding on its cool
surface, neglecting the secret knock.

When Jakob shouted, “It’s us! Let us
up!” his words had the same effect as the knock. Locks snapped open
and the metal door swung away. Anne ran through, followed by Jakob.
Alia stood next to the door, somehow looking both mortified and
determined. She moved to shut the door, but then froze. And
screamed.

Jakob spun around.

A single, male Rider surged up the
staircase. His arms were coiled back, fingers open and hooked, jaw
wide, brows furrowed, wild hair flailing. Here was a demon,
straight from the pits of hell, charging up to consume them whole.
Jakob shouted and pulled the shotgun’s trigger. The shotgun echoed
strangely in the stairwell, stabbing Jakob’s ears. The pain
sharpened the pitch of his shout, but it was pain replacing fear,
which had diminished when the Rider’s body lifted up off the stairs
and flew backward.

The airborne Rider slammed into the
back wall, knocking down framed photos and leaving a splotch of
blood where the hole in his torso struck the wallpaper. He crumpled
into a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Jakob stood, looking at
the man, remembering the similar scene of his mother being gunned
down in the front yard. The event had shaken him to his core, but
he also understood it, and he knew that his father had no choice.
Not when he let her live the first time, when he’d been doing what
he thought was right. And not when he shot her today, when he was
doing what was necessary. Jakob didn’t think he’d ever have the
fortitude to shoot someone he knew, but these horrible Riders? He
could live with that.

Alia shouted again and slammed the
door shut. Jakob caught a glimpse of three Riders rounding the
corner below and scrambling up the stairs. She managed to get a
single deadbolt in place before the door was struck from the far
side. Jakob helped her lock the remaining three and turned around
to find Anne, hands raised, staring down the barrel of an assault
rifle.

“They don’t belong up
here,” Brant said, a wild look in his eyes, sweat oozing from every
pore on his face.

“Dad!” Alia shouted over
the pounding on the door behind her. “Stop it!”

“Your mother doesn’t like
company,” he said. “They’ll wake her.”

Wake her?
The noise booming throughout the house, from the
door, and from a continued assault on the structure from outside,
was enough to wake the dead. Jakob almost said so until he
remembered that Misha was actually dead.

“They’re our friends,”
Alia said. “They’re here to help. To protect Mom!”

Anne stepped forward, lifting her M16
without pointing it at Brant. “We’ll keep her safe.”

Brant looked unconvinced. The pounding
on the door got louder, each boom twisting tension into Brant’s
expression. When the door was struck loudly enough for a hinge to
rattle loose, Brant looked down the sights of his weapon, aiming it
at Jakob’s head. “No! They have to go! Your mom says they have to
go!”

The way Brant’s voice
cracked as he shouted told Jakob that the man had finally lost his
mind. Between Misha’s death and the chaos of battle, the man had
cracked. And that meant he might very well shoot Jakob and Anne.
But there was nowhere Jakob could go. Opening the door meant
certain death, not just for him, but for Anne, Alia
and Brant.

“Sir,” Jakob said, but
stopped short when Brant’s index finger slipped around the weapon’s
trigger and started to squeeze.

“Dad!” Alia shouted.
“No!”

The explosion that came next made
everyone shout, and Jakob wondered why he’d heard it at all. He
should have been missing his head, but instead, he felt the floor
beneath him shift. He opened his eyes and looked through the open
front of the house. A cloud of dust and smoke rose up from the left
side of the downstairs floor, where the living room was. The second
floor to his left hung at an angle, just like it did above the
kitchen, and he knew another portion of the home’s support had been
destroyed. He felt concerned for his father, but moved past it when
Alia shouted, “Dad!”

Remembering the man with the gun to
his head, Jakob turned and found empty space where Brant had stood.
He was now sprawled on the floor, where he’d fallen when the floor
shifted. But he looked startled, as though he’d seen a ghost. His
weapon lay on the floor beside him.

Jakob knelt beside Alia and saw a
shard of glass protruding through the tactical vest covering the
man’s chest. “What?” he said. “How?”

“Shrapnel from the
explosion,” Anne said, matter of fact. “Kevlar stops blunt impacts
from bullets, but doesn’t work against things like knives, or
flying glass.” She put her hand briefly on Alia’s shoulder, said,
“I’m sorry,” and then stood, aiming her M16 at the door behind
them, which was slowly rattling loose from the continued
assault.

Jakob nearly shouted when Brant
grabbed his arm with the speed and power of a striking anaconda.
But the man’s strength was fleeting. With each word spoken, his
grip fell more slack. “Take...care of my...girls.”

“I will,” Jakob
said.

“Both...of them,” Brant
said, tears running down his cheeks.

When Brant’s hand fell away, Jakob
took hold of it. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll watch over Alia, if
you take care of your wife.”

Brant smiled, his teeth stained red
with blood. “Deal.” He turned to Alia, whispered, “Love you, girl,”
and then fell limp.

Alia let out a single, gut-wrenching
sob, but then she seemed to suck her emotion inside her. As the
door shook and screws fell to the floor, she gripped Jakob’s arm
and pulled. “We can get out the back!”

Jakob tapped Anne’s shoulder,
shouting, “C’mon!” and following Alia. They ran to the back of the
hall and entered her parents’ empty and perfectly kept bedroom. As
Alia ran to the back of the room and unlocked the window, Anne
slammed the door shut and shouted, “Help me!”

Working together, Jakob and Anne slid
a full dresser in front of the door. Jakob then used the push
button lock on the door and fastened a small hook and eye lock near
the top of the door. He didn’t think the barricade would hold for
more than a few moments, but they had no other choice. He took a
step back, raising his shotgun, ready to shoot through the wooden
door.

“Let’s go,” Alia
shouted.

Jakob looked back to see a rope, tied
to the bed, dangling out the back window. Alia climbed out the
window and started lowering herself down, out of view. Anne hurried
after her. Jakob paused for a moment, unsure about the plan,
because while there were three Riders inside the house, there were
five Woolies outside.

Then he heard gunfire, distant and
outside the house. Two different kinds. His father and Ella had
made it outside, too, and the realization jolted him into action,
just as he heard the metal door at the top of the stairs slam open.
Jakob reached the rope as Anne slipped out of view. He looked out
and found the pair just eight feet below him, standing on the roof
of the transitional hallway that led to the biodome. He heard the
trumpeting call of the Woolies growing closer, perhaps tracking
them by scent or sound, and he paused. But when the wooden door
behind him shook and splintered, the dresser groaning as it shifted
over the wood, Jakob slipped out the window, hung by his fingers
and dropped down.
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The impact at the front of the house
created a pressure wave in the living room, hitting Peter like a
stiff wind. Walls cracked. Swirling dust, mostly crushed and burst
drywall, billowed into the room. Peter glanced toward the now
bulging wall and found the bowed door frame blocked by an enormous,
shaggy body. They were trapped, and the Woolie was still alive. The
wall’s supports cracked and splintered, threatening to cave in.
Peter raised his weapon, intending to end the monster’s life, and
its struggle against the home’s foundation, but a blur of motion in
his periphery caught his attention. He turned and looked out the
front window.

A blur of dark brown
nearly forced him back, but he held his ground when he realized the
Woolie was simply rounding the corner of the house. A second
followed, glancing at the window as it passed. If it saw him, it
showed no reaction. They have a
plan, Peter thought.

Only a few seconds had passed since
the impact, and in those moments, Peter had lost track of Ella.
That changed when she stood up from the floor, muttering curses and
looking a little wild.

Muted gunfire vibrated through the
house, coming from the kitchen. The sound froze Ella in place, but
added an injection of intensity into her eyes. He felt his own
pulse quicken when he heard voices: Anne’s and Jakob’s. Then with
the suddenness of the front door’s destruction, the house shook
violently, as though a wrecking ball had just struck.

And the sound had come from the
kitchen.

A loud wrenching wailed through the
house, nails pulling from wood, beams bending to the breaking
point. For a moment, it sounded like the whole structure would
collapse, but then it got quiet again.

Peter glanced out the window again.
He’d lost track of the running beasts, but he could still hear
voices. And then footsteps. The kids were running
upstairs.

“Ella, lets—” Peter froze
when he saw her. She stood at the front corner of the room, a
fragmentation grenade in her hand, a finger looped through the pin.
“What are you doing?”

The windows were too boarded up to
throw the grenade outside, and he couldn’t conceive of any good
reason why she might detonate the device in a closed room—with them
inside it. But then he could see in her eyes that she was reacting
more out of emotion than logic. And in that moment, he understood
her intentions. With no way out, she was going to make a
way.

She glanced back at him as though to
ask, “You ready?”

He grabbed a metal table from the side
of the room where it was positioned beneath a window and spun it
around, the legs against the back wall, a makeshift foxhole. Before
he could shout, ‘Ready,’ and duck down, she pulled the pin, dropped
the grenade into the corner and ran. The grenade’s handle sprang
away, igniting the fuse.

Ella ran toward him, no fear in her
eyes. Just anger. She had four seconds from the moment the handle
shot free until detonation. She leapt into the air at three,
slammed into the wall and fell behind the metal table at four,
hands already over her ears. Peter ducked down, hands covering his
head, eyes closed, mouth open. He trusted that the new, militant
Ella knew to open her mouth, too. The pressure from the grenade in
such a cramped and enclosed space could be enough to rupture their
lungs.

The ordinance exploded with the sound
of twenty rifles firing in unison. The pressure built around them
for a brief moment and then vented out the front of the house, as
first windows, and then walls, ruptured outward.

When Peter opened his eyes, the table
legs had been shoved into the wall behind them, cramping the space.
He unblocked his ears and found them ringing.

“You alright?” he
asked.

Ella looked up, but said nothing. She
took her hands away from her head and closed her mouth. The sounds
of pounding, harder than their kids could manage, came from
somewhere in the house.

They’re
inside, Peter thought, but he didn’t
bother saying it. Ella knew. And she reacted faster, standing up to
leap over the table. But she stopped short, flinching back
slightly.

Peter looked over the table and
understood why. The old farmhouse hadn’t stood a chance against the
grenade. The corner of the structure, two windows, drywall and the
wood siding had been vomited outward, strewn over what remained of
the farmer’s porch and the driveway beyond. Twisted coils of
singed, pink insulation hung from the open walls, the home’s guts
exposed. The five exposed support studs were shattered, all but the
corner beam with gaps between top and bottom. The ruined corner
support was cracked at an angle, slowly shifting downward with a
groan. The ceiling bent, splitting and releasing clouds of
debris.

“The corner’s coming
down!” Peter shouted, shoving Ella from behind. She dove out from
behind the overturned table, snatched up her AK-47 and made for the
slowly crumbling hole in the wall. Peter, still clutching his M16,
followed close behind her, watching the top half of the wall
descend, its exposed beams looking like giant shattered teeth,
closing to swallow them whole.

Ella reached the corner first and
slipped between the 16-inch space between studs. Peter knew he’d
never fit, so he aimed his weapon at the base of a stud, unleashed
six rounds into it and then kicked. The ruined wood bent outward,
but not enough for him to fit past. The house shook and the wall
dropped a few inches. Peter slung the rifle over his shoulder, took
a few steps back and then charged like a linebacker. He struck the
bent beam hard, finishing the job a grenade, an assault rifle and
his foot had started. He sprawled across the porch, rolled off the
side and hit the pavement hard.

With a loud crack, the gaping jaws of
the open corner of the house slammed shut. Windows on the second
floor shattered, raining down glass. Peter rolled onto his stomach
and closed his eyes, waiting for the shards to finish pelting his
back and the pavement around him.

“Peter!” Ella shouted,
just as he detected vibrations in the pavement beneath his
hands.

He looked up and saw two Woolies
charging through the faux debris and over carrots, pounding past
the side of the house toward their position. Unlike the masterless
Woolies they’d encountered before, who stood still without
direction, these seemed to have been worked into some kind of
kill-everything frenzy.

Staying prone, Peter brought his M16
to bear, shouted, “Aim for the knees!” and then opened fire,
unleashing a merciless torrent of lead toward the nearest beast’s
legs. Tufts of fur burst off the limbs. Blood followed. And then
bone. The beast wailed, but continued forward—until its chipped and
cracked femur gave out, spilling the monster to the side and onto
its face. Its twisted horn scraped pavement for a moment before
catching and shattering.

Ella opened fire beside him, missing
the legs and growing quickly frustrated. Then she just fired on
full-auto into the giant’s head until it suddenly slowed its
assault, stumbled and fell over sideways, its massive tongue
lolling out the side of its shattered mouth.

Peter ejected his spent magazine,
reached under his chest for a fresh one, and slapped it in. He
aimed at the still struggling Woolie he’d taken down, zeroing in on
its eye. He pulled the trigger once. The bullet punched through the
soft spot and silenced the monster.

He got to his feet and looked back at
the house. The front porch was nearly non-existent. The front door
was split wide and bent outward, a dead Woolie crammed into the
space. Peter and Ella ran together, heading for the far corner,
where a jagged hole gave entry to the kitchen. Like the damage to
the living room, the support beams at the corner no longer existed,
and the floor above had folded downward, but had yet to collapse.
Banging echoed out of the hole, fists on the second floor’s metal
door.

Ella took a step toward the hole, but
Peter stopped her and said, “Look.”

At the back of the house were the
three remaining Woolies. They stomped back and forth—looking
up.

“They must have gone out
the back,” Peter said.

Ella watched the Woolies’ behavior for
just a moment before nodding in agreement. “But someone could still
be inside.”

Her words were punctuated by the sound
of a door slamming open, feet pounding on the floor above and then
the sound of flesh striking a second locked door, one that sounded
like wood.

“I’ll go inside,” Peter
said. “You take the back.”

Without waiting to see if she agreed,
Peter ducked into the house. He moved through the kitchen, weapon
on his shoulder, sweeping the space like he would have if his old
CSO team had been moving in behind him. He nearly said, ‘Clear,’ as
he pushed through the kitchen toward the back hall, but he held his
tongue to maintain the element of surprise. He stopped at the
entryway to the biodome and glanced through the window. The decon
space and the greenhouse beyond looked untouched. He moved into the
back hall and started up the steps, moving steady and silent. At
the top, he inched past the metal door, which hung at an angle.
Then he scanned the open-faced hall above.

He noted Brant’s still body and saw
the shard of glass protruding from his chest. Peter knew he’d been
lucky to not be injured by the glass that fell on him. Brant’s
death proved it. “Sorry, buddy,” Peter said, and he pushed past the
ruined door.

He was about to turn left, but the
sound of wood scratching over wood turned him around. He opened
fire without thought, his subconscious identifying the mane of hair
as belonging to the enemy. Three rounds punched into the Rider’s
back. It dropped in a heap without a sound.

The falling Rider revealed a second,
starting out the window.

In normal battle, most soldiers felt a
pang of regret or mercy for enemy combatants they were about to
kill. In a blazing firefight, such things never crossed the mind,
but when a target was in sight and the outcome was predetermined,
it could be hard to pull the trigger. Not so with the
Rider.

It’s not even
human, Peter thought, thinking of the
thing and the window, and Kristen. He pulled the trigger again,
striking the thing in the head. It toppled forward out the opening,
its heels flailing up and shattering the window. The body hung
there for a moment, impaled on glass that gave way and dropped the
corpse outside.

A scream from the open window revealed
that the kids had fled in that direction. Peter started in, but
only made it two steps before a blur emerged from a bright pink
room and struck him in the side. He was lifted off the ground by
the impact and slammed to the floor beside Brant.

Gasping for air, Peter tried to sit
up, but a sudden heavy weight slammed onto his chest, pinning him
back and shoving the rest of the air from his lungs. Pain lanced
from his shoulders as the Rider atop him jabbed its long nails in
Peter’s flesh. He stifled a shout and tried to shove the man away,
but he was impossibly heavy despite his emaciated appearance. It
was like the man’s muscles and bones had shrunk, but grown tighter
and more dense. No matter how much he struggled, Peter wouldn’t be
able to free himself from the Rider, and the man’s body blocked all
access to his weapon.

Loops of drool dangled from the man’s
mouth as he opened it wide, lowering the jaws toward Peter’s neck.
Peter shouted in frustration as he fought against the man. But the
Rider was too powerful, and Peter had no leverage. He turned away
from the monster, looking into Brant’s vacant eyes, which were
looking down, as though directing Peter.

While Peter couldn’t reach up, he
could reach out. He bent his arm at an angle, pushing it a little
farther than it was meant to go, but he found what he was looking
for. He popped the button open, wrapped his hand around the handle
and pulled. Moving in silence, Peter slammed his hand against the
Rider’s back, plunging the blade into its flesh, all the way to the
hilt.

The Rider, whose face was just inches
from Peter, looked surprised and then confused. Peter pulled the
knife out and jabbed again. Then again. And again, until the
surprise melted away from the Rider’s face and its body fell
backwards. The ExoGen man’s long fingernails slurped out of Peter’s
shoulders. Warm blood dripped over his arms, but he paid no
attention to it.

He climbed to his feet and ran for the
back window, jumping over the king-sized bed and sticking his head
out. Ella and the three kids were below, pinned down beside the
biodome, the three remaining Woolies charging from three different
directions. Ella shouted orders Peter couldn’t hear, but Jakob and
Anne responded quickly, aiming at different beasts. But before any
of them could fire, the thudding rumble that had been constantly
growing louder over the past few moments, turned into a raging
thunder.

An Apache attack helicopter, flying
dangerously low, flew past overhead. The Woolies skidded to a stop,
looking at the flying beast, no doubt trained to spot airborne
predators. They roared up at the chopper, their primal voices muted
by the rotor chop. And then by a chain gun.

A beam of tracer rounds showed the
path of the stream of bullets from the Apache to each of the
Woolies, turning the monsters into bloody pulp, one at a time. When
the sudden and ferocious attack finished and the chopper began
making a tight turn around them, Peter shouted, “Inside!
Now!”

The group gathered below turned toward
him, but clearly hadn’t heard him over the Apache. He shouted,
“Inside!” again, this time pointing back to the house. “Get
inside!”

At once, the group ran along the side
of the house.

Peter bolted back to the stairs,
descending three at a time. He slammed into the wall at the bottom,
but didn’t slow as he entered the kitchen in time to see the others
climb in through the hole. Just as Ella entered, a voice boomed
from the helicopter above, impossibly loud. “We’re here for Doctor
Ella Masse. Send her out, or we’re coming in.” The Apache’s
thunderous chop was suddenly joined by the sound of two more
helicopters, circling above, watching the home from every
angle.

A moment later, a second voice cut
through the racket, stating only, “Come on out, Ella. It’s time to
come home.”
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“That’s Eddie,” Anne said.
“He’s alive.”

Peter’s stomach soured, and not just
because there was an attack helicopter outside capable of reducing
the house to splinters. He looked at Ella for confirmation. She
looked surprised and nervous, but wiped both expressions from her
face, masking her emotions. She gave him a nod, answering his
unspoken question. The man outside was Eddie Kenyon.

Her boyfriend and lover.

But not anymore. First of all, he was
supposed to be dead, not hunting her from the comfort of a
helicopter. Second of all, she’d moved on. He hoped. From what he
knew of Kenyon, he was a good man, if not very bright, and he’d
been kind to Ella. He’d helped her launch her expedition, but had
supposedly died in the wild. In that version of the story, Peter
was thankful for the man who helped keep Ella alive. But now... The
apparent truth was that he had survived, returned to San Francisco
and picked up crew to track Ella down.

And he wasn’t here to rejoin Ella. He
was taking her home.

Ella’s hand on his arm brought him out
of his growing anger. “This is a fight you can’t win.”

His body relaxed, and he realized he’d
raised the M16 to his shoulder. “I’m not letting you
go.”

“I’m not worth getting all
of you killed,” she said.

Peter almost argued, but she was
right. He looked behind him at Jakob, Alia...and Anne. Kenyon
wasn’t asking for Anne. He leaned in close to Ella and whispered.
“You’re leaving her?”

Ella leaned away and said, “She can
hear this, too.”

“It’s okay,” Anne said,
striking out her chin, a brave little soldier trying to show no
emotion, just like her mother. “You can go. I know Peter is my
father.”

“Sort of,” Ella
said.

Peter, Jakob and Anne all
repeated the words in unison. “Sort
of?”

A voice boomed from outside. “I’m
coming in, Ella. If anyone opens fire... Well, don’t.” The shifting
pitch of a single helicopter lowering toward the ground pulsed
through the house. They had just minutes before company
arrived.

Kenyon was stopping
himself short of making blatant threats. If he still cares about Ella, Peter
thought, he’s not going to rush toward
violence. It was their only advantage, but
to what end? There was no scenario he could imagine where he didn’t
lose Ella again.

And her main concern was clear. She
stepped to Anne and brushed her hand against the girl’s dirty
cheek. “Are you strong enough?”

The girl stiffened. “You know I
am.”

Ella turned to Peter. Whatever bomb
she was about to drop, not even Ella Masse had the strength to say
it to her daughter’s face. “You weren’t born. You were
grown.”

Every shock and surprise Peter had
come across since Ella and Anne arrived at his doorstep felt small
in comparison to this revelation.

“Holy shit,” Jakob
whispered.

Alia, who looked confused more than
anything, whispered, “I don’t get it. Who is she—”

Jakob shushed the girl, and Ella
continued, looking at Anne, who hadn’t moved, but whose eyes were
getting wet. “Honey, Peter...is your father.” She turned to him. “I
used your DNA, to make her strong.” She turned back to Anne. “And I
used mine to make you smart.”

“Where did you get my
DNA?” Peter asked, having trouble believing what was turning out to
be yet another tale of genetic tinkering gone awry. But had it gone
awry? Anne was a wonderful kid. His growing affection for her was
real. She even looked a little like him.

“The brush,” she
said.

“My hair brush?” He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d needed a brush or a comb for
his close-cut hair.

“Eighth grade,” Ella said.
“The paint brush.”

Peter’s memory snapped
back through time. He’d had longer hair as a kid, hair that Ella
had been jealous of. So he’d taken some of it, first pulling it out
and then just cutting off a shock. He’d taped it tightly around the
end of a pencil, making a crude paintbrush as she’d also liked
watercolor painting at the time. “You kept that?”

“I kept everything you
gave me,” Ella said. “If my house is still standing, it’s all still
there, in a shoebox in my closet.”

“I don’t know if that’s
romantic or creepy,” Alia said.

“Kinda both,” Jakob
said.

The lowering pitch of the rotor
blades, along with a breeze now flowing through the open end of the
kitchen, told Peter the helicopter was nearly on the ground. They
were running out of time.

“But why?” he asked. “Why
would you do that?”

“Anne,” she said, waving
the girl over.

After a moment’s hesitation, Anne
approached her mother.

“Turn around,” Ella said,
and the girl obeyed. “Stand still.”

Ella drew a knife from her vest, but
Peter caught her wrist. She looked at him, a wounded expression on
her face, but then she wiped that away, too. “You’re going to have
to trust me. I’ve only done what I had to do so I could undo the
mistakes I’ve already made.”

He let go of her, and she lowered the
blade tip toward a large freckle on the back of Anne’s shorn head.
“Stand still,” she said again. “This won’t hurt at all.”

Ever dutiful, Anne stayed still. The
blade pushed through her skin, creating a small incision. The girl
didn’t flinch, and before Peter could ask, Ella explained. “There
are no pain sensors in the skin here.”

Anne had apparently been very
carefully designed.

Ella sheathed the knife and put her
thumbs on either side of the dime-sized freckle, now sliced down
the middle. She pulled the skin apart, revealing something
shiny.

Peter leaned in close. “Is
that...”

“A mini-USB port,” Ella
said.

“A what?” Anne stepped away, spinning
on her mother and holding the back of her head. “What is in my
head?”

“I gave you my mind,” Ella
said. “Exactly. Like a twin. All you’re lacking is the knowledge I
have, but all of that is in there, too, stored in flash memory,
ready to be unlocked...”

“In case you die,” Anne
guessed.

That’s why she’s so
important to Ella, Peter thought.
She’s her backup. Literally.

Ella spoke to Peter. “All you have to
do is plug her in, and everything I know about all of this—” She
waved her arms around her, indicating she was speaking about the
whole world, “—will be available to her.” She turned to Anne. “You
can undo all of the horrible things I did to this world. In your
mind. In your blood.”

“What do you mean?” Anne
asked.

“Everything outside. All
the food. It’s safe for you.” Ella took Anne’s shoulders. “And
you’ll be able to give that gift to everyone else. If you reach
George’s Island.”

Peter motioned to the back
of Anne’s head, where a small line of blood was busy sealing up the
small wound. “You did this?” He was having trouble wrapping his mind about this
further twisting of nature. His DNA had been used to create a girl,
whose mind held computer parts that could unlock Ella’s stored
knowledge about genetics and who knew what else.

“I had help,” Ella said,
“but I’m all that’s left of the team.”

“Am I her father?” Peter asked.

“We didn’t conceive her.
Nor did I have your permission, and for that, I’m sorry. But
genetically? Yes. She is the best of both of us. And if I could
have done this naturally... Given birth? Yes. There is no better
father for her than you.”

Despite being moved by Ella’s words,
Peter’s ears picked up the sound of a sliding door. The helicopter
had landed, and they were about to have company. “We’re out of
time.”

Ella took Anne’s cheeks in her hands.
“Baby, I love you. More than anything. No matter how you were
born—”

“Created,” Anne
corrected.

“You are still my
daughter. My flesh and blood and soul.”

Tears sprang free from Anne’s eyes,
though she was still hiding her pain from her face.

“I need you to hide,” Ella
said. “Now. If Ed sees you, he’ll take us both. It’s better if he
thinks you’re dead.” When Anne didn’t budge, Ella added, “Please,
baby. Peter and Jakob are your family. They’ll take care of
you.”

Jakob stepped up next to Anne and took
her hand. The girl’s emotions overwhelmed her self control. She
turned to Jakob, hiccupping tears into his chest.

“You gotta hide,” Jakob
said. Anne nodded against him. He turned to Alia. “Find her
someplace?”

Alia reached her hand out to
Anne.

The girl turned to Ella, said a quick
“Love you, too,” and then disappeared with Alia, moving into the
back hall.

Ella quickly wiped her eyes and turned
toward the opening in the corner of the kitchen, where the crunch
of boots on debris announced the arrival of company. Peter held his
M16, but kept the barrel pointed toward the floor. Ella and Jakob
did the same, armed, but non-threatening.

Three men ducked into the kitchen, the
first two leading with raised MP5s. Peter evaluated both men,
seeing the telltale signs of military training in the first, and
the less disciplined, but no less deadly, air of private security
in the second. When the military man offered a sharp, “Clear!”
while training the barrel of his weapon on Peter, the third man
entered. He had a gun on his hip, but held no weapon in his hands.
The cocksure attitude of his walk, and the way he surveyed the
kitchen, like a king looking over his domain, identified him as
private security as well, but it was the wide eyes and smile
directed at Ella that revealed his identity as Ed
Kenyon.

While the two armed men kept their
weapons trained on Peter and Jakob, Kenyon strode through the
kitchen, opened his arms, enveloped Ella and planted a passionate
kiss on her lips...which she returned in kind.
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It took all of Peter’s rigid military
training and discipline to remain still and free of external
jealousy while he watched what turned out to be a ten second kiss.
The desperation with which Kenyon clung to Ella revealed the man’s
affection for her was genuine. The real problem was that Peter
couldn’t tell if Ella’s reciprocation was real. He decided it was
somewhere in the middle. She once had feelings for the man, finding
comfort in his embrace, but she could never kiss a man like this,
in front of him, without feeling uncomfortable...and there wasn’t a
trace of discomfort in her body language.

She’s protecting
us, he decided. If Kenyon suspected she’d
been with Peter, things might end badly. Even good men could turn
bad from jealousy. The fire currently burning in Peter’s chest,
telling him to wipe Kenyon’s existence from the face of the planet,
was proof enough of that. Their only hope of leaving the house
alive was Kenyon bearing Peter and his son no ill will.

To sell the act, Peter looked at the
second private soldier and smiled, hitching a thumb toward Kenyon
and Ella, raising his eyebrows. The man cracked a smile and gave a
shrug, clearly embarrassed by his superior’s behavior.

“Get a room,” Jakob said,
trying to joke through his discomfort.

The comment ended the kiss, and while
Peter wanted to thank Jakob for that, the boy should have stayed
quiet.

Kenyon slowly separated from Ella,
leaning up to look over her head, staring at Jakob. For a moment,
Peter tensed. If the man went for a weapon, Peter wouldn’t hesitate
to kill all three men. But Kenyon grinned. And then laughed. “We
will, kid.”

It was then that Kenyon seemed to
remember there were other people in the room. He stood up straight,
adjusting his combat vest. He turned to Peter, gave a nod and
cleared his throat. “Who are you?” He didn’t offer his
hand.

“Name’s Brant,” Peter
said. He didn’t want to risk the possibility that Ella had told the
man about him. He hoped the soldiers wouldn’t decide to search the
house and find the real Brant lying in the hallway upstairs beside
a dead Rider. He could lie about the body’s identity, but a
thorough search would no doubt turn up a wallet. “This
is...was...my farm.” He motioned to Jakob. “That’s my boy,
John.”

Jakob gave a nod. “Sir.”

Kenyon looked back and forth between
the two, then turned his eyes toward the back of the house, at the
entrance to the biodome. “Nice setup.”

“We were lucky to have the
greenhouse before the Change happened,” Peter said, adding a
thicker accent to his voice and once again hoping the man would be
content to remain in the kitchen. If he inspected the biodome he
would discover it was far more than the average greenhouse. He
wasn’t sure how familiar the man was with Ella’s design. “Managed
to avoid those GMO crops.”

“You never ate them?” Kenyon said,
squinting at Peter.

Peter frowned. “Truth be told, I
wanted to. But the missus was paranoid about GMOs. Everything we
grew, back when things were normal, were organic crops. A lot of it
in the greenhouse.”

“And where is the missus
now?” Kenyon asked.

“In the greenhouse,” Peter
said. “Buried beneath the broccoli.”

“When did that happen?”
Kenyon asked.

“Ed,” Ella said, hanging
on his arm. “Give the man a break. He’s been through hell. And they
saved my life.”

“That so?” Kenyon turned
to her slowly. “Am I to understand you want to come back?”

A pained expression twisted Ella’s
face. “I’ve been out here on my own for too long.”

Kenyon looked like he’d been slapped.
He stepped back from Ella searching the kitchen. “Where...” He
turned to Ella. “Is she?”

Ella shook her head. “Two months ago.
The Stalkers caught up to us again.”

“I’m sorry, El,” Kenyon
said. “Really. That kid was something special. Had a fierce heart.
But...how did you...”

“Sometimes we have to let
go of something we love so we can live,” Ella said, her voice
frigid. She spoke directly at Kenyon, but Peter knew the words were
for him. “I survived. It’s what I do. We all make
sacrifices.”

“Some more than others,”
Kenyon said, his voice softening. He turned his attention back to
Peter. “You on the other hand, are full of shit.”

“Ed!” Ella said, but he
gripped her arm tightly, yanking her in front of him, when Peter
let just a trace of menace filter into his gaze.

“There it is,” Kenyon
said. “The look of a jealous man. And a resourceful man. Army
Ranger?”

Peter knew that at least part of his
cover story was blown. But that didn’t mean Kenyon really knew who
he was. “Captain Brant Rossi. U.S. Marine Corps, Critical Skills
Operator.”

The military man said, “Sir, we could
use a—”

“Quiet, Mackenzie,” Kenyon
said, reaching down and plucking his handgun from his waist with
impressive speed, aiming the Sig Sauer pistol at Peter’s head. “I
know you’ve been with her since the farmhouse in Kansas. Real piece
of work, by the way. You really blew the shit out of that place.
And you’ve been leaving a trail of destruction in your wake ever
since.” He motioned at the house around them. “You’ve already left
your calling card on this shithole. You know what? I don’t even
care if you confirm or deny any of this. What I want to know is, in
all this time, have you been with
her. I know you want to. Can’t hide that from me.
But have you?”

Peter wanted to punch the man’s throat
inside out. Instead he said, “No.”

“Eddie,” Ella said, her
voice tense. “Why would I be with a man I just met days
ago.”

“Payment,” Kenyon guessed,
glaring at Peter with accusation.

But it was Ella who replied. “Do you
think that little of me, that I would sell my body? And for what?
Protection? I can take care of myself. He was a means to an end,
nothing more. But they’re good people, and they don’t deserve this
treatment.”

“How do you know him?”
Kenyon asked. “I saw the remains of the biodome at the ruined
farmhouse. Same as the one out back here. That means he’s someone
to you. One of your predetermined safe houses.”

“She was roommates with my
wife,” Peter said. “At Berkley.”

Kenyon looked unconvinced. “Your wife
that’s buried in the greenhouse?”

“No,” Peter said, letting
the real emotion he felt about the subject infuse his expression.
Tears welled in his eyes. “My wife that is lying dead in the
driveway.”

“There’s nothing out there
but an ExoGen—” A slight smirk slipped on to his face, revealing
that deep down in his core, he was an asshole after all. “Are you
saying the fugly thing lying in front of the house was your
wife?”

“Her name was Kristen,”
Peter said. “Respect her in front of my son.”

Kenyon pointed the handgun toward
Jakob. “He telling the truth, son? That your mom lying out
front?”

Jakob started to nod, but was
interrupted by Peter. “You better point that thing back at my head,
or you and the men in this room are going to regret it.”

The smirk on Kenyon’s face turned into
a full-fledged smile. He turned the weapon back on Peter. “Got some
balls on you.”

“Ed,” Ella said, her tone
a warning. “Don’t.”

Peter stayed silent and
still.

The silence seemed to sap the man’s
spirit, but then Peter noticed he was actually listening to the
earbud in his ear. He was receiving a report from the men outside.
So were the other two men in the room, their less guarded
expressions revealing trouble.

“Here’s what I’m going to
do,” Kenyon said. “Ella’s going to leave with me, and you and your
son are free to go, nothing to fear from us.”

Peter said nothing. He knew there was
a catch. If a report hadn’t just come in, he would have assumed the
helicopters would blast the home apart before leaving. But Kenyon
clearly believed their fates were sealed, and he was happy to leave
them to it.

Kenyon headed for the opening, pulling
Ella behind him. She glanced back, locking eyes with Peter for just
a moment, apologetic and sad. Then she was shoved outside and gone
from view.

“Stay inside the house
until we’re gone,” Hutchins said, backing away.

There was no threat in his words, just
a warning, and Peter understood. If he left the house, armed for
battle, he’d be a threat, and they would respond.

“Understood,” Peter said,
as the man exited the kitchen.

The last of them, the man named
Mackenzie, paused. “I was a Marine, sir. Looked up to the CSOs. We
all did. You guys gave us something to aspire to.”

“Get to the point,” Peter
said.

The man nodded. “You have incoming,
sir. Rattletails.”

“Rattletails?”

“Kenyon’s lady...Ella...
She calls them Stalkers. Not sure how many, but one is too many in
my opinion. If you have a way to leave this place fast, you better
go.”

Peter began strategizing their escape,
even as he said, “Thanks for the heads up.”

The man snapped a quick but sloppy
salute, the kind that would have gotten him fifty push-ups during
Boot Camp, and exited, leaving Peter and Jakob alone in the
kitchen.

“Find the girls,” Peter
said. “I’ll gather what I can. We’re leaving the second they’re out
of sight.”
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Peter didn’t watch the helicopters
leave. He could hear them well enough. Looking meant stopping, and
he didn’t think they had time for even a moment’s pause. When Jakob
returned to the kitchen with Anne, who looked dejected and lost,
and with Alia, who was in a far worse state, he set them to
work.

“Alia,” he said, “I know
you’re hurting, and confused, and scared, but for the next ten
minutes, I need you to be strong, okay?”

She nodded despite her quivering
lip.

“I need backpacks. Bags.
Pillow cases. Anything you have that can carry this.” He motioned
to the weapons he’d gathered and laid out on the kitchen
table.

Alia hurried from the room without a
word or any indication that she was agreeing to the
task.

He turned to Anne. “You’re on hall
cabinet duty.” Alia returned faster than Peter expected. She held
two pink backpacks, which had clearly once been hers, a long duffle
bag and a crushed handful of grocery store plastic bags.

“Take the backpacks,” he
told Anne, “and get everything you can from the hall
cabinet.”

“I know what to look for,”
she said, her resilience springing her back to her old self, past
the knowledge that she had a computer chip in her head, and that
she’d never really been born.

“Jakob. Two bags. Hit the
green house. Everything you can carry, but try to get the denser
foods that take longer to spoil. Root vegetables.”

“Right,” Jakob said. “No
corn. No leafy stuff.”

When he ran to the back of the kitchen
and opened the decontamination room door, Alia looked after
him.

“Go ahead,” Peter said,
taking the duffle bag. “As much as you both can carry.”

As the kitchen emptied, Peter set
himself to the task of filling the duffle bag with rifles, shotguns
and handguns, careful to select only those in the best conditions.
Packing the bag so full that it was impossible to carry, or the
handles ripped off, wouldn’t do.

The pitch of the
helicopters’ rotors was building and growing more distant. The
choppers were moving away, to the west as they rose higher.
They’re bugging out fast, Peter thought, and it’s not because
of me. While they’d had success against
the Stalkers in the past, that was on his home turf, or in the
truck with a fully loaded machine gun. They still had the big gun
on the truck in the garage, but without ammunition the weapon was
just for show. Intimidating to a person perhaps, but nothing to a
Stalker.

The weight of the bag felt
borderline too heavy as Peter lifted it up. He placed it back down,
removed the M16 he’d been using, slung it over his shoulder and
zipped up the bag. Good
enough, he thought.

The sound of the choppers faded
quickly. They would be out of sight in a few seconds, but he
thought it would probably be safe to leave now. “Wrap it
up!”

He shouted as loud as he
could, but only Anne replied. “Five seconds!” Her small voice was
tight and controlled. Peter felt a pang of emotion he couldn’t
quite place. Pride mixed with sorrow. The girl in the hallway was,
genetically, his daughter. His DNA had been used without consent,
which was an offense to which only Ella could answer. But would the
end justify the means? Could Ella really start making amends for
the genetic catastrophe she’d helped begin, by further mucking with
the human genome—his human genome? The problem, he knew, was that given the
chance, he’d forgive Ella. And she knew it.

I’m
weak, he thought, but then he crushed the
emotion down and headed for the rear kitchen door. He pushed
through it. The decontamination room fans didn’t kick on, and he
was able to open the second door without pause. He banged on it
twice with his fist. “Wheels up. We’re leaving. Now.”

He heard Alia ask, “Wheels up?” but he
knew his son understood the message and left before they
replied.

Anne waited in the kitchen holding two
very heavy looking pink backpacks. He could see she was near some
kind of emotional breaking point. They all were, but she had just
lost her mother, who had kept her alive in the wild. He crouched
down in front of her, put his hands on her shoulders and said, “I
am your father. Doesn’t matter if you were grown or born. You’ve
got my genes, and that means you can kick ass and take names.” She
didn’t look convinced. “It also means that I will protect you. And
fight for you. And love you.”

A tear fell, but she quickly rubbed it
away. The fighter in her knew this was no time for crying. Peter
didn’t fare much better. Blinking away tears, he kissed her
forehead. “Now, let’s kick some ass.”

A slight smile flickered across her
face. The biodome door swung open as Jakob and Alia returned. They
each held four plastic grocery bags laden with fresh, soil covered
vegetables. Peter strode to the table and hefted the duffle bag
over his shoulder. He stepped toward the open kitchen wall and
listened. The helicopters were barely audible. “Straight to the
garage. Eyes open.” He looked at Alia. “I’m going to be depending
on you for the fastest route out of here.”

“Which way?” she
asked.

“East,” he said, and when
she looked unsure, he pointed to the back of the kitchen and said,
“That way.”

“’Kay,” Alia
said.

“Move,” Peter said, and he
led the way out through the hole, stepping carefully over what was
left of the front porch while keeping his eyes on the distant
woods. On the plus side, the carrot field was still empty. On the
downside, he couldn’t see anything beyond the treeline, and the
wheat filling every available space was the perfect hunting ground
for Stalkers.

Four sets of feet crunched over the
pavement as they headed around the front of the house toward the
detached garage, which was undamaged by the battle. Peter glanced
at his fallen wife as he passed, saying a silent goodbye and an
apology for leaving her body to the scavengers. He glanced back at
Jakob, but the boy hadn’t given his mother a second
look.

Peter grasped the handle of the door
on the side of the garage. He gave it a quick jiggle to confirm
that it had been locked, stepped back and then kicked hard,
planting his boot just beneath the doorknob. The wooden door was
solid, but the rotted frame gave out. The door slammed inward and
Peter followed. Dust swirled in the sunlight that cut through the
two windows, revealing an old pickup truck, and Peter’s armored
Dodge Ram beside it. Looking at the big truck with fresh eyes, he
saw the beating it had taken. The front and sides were caked with
chunky gray mud and dark brown gore. Stalks of vegetation were
wedged between every crevice. The paint job was scratched in
several places, revealing long claw marks, some of which dug into
the metal beyond the black enamel.

It had only been days since the big
truck had started carrying them to safety, but it already looked
like it had served a tour of duty in Afghanistan. But, like all
good soldiers, it wouldn’t waver before heading into danger’s path
once more.

“Keep everything with
you,” Peter said as he opened the back door. He didn’t trust that
their new found supplies would stay in the truck bed if things got
bumpy. He opened the driver’s side door, confirmed that the keys
were still in the ignition and turned to Jakob. “Start her up while
I get the door.”

“Am I driving?” Jakob
asked.

“Not this time.” Peter
bent down to lift the large door. “Just get her ready.”

Peter winced as the door shrieked, the
old metal wheels grinding through their slots. Then the truck
roared to life. If there was anything within earshot, they just
became targets. The door banged into place. Sunlight blazed into
the garage, lighting up the kids in the truck.

Peter looked at them through the
windshield. He now had a seventeen year old son, the boy’s sixteen
year old girlfriend—or whatever she was—and a twelve year old, but
not really, daughter. Had he been living comfortably at home, this
arrangement would have frightened him. Now it terrified him, not
because he didn’t know how to act around teenagers, but because he
was responsible for keeping all three of them alive in a world that
wanted to eat them whole.

I’m going to have to train
them, he thought, and he headed for the
open driver’s door. I’m going to have to
make them killers. The real trick would be
transforming them into predators while keeping their souls intact.
He’d seen strong men break from training before ever seeing combat.
But the kids’ survival depended on them being strong.

He slipped behind the wheel and put
the truck in drive, but kept his foot on the brake. He looked at
the three kids, meeting each of their eyes, glad to see
determination. “No matter what happens, we’re not going to stop.
Everyone pick a weapon you can handle. If we’re engaged, put down
the windows before firing. Ready?”

“Let’s move,” Jakob
said.

“Sure,” Alia said, though
she didn’t sound sure.

“Fuckin’ A,” Anne
said.

All eyes turned on her. “What?” she
said. “I thought we agreed that a non-existent society
couldn’t—”

“Yeah,” Peter said, his
fatherly adoration for the girl growing a bit. “Fuckin’ A.” He hit
the gas, launching out of the garage and peeling down the driveway.
He barely slowed when he reached the road and made a sharp right.
The truck sped away from the farm, heading east at 60 mph,
unscathed by whatever hunted in the woods, but headed into
uncharted territory, where ungodly predators lurked and an
uncertain future awaited.
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Ella looked down as the chopper rose in
the sky. The ruined farm shrank beneath them and then disappeared
as the helicopter turned west, speeding away even as they climbed.
She turned to Kenyon, who was seated beside her in the blue Black
Hawk. He smiled at her and squeezed her hand, which was now
sweating, as he hadn’t let go of her since they had left the
kitchen.

“What are we running
from?” she asked.

“Just want to put a little
distance between us and your G.I. Joe friend.” Kenyon turned away
from her, feigning interest in the shifting view. “Seemed like a
loose cannon to me.”

She knew it was bullshit. Kenyon was a
horrible liar. She’d seen him lose at poker enough to know his
whole face was a tell. He knew it, too. It was why he looked away,
which in itself was a tell.

Kenyon wasn’t about to give her any
answers, so she turned back to the window, looking down. She had to
stifle a gasp when she saw a clearing below. Several large bodies
dashed out of the woods and into the clearing, tromping through the
short, leafy crop and making a beeline for the trees on the
opposite side, and beyond them the carrot field and Brant’s
farm.

She counted seven
Stalkers, including one that looked to be the size of a
T-Rex. That’s her, she thought, the queen of them that
has been driving the rest, spurring their ruthless
pursuit. The creatures looked different
now, their chests doubled in size. They’ve
adapted. Grown massive lungs for long distance running.
The plates on their backs were also bigger, like
those of a stegosaurus, a creature that was not part of the human
race’s DNA history. The larger surface
area is cooling them off, she
thought, like an elephant’s
ears. But were they adapting in new ways
not available in their unlocked junk DNA, or were they accessing
creatures unknown to paleontology?

The scientist in her, visually
dissecting the creatures’ adaptations, was squelched when the pack
of predators stopped and looked up at the helicopters.

I’m right here,
she thought at the pack leader.
Follow us.

The Stalkers seemed to be squawking
and snapping at each other. Then the big one thrashed about for a
moment and turned back to the forest.

No! Follow me! I’m right
here, you bitch!

The pack leader glanced up one last
time. With a wide-mouthed screech that Ella thought she might have
actually heard over the loud rotors and through the headphones
covering her ears, the alpha continued on its previous path toward
the farm. The pack followed. When they disappeared into the trees,
it took all of Ella’s strength to not throw herself in the cockpit
and force the Black Hawk back to the ground.

Before she could decide on any course
of action, whether it be attack or resigned silence, she heard
Kenyon talking. He was speaking—shouting really—into a satellite
phone. She slipped the headphones off her ears and heard the
crackling reply of a man’s voice through the speaker
phone.

“Say again. Is this Viper
Squad?”

Ella rolled her eyes. Only Kenyon
could have come up with that name.

“Affirmative,” Kenyon
said.

“We thought you all were
dead,” the man said.

“Some of us are,” Kenyon
replied. “Now put Lawrence on the line.”

“I’m not sure
he’s—”

“Put him on, or I will
personally come to say hello when we get back.”

“Get back?” The man
sounded mildly nervous.

“We’re on our way to you
now.” Kenyon glanced at Ella and noticed she was listening. He
offered her a half smile that disappeared when he spoke again.
“We’ll be home in a week, give or take a few days.”

There was a moment of silence. Then,
“Hold on.”

A few clicks later, a familiar voice
came over the line. “Kenyon?”

“Lawrence,” Kenyon said.
“Good to hear you again.”

“My god. You’re
alive!”

“Very.”

“And the
package?”

“Ella is sitting next to
me.”

There was a moment’s pause, during
which the tension inside the chopper doubled. Hutchins, who was
seated across from Kenyon, shifted in his seat. “And the
girl?”

Ella knew in that moment, that while
Kenyon had been there for her, she wasn’t really the mission. Anne
was. And that meant that they had discovered what she really was,
and the threat she posed to their plans.

“Deceased,” Kenyon said,
his eyes flicking toward Ella for just a moment.

“You have the
body?”

Kenyon’s forehead wrinkled. The gears
of his mind slowly turning, grinding, understanding. “No, sir.” He
turned to Ella. “Where is she?”

“I—I don’t know,” Ella
said.

Kenyon’s wrinkled brow
shifted direction, burrowing down between his eyes. “I know what
she meant to you. I know how much you loved her. If she were dead,
you’d know exactly where it happened. Now, where
is she?”

“Ed, I don’t—”

He slapped her so hard and fast that
she was thrown against the Black Hawk’s door. When she turned to
face him, all of the forced affection she’d been putting into her
loving gaze was missing. “If you hit me again, I’ll kill
you.”

He squinted at her. “Anne’s alive,
isn’t she?”

“Kenyon,” Lawrence said
from the phone. “If you return without the girl, I will not open
these doors to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” he said,
glaring at Ella. He hung up the phone and repositioned his headset.
“All units, back to the farm. Double time.” The chopper began a
wide turn, tilting to the side. “Target is female. Age twelve. Dark
hair. She is to be taken alive. Anyone who harms her will receive
the same treatment.” He paused a moment, then spoke while holding
Ella’s gaze. “Everyone else? Shoot to kill.”
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While ‘the calm before the
storm,’ had become a cliché, fewer people talked about the
calm after the
storm. But people who had seen active duty in war zones understood
it. There was a moment in every battle, whether it be when the
enemy was dead, or you were being carried home on a Black Hawk,
when reality snapped back in place. Some men wept. Some told jokes.
Peter usually fell asleep, whether he was in a foxhole or riding in
a chopper. Once safe, his body forced a recharge. Sometimes he
fought it. Stayed awake because danger could rear up again. But he
always felt the Sandman tugging him toward slumber.

But now, twenty minutes after leaving
a second farmhouse in shambles, he was still on high alert. There
had been no sign of pursuit and no danger on the road ahead, that
he could see. He wasn’t sure if it was just the nature of what
they’d just faced, or that he’d killed his wife, or that Ella had
been taken from him, but his nerves weren’t settling.

And neither were the kids’. He glanced
over at Jakob, whose wide eyes scanned back and forth. The boy
gripped a shotgun the way little kids do their teddy bears. An M16
sat between the seats and two spare magazines lay in the center
console. The girls in the back both had handguns and spare
magazines, all of it resting on the seat between them. Anne hadn’t
spoken a word since leaving, and Alia only offered the occasional
direction, keeping them off the main roads.

Peter felt a strange parental need to
start up a conversation, to help the kids normalize after seeing
their parents killed or kidnapped. But the only words that came to
mind were things like, ‘Give me a sitrep,’ or, ‘Everyone report
in.’ He was in full military mode, his mind reverted back to his
CSO training—except the three people sharing the homemade technical
with him were children, not warriors.

Calm
down, he told himself, realizing that what
he was feeling might be his old PTSD rearing back up. But the
danger he felt was real. It was constant. The ‘P’ no longer stood
for ‘Post.’ The danger was Present. And the stress was
necessary.

It sharpened the senses.

Made him more aware.

And that was how he knew
they were coming. He felt the slight pulsing in pressure before the
sound actually reached his ears. The helicopters were coming
back. Coming for Anne, he thought, glancing back at the girl who still hadn’t heard
the approaching choppers.

“Alia,” he said, trying to
sound calm. “Is there a town around here?” They needed to get off
the road. The trees lining the winding road would provide some
cover, but not for long if the choppers were flying high. With
nothing else moving on the roads, they would be easy to
spot.

Alia leaned forward, looking out the
windshield. “Take your next right. Not far after that. Maybe a
mile.” She leaned back in her seat, back to watching the passing
trees and strips of different crops growing between
them.

Anne showed no reaction at
all.

But Jakob knew something was up. Peter
looked at his son, and feigned a cheek scratch, then he tapped his
ear. Jakob didn’t move, but sucked in a quick breath. He heard it,
too.

Peter took the right turn and
accelerated, pushing the needle past what he thought was a safe
limit, but he did it slow enough that it went unnoticed. He was
hoping to find a place to hide before the girls knew they were in
danger.

But that wasn’t going to be
possible.

He glanced in the rearview and saw
three dark specks in the distance. The pilots would have already
seen them.

Should have stayed
straight, he thought, but there was no way
to know where the choppers were.

“What’s that?” Anne sat up
straight, looking both ways.

“Company,” Peter said,
trying to sound nonchalant.

Anne turned around in her seat and
looked out the rear window. “It’s Mom.”

“And the men with her,”
Peter said. “We’re going to hide.”

“Wait,” Alia said. “The
town is to hide in?”

“Yeah,” Peter said, but
then he didn’t need to ask why. The trees cleared, and the small
town came into view. The word ‘small’ didn’t do it justice. There
was a brick town hall, a combined convenience store and gas
station, a few storefronts converted from houses lining the street
and a small brick church. Corn grew from the flat roofs of the gas
station and the city hall. The wooden structures looked ready to
crumble, and probably were before the Change. There was only one
option: town hall. The building would most likely have a fallout
shelter, so it was more of a last-stand location than a place to
hide, but it was better than facing them out in the open. And they
had enough guns to make it one hell of a last stand.

“Listen up,” he said.
“Girls, take the pink backpacks and plastic bags. Jakob, you take
the duffle bag. I’m going to—” Peter glanced in the rearview,
expecting to see the three helicopters rushing toward him. Instead
he found an open pair of long-toothed jaws reaching out for the
back of the truck.

“Whoa!” he shouted and
crushed his foot down on the gas pedal. The big truck lurched
forward as the teeth snapped together behind them. He put them on a
course straight through town and accelerated while weaving in and
out of abandoned vehicles. A second look back revealed three
Stalkers, giving chase, leaping obstacles, their chests expanded
and armored plates waving back and forth. But the creatures
maintained a safe distance.

When they cruised through the town’s
only intersection, where a now-dead yellow light hung, he looked
left and right. To the left, a large, lone Stalker kept pace. On
the right were two more.

We’re being
herded.

But toward
what?

Then he saw it. The inevitable
structure residing in or near the center of every town. The red
brick church with a white steeple looked like the most well
maintained building in town...until the walls crumbled out into the
road, shoved by a thirty-foot-long Stalker with a broad, powerful
chest, wicked teeth and ten foot, rigid sails down its back. It
stepped into the road while the steeple crashed down behind
it.

Their path had been blocked, with
Stalkers on all sides. These things were human once, and it still
showed.

The big Stalker stared the truck down
and let out a bellow that shook Peter’s insides. He considered
ramming the thing’s leg, and probably would have if he were alone,
but the moment the truck stopped, he and the kids were
screwed.

He slowed the vehicle as the smaller
Stalkers closed in. “Windows down!”

Wind blasted into the cab as all four
windows descended. “Pick a target!”

Driving while aiming an M-16 across
his lap at the Stalker on his left wasn’t easy. It would be even
harder once he pulled the trigger. But he didn’t think Alia, who
was sitting behind him, would get the job done with her handgun.
And he needed the Stalker on their left to be gone in about five
seconds, so he could veer away from the big one.

He opened his mouth, then shouted,
“Now!” but the word was drowned out by the sudden arrival of the
three helicopters and the rattle of their machine guns. The Stalker
on the left burst in a cloud of red, cut down from above. He heard
bullets rake the ground to the truck’s right, but he didn’t see
whether the Stalkers had been hit.

He cut the wheel hard to the left and
hit the brakes. Tires squealed as they started to pull off the road
into a field of corn that might have once been a park. But a fresh
barrage of gunfire pinged against the truck’s bed and struck one of
the rear tires. There was a loud hiss, and then a grinding of the
rim on pavement. He braked hard, hoping to spare the axel from
permanent damage. If the spare was still in one piece, they could
have working wheels inside of ten minutes, assuming they survived
that long.

The big Stalker charged from the side,
head lowered, jaws opened wide enough to engulf a portion of the
cab. It would peel back the ceiling like a pistachio and find the
meat inside.

Bullets traced a line across its
snout, making it wince and pull up short. A helicopter roared past,
and the monster leapt at it, snapping at the air. But then it
turned and fled as a second barrage of gunfire opened up. Four
Stalkers took off running, cutting through the fields that they
were now too big to hide in, heading toward the distant woods. Two
of the choppers peeled away in pursuit, firing at the creatures,
driving them away. The third, the blue Black Hawk holding Kenyon
and Ella, was landing behind them.

“What are they doing?”
Alia asked. “Are they saving us?”

“They’re here because of
me,” Anne said, coming to the same conclusion Peter had.

“We can rush them,” Jakob
said, pumping the shotgun. “Hit them before they land.”

It was a simple plan, and it would
work. But Ella was in the helicopter, and the moment they opened
fire, the other two would swing back around. And there would be no
hiding from them.

“You have to give me to
them,” Anne said.

“No way,” Jakob
said.

“Not going to happen,”
Peter added.

“Then what?” Anne asked,
indignant. “We’re just going to sit here and see what they do? You
know how this is going to end. The only way of avoiding it is to
let me go.”

So much like her
mother...

When he didn’t reply, she grumbled
something, grabbed hold of the ceiling-mounted handle and lifted
herself up. She swung out the window, feet first, landed on the
pavement and headed for the settling chopper before Peter could
reply.

He and Jakob exited the truck in
unison, Peter with the M16, Jakob with the shotgun. Both took aim
at the chopper, one protecting his daughter, the other his sister.
They’d both lost and gained a family member today. Peter was
determined not to lose another, and he could see the same
determination in his son. Jakob had changed a lot. Was becoming a
survivor. But unlike Ella’s breed of survivor, neither of them
wanted to let go of the things they loved.

The side of the chopper slid open.
Ella climbed out first, followed by Kenyon, who had a knife to her
throat. Mackenzie, the Marine, was the last out, looking
uncomfortable, but aiming his weapon just the same.

“Same rules as before,”
Kenyon said. “I take what I want. You and your boy get to live.” He
glanced at the corn fields where the choppers were still chasing
the Stalkers.

Chasing, but not killing.
They’re letting the Stalkers live so they can kill us.

It was a cruel fate. A bullet would be
merciful in comparison to being eaten alive.

“Deal,” Anne said, hands
raised.

“Stop,” Peter said to
her.

“Sometimes, to survive,
you have to—”

“Bullshit,” Jakob
said.

“Boys,” Kenyon said. “If
you don’t play along, everyone dies. Well, maybe not me, but
everyone you care about, including yourselves. So, they can come
with me, live cushy lives back in San Francisco, and you two can
live for however long you manage, or you can all become juicy
Rattletail snacks.”

“I said,
‘deal.’” Anne
continued forward. “I can speak for myself.”

Ella said nothing. She just watched
her daughter, their eye-contact never wavering.

Damn it.
Peter couldn’t think of a solution beyond the
options Kenyon had laid out. With Anne along for the ride
willingly, there was nothing he could do to stop them. If he fired
at Kenyon, he might hit Ella. If he fired on Mackenzie, Kenyon
still had Ella as a human shield. But if he let them leave, the
Stalkers would likely return before he finished changing the
truck’s ruined tire. In both scenarios, he, Jakob and Alia died.
But in one of them, Ella and Anne lived.

Jakob lowered the shotgun. Even he
knew they had no choice.

Anne walked behind Kenyon, stood
beside Mackenzie and stood like an at-ease soldier, hands behind
her back.

Ella’s eyes met Peter’s. She looked
grim, but not without hope. Then she mouthed the words, ‘Get
ready.’

Peter fought against his widening eyes
when Anne’s right hand came back out from behind her back,
clutching a handgun. Jakob must have reacted, though, because
Kenyon started to turn around. But he wasn’t fast enough. Anne
pulled the trigger twice, both rounds striking Kenyon’s back. He
flailed, arms open wide, releasing Ella, who dived away. Peter
adjusted his aim, firing a single round near Mackenzie, the Marine
diving for the ground, and then turned his weapon on the pilots
through the Black Hawk’s glass windshield. Both pairs of hands went
up.

Anne stepped away from Kenyon, joining
her mother. They retreated together, heading back toward the
truck.

Kenyon gasped and pushed himself up,
the two rounds stopped by a bulletproof vest.

“Start changing the tire,”
Peter said to Jakob, and then to Ella, “Help him.”

While they headed for the truck, Peter
approached Kenyon and kicked his arms out, knocking him back down
to the pavement. “Stay down, asshole.”

He looked back at Mackenzie, who still
had a weapon, but hadn’t tried aiming it again. “Will they follow
your orders?”

Mackenzie nodded. “If he’s
dead.”

“He’s dead,” Peter said,
keeping his weapon trained on the back of Kenyon’s head. “He’s
still breathing, but he’s dead.”

Mackenzie pushed himself up with a
grunt. He understood the situation. It was a truce. Mackenzie and
the pilots would live, and in return, they’d leave with the other
choppers. But Kenyon wasn’t going anywhere. The choppers could
swing back and finish them, but Mackenzie had proven himself to be
an honorable soldier. Peter didn’t exactly trust him to keep his
word, but he had no choice. Even if he could hijack the Black Hawk,
the other two helicopters would shoot it down.

“Done,” Mackenzie said.
“We’ll give you a few minutes to get sorted. But...you know they’ll
come back for you.” Peter thought he was talking about the Stalkers
until he added, “It might even be me.”

ExoGen would come for them. For Ella
and Anne.

“It’s a big country to get
lost in,” Peter said.

“Yes, sir,” Mackenzie
said.

“Asshole traitor.” Kenyon
spat at Mackenzie’s feet. The action drew everyone’s eyes to the
fresh wad on the black boot, and it gave Kenyon a fraction of a
second to move.

And he did.

One moment, Peter was standing over
the man, the next he was flat on his back, coughing, his weapon
fallen several feet away. He heard a scuffle and sat up in time to
see Kenyon knock Mackenzie down with a solid punch.

Peter climbed to his feet just as
Kenyon whirled around toward him, extending his leg for a vicious
spinning kick. Peter leaned away from the kick, but Kenyon wasn’t
done. The missed kick propelled Kenyon around, and he put the speed
into a back kick that Peter managed to avoid, but not without
stumbling. The barrage continued, Kenyon throwing kicks and punches
with the fluidity of a man who could take on a gang of men and
never stop moving. The rounds that had struck his back definitely
hurt him, but he was good at ignoring the pain. Peter had been
through days of similar punishment.

Physically, Kenyon had the advantage,
and he delivered several hard punches, driving Peter back, further
out of reach of his weapon.

And then Peter got pissed.

He stepped into a kick, letting
Kenyon’s shin snap his rib. Then he locked down the man’s leg with
this arm. Kenyon threw a punch, connecting with Peter’s cheek, but
the blow left his arm extended long enough for Peter to take hold
of it also. As his head pulled back up, recovering from the punch,
he put the motion into his neck, while pulling Kenyon with both
hands. When his forehead connected with Kenyon’s face, there was a
crunch and a whimper. Then Kenyon’s body fell slack, and Peter
dropped him on the pavement.

Sometimes all the finesse in the world
couldn’t stand up against a good headbutt.

Peter stumbled back as both he and
Mackenzie reached for their weapons. But when they stood again,
neither took aim.

“Five minutes,” Peter
asked.

“We need them alive,”
Mackenzie replied. “Right now, letting you go is the only way to
make sure that happens.”

Peter took a step back. “You won’t
find them.”

Mackenzie climbed into the chopper.
“For both our sakes, I hope you’re right.” Then the door slid shut
and the rotors spun faster.

Peter hobbled back to the truck.
“Jakob!”

“Almost done!” Jakob
shouted. He was crouched down by the tire, Ella by his side,
spinning the nuts back onto the wheel. The shredded tire was on the
road next to him. Peter rounded to the driver’s side and got behind
the wheel. He turned the key, and the engine bellowed. He felt the
back end lower and then heard the clang of the tire kit landing in
the truck bed. Both passenger-side doors opened. Ella climbed in
the front. Jakob in the back beside Anne and Alia.

“Next stop Boston,” Peter
said, “Or wherever we end up before that.”

“Fuckin’ A,” Anne
said.

“Anne,” Ella said, sounding surprised.

Peter shrugged and grinned. “It’s a
thing we do now.”

“End of the world lingo,”
Jakob added.

“Fuckin’ A,” Alia said,
trying it on for size, but sounding fragile and small.

Ella sighed. “Fuckin’ A. Now let’s
go.”

As the sound of the helicopters faded,
Peter sped away in the opposite direction, leaving the open small
town behind them and heading into a maze of roads through a thickly
forested area. They’d come close to dying, again, and he hurt even
more than he had just ten minutes ago, but they were back together.
A family again. And the man who tried to pull them apart... He was
in for a rude awakening.

Boston or bust,
Peter thought. Fuckin’
A.


Epilogue

 

Danger, like the odor of a rotting
body, can be sensed before its source is seen by the eyes. Kenyon
knew that. So when he awoke, his face tacky with congealed blood,
he lay still, keeping his breathing shallow and even. He didn’t
move his eyes. Even movement below the lids would give him
away.

He smelled blood. His own.

But there was something beyond it.
Something tangy. An animal musk.

He heard the flow of air, moving in
and out of oversized lungs. Felt the tickle of it sliding through
his arm hair. Smelled the breath of a predator. Pictured the old
meat caught between teeth.

He could feel the pressure of the
bodies surrounding him. Felt the shifting sun on his skin as they
swayed back and forth.

Without opening his eyes, he knew he
was surrounded by Rattletails.

That there was no escape.

To open his eyes was to
die.

So he remained motionless, hoping that
like some predators, the Rattletails would only consume meals they
killed. If they believed he was already dead, they might leave him
be. But if they were scavengers... The first bite would let them
know he was still alive.

He tried to think of ways to fend off
the attack, but he was unarmed and he doubted the CSO or that
bastard Mackenzie had left him anything. They wouldn’t risk
banishing him. This was a death sentence, pure and
simple.

They knew it.

He knew it.

And the Rattletails looking down at
him knew it.

So why weren’t they
attacking?

Without an answer, his
thoughts turned to Ella. Like Mackenzie, she had betrayed him. But
it was her treachery that really stung. It burned him to the core.
Filled him with a rage that was beyond description. He had loved
her. Had protected her. Had endured hell and crossed two thirds of
the country to bring her back to safety. But she had used him.
Maybe from the very beginning. She had taken advantage of his
affection, manipulated him to her ends and left with a man who was
a stranger to him, but clearly not to her.

How did she know him?

Who was he?

Kenyon ran the man’s face through his
mind, inspecting it for some sort of familiarity. Something about
him... The eyes. It was his eyes. He knew those eyes.

They were Anne’s eyes.

The realization cut through his fear
and sent his mind spiraling toward mania. Lacking any concern for
his own safety or future, he shouted, “What the hell are you
waiting for?”

When there was no sudden bite, or
surprised roar, or any response at all, he slowly opened his eyes.
The sun burned his retinas, forcing his eyes nearly shut. Then a
silhouette slid into the light.

This is it...

Burn in hell,
Ella.

The silhouette resolved slowly,
shifting from a large mass, to a distinct shape.

Not a Rattletail. A humanoid
shape.

“Alive,” said a gruff,
feminine voice.

Kenyon tried to push himself up, but a
spear tip poked his chest, holding him in place.

“Truck man enemy,” the
woman said. There was no inflection, but he thought she was asking
a question.

He leaned to the side and viewed his
interrogator, free of the sun’s glare. The face was long and
feminine, sporting long, curled teeth that rose from the mouth and
punctured holes in the cheeks. Her lean body was framed by a mane
of wild hair that hung from her head and grew from her
back.

She crouched over him, pushing the
spear tip into his armor, snarling as she spoke again. “Truck man
enemy.”

Kenyon grinned. “Yes.
Truck man enemy. Hate truck man.”

The woman stood and withdrew the
spear. “Kill truck man?”

Another question.

Kenyon sat up and wasn’t stopped this
time. He rose to find himself at the center of a battlefield. Three
large, hairy beasts lay dead and dying. Two male versions of the
humanoid monster beside him were dead as well. And all four
Rattletails, including the thirty-foot specimen. These ExoGen
creatures had fought a life-and-death battle around his unconscious
form, one side eager to consume him, the other something else. He
saw that same primal hunger in the woman’s eyes, but something
else. She hadn’t lost all of her humanity, or perhaps had simply
regained some of it to survive. The result was an ExoGen with real
emotions and complex thoughts, all leading to a desire he
recognized as a mirror of his own heart.

“Revenge?” he
asked.

The woman grinned, stabbing her face
with her teeth. “Revenge. Kill truck man.”

“Kill them all,” he
added.

The woman offered her long fingered,
talon-tipped hand.

Kenyon accepted.
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“Mmm, wow,” Anne said
between wet, crunching chews. “Oh, now this...this is good.” She
took a second bite of the plump, uncooked corn cob. Juice oozed
from the sides of her mouth as she chomped again and again, moving
the food along her lips like a typewriter. She made no effort to
wipe her face as she chewed, mouth open, corn sticking to her
chin.

When she spoke again, this
time to her mother, the twelve year old girl’s words were garbled
by the food. “I mean, I’ve had corn before, but this is amazing.
And it’s not even cooked. You guys didn’t just make it grow like
crazy, you made it taste
better, too.”

“You left out the part
about how that vegetable turns people into monsters,” Jakob said,
staring at his younger sister. They’d only met a few weeks ago, but
they already bickered, teased and fiercely protected each other
like lifelong siblings.

“Zea mays L. var. rugosa
Bonaf,” Ella Masse said, rubbing a hand
over her shaved head. She spoke the words whimsically, like recited
lines from a play in which she was the star. She watched her
daughter take another bite, the juices making clean streaks through
the dirt that covered the girl’s chin, and the rest of her exposed
skin. The dirt wasn’t out of place. They were all covered in soil.
It was camouflage for their white skin and human scents. “Sweet
corn. And it’s not a vegetable. It has vegetable features, and
fruit, but it’s actually a grain.”

“Really big grass,” Jakob
said, still watching Anne eat. A bowl of food sat in front of him,
composed of foraged leaves, mushrooms, weeds and mosses. All of it
grew in the wild and had no ExoGenetic traits, which meant it
lacked RC-714, the gene that had turned the rest of the world into
monsters by unlocking dormant adaptations going back to the
beginning of life on Earth. The gene had also unleashed an
unspeakable hunger in all who consumed it. Those who had eaten the
crops unleashed by ExoGen, the biogenetic corporation for whom Ella
had developed RC-714, became ravenous predators. Their bodies
rapidly adapted to new environments, which included being
surrounded by other rapidly adapting predators. Those who adapted
faster, killed and ate those who hadn’t. Over a period of two
years, the world’s population ate itself nearly to extinction,
until only apex predators had remained, still hunting each other,
and still looking to devour the small pockets of humanity who had
not yet consumed ExoGenetic crops. At the moment, that included
Jakob.

Anne was torturing him on purpose, he
knew. It was part of her job description as a sister, a role she
took seriously. He picked up a mushroom in defiance and forced a
smile, as he popped it in his mouth. It tasted earthy and sour, but
it wouldn’t make him sick, make him trip or kill him. But it was
hard to enjoy, while he could smell the sweetness oozing from
Anne’s corn.

“Oh my God,” Alia said,
eyes closed, nose raised and sniffing. “It smells like a candy
bar.”

“Normal sweet corn has
twice the sucrose of field corn and ten times more water-soluble
polysaccharide.” Anne rolled up a wad of dandelions and shoved them
in her mouth.

“Sucrose?” Alia asked.
“Polysaca-what?”

“Sucrose is sugar,” Anne
said between bites. “Polysaccharides are a bunch of other things
you won’t understand, either, so best to move on.”

“I’m not stupid,” Alia
said, glaring at the younger girl.

“That has yet to be
determined.” Anne took three more bites and smiled at Alia, the
gleam in her eye revealing that she hoped the older girl would take
the bait. But Alia had quickly learned to not match wits with Anne.
She wasn’t just smart, she was also ruthless—a habit picked up
while traversing an ExoGen-populated countryside with just her
mother. That was, until a few weeks ago, when they had showed up at
Peter and Jakob’s doorstep with a horde of monsters following in
their wake.

“ExoGen corn is a
super-sweet strain that has seven times the sucrose,” Anne said,
staying on topic, oblivious to the brewing teenage tension. She
looked away from her food, like she was seeing something not there.
“That’s why it tastes good. Why all
the crops taste so good. Why people couldn’t stop
eating them. Why the change happened so fast.”

A loud crunch pulled Ella from her
drifting thoughts, turning her attention back to her daughter
again. “But not to you.”

“That’s great for her,”
Alia said, pushing her bowl of foliage away. “But she could at
least try not to rub it in.”

Uh boy, Jakob thought, here we
go.

He sometimes wondered if Alia
remembered her twelve-year-old self. It had only been four years
ago, after all. He’d been through seventh and eighth grades, and
had learned to avoid unnecessary clashes with his female
classmates, especially those who were smarter, or bigger, than him.
They might not get violent—though that wasn’t always true with
Anne—but they dragged out. What could be resolved with a few
punches between boys might last months or years with the girls.
They weren’t fights. They were feuds, and he really hoped that
wouldn’t happen between Anne and Alia—his sister and his
girlfriend. There weren’t any daytime talk shows left to help them
resolve it.

“First of all,” Anne said,
“I can only eat this corn because I was grown, in a lab, from DNA that
mom...” She motioned to Ella. “...stole from Dad.” She motioned to the
forest surrounding them, where Peter was on guard. “I’m a
genetically engineered freak, who, yeah, can eat corn. But I’ve
also got a USB port in the back of my head.” She stabbed a finger
at Alia. “Do you have a USB port in the back of your head? No? Too bad for
you. It’s sooo fun. If you want, I can drill a hole and shove
a—”

“Keep it down.” The deep,
serious voice made them all flinch, but everyone relaxed when Peter
stepped into the small clearing where they were enjoying—or trying
to enjoy—their foraged lunch.

“Did you see something?”
Alia asked, nervous. Of the five of them, she was still the most
shell-shocked. They had become adept at avoiding trouble over the
past few weeks, but the events that had brought them together and
taken her father’s life, had left her in a constant state of
nervousness.

“We’re clear,” Peter said,
and then he focused on Anne. “But you are being too loud.”

Anne said nothing, but took a another
bite of corn.

Jakob picked up a still
full bowl of greenery and handed it to his father. In the past few
weeks, his father had gone from looking like a tough-looking Dad to
a chiseled warrior. Caked in mud, head shaved and carrying weapons
that included a high-power bow and arrows and a silenced M4 rifle,
Peter looked more like Arnold Schwarzenegger in Predator now, but a little less
bulky and half a foot taller. Alia said Jakob looked like his
father, and to an extent, he agreed. They had the same facial
features, dark eyes and shaved brown hair, but that was where the
comparison ended. Seventeen-year-old Jakob lacked his father’s
mass. He wasn’t sure if he would ever be as strong as Peter, but he
hoped he’d put on some muscle soon, if only to not disappoint Alia
when she finally realized he was scrawny.

Peter took handfuls of
vegetation, shoving them in his mouth and chewing with efficiency.
He was done in under a minute, and like Jakob, he was clearly not
satiated by the meal. But he wasn’t going to complain about it.
Never did. Instead, he’d keep them moving, focused on their
destination: George’s Island, off the coast of Boston, where a
laboratory had been set up before civilization had come to a
screeching halt. Ella claimed she could rework the human genome so
that ExoGenetic food wouldn’t transform people into monsters. She
couldn’t reset the world, but she could increase their chances of
survival and ensure the human race’s continuation.

If they made it that far.

Apex predators hunted day and
night.

And ExoGen, whose executives had known
what the RC-714 would do to the world, and had prepared for it,
were likely still searching them. Still trying to stop Ella from
freeing the human race. They didn’t know why. Only that the
corporation had a large, well defended facility in what was once
San Francisco, and that they had sent their own private army in
search of Ella. And Anne, who held the key to mankind’s future in
her head...or rather, in the USB drive in her head.

Peter tensed. His eyes flicked up.
They were surrounded by trees—maple, birch and oak, and they were
sitting on a carpet of potato plants. “Finish eating.”

No one asked why. They just shoved
what was left of their food into their mouths and consumed it
quickly. Food was sometimes sparse, and they were loath to waste
any of it. Unless danger was charging straight for them, jaws
agape, they finished all of their meals.

Jakob had just finished swallowing
when he noticed what his father had already picked up on. The
canopy above was still thick green with summertime foliage. But
that didn’t stop the sun from filtering through the myriad cracks
in the armor of thin luminous leaves. Nor did it stop him from
detecting the enormous shadow flitting past above them.

A bird,
he thought, holding his breath. Birds were among
the most dangerous apex predators, mostly because they could spot
you from miles away and strike from above, without warning. So he
was told. He hadn’t actually seen an ExoGen bird yet. He had seen a
few species of normal birds, which fed exclusively on non-ExoGen
plants, like hummingbirds, but he’d seen none of the man-eating
super-birds of prey said to be circling high in the
atmosphere.

But now...was the shadow so large
because it was high in the sky? Or was it just enormous and close?
Experience told him it was the latter, and that it was close
because it was hunting them. But they were concealed in the trees.
How long would the ExoGen bird wait before giving up?

Fifty feet away, the canopy exploded
downward as something large pierced through the trees and struck
the ground.

About that
long, Jakob thought, getting his first
look at an ExoGen bird and quickly wishing he hadn’t—not just
because it was a hideous sight, but because there were two of
them.
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Peter nocked an arrow and took aim
before the massive creature struck the ground. One good shot from
the powerful bow could drop most anything alive—before the Change
and after it. But when the creature reared up after landing, Peter
held his fire. There wasn’t just one target, there were two, and
right now, they were focused on each other. And that was a good
thing.

A small voice in Peter’s mind shouted
at him to run, to sneak away with the others and never look back.
But this was the first time he had ever seen two ExoGen creatures
locked in combat. And from the looks of them, they were both top
predators whose recent rapid evolutions had taken them in divergent
directions. He crouched with the others, peering out from behind a
thick oak trunk, watching the two behemoths tear at each
other.

Peter guessed that the creature on the
bottom, which might have once been a crow, was what he’d detected
flying above them, perhaps zeroing in on their scent, despite their
best efforts to mask it. Its ten-foot-long wings were covered in
black feathers, but the rest of its dark body was cloaked in what
looked like long black hair. A line of long spines jutted from its
back, flaring up as the bird-like thing snapped at the second
creature’s exposed neck. The biting jaws, filled with sharp teeth,
fell short, but one bite would be enough. Its long legs, ending at
massive, talon-tipped, three-toed feet, kicked and scrambled, but
to no avail. It was pinned by its larger adversary.

The second creature, which had no
doubt dived down on the giant crow-thing from above, might have
once been a falcon, but Peter had a hard time spotting anything
resembling a pre-Change bird. This featherless beast, with an
elongated beak, twitching, sinewy muscles and taut brown skin,
looked prehistoric. More like a pterodactyl, but with long powerful
legs for running and a long tail tipped with a tuft of feathers. A
blood red crest rose up behind its yellow eyes, which were focused
on its equally hungry prey.

The crow-thing gave up on biting the
larger creature’s neck and opted for a less deadly attack. It
twisted its own long neck to the side, clamped its jaws around its
enemy’s lower leg and sank those long teeth deep into the
flesh.

The Exodactyl’s eyes just widened, but
Peter didn’t think it was from the pain. It looked excited, like
this was the moment it had been waiting for. With startling speed
that made Peter flinch, the creature jabbed its long sharp beak
downward. The strike began and ended in less than a second. The
crow didn’t even notice the gaping hole in its neck. But it slowed
its biting and thrashing as blood pulsed from its
throat.

When its flailing limbs finally fell
still, the victorious creature leaned down close to the bloody
hole.

Peter expected it to start tearing the
dead bird apart, rending it with beak and talons, but that was not
what happened. A long tube-like tongue extended from the beak’s
tip, sliding into the open wound. It then began to twitch, as a
slurping sound filled the air.

It’s drinking blood, using
its tubular tongue like a straw.

Despite having seen combat violent
enough to cause him a bout of PTSD, not to mention the past few
weeks of ExoGenetic horrors, Peter found himself getting queasy. As
a former U.S. Marine Critical Skills Operator—part of the most
elite fighting force within the Marine Corps—he had been trained to
keep his emotions, and his stomach in check.

But the others...

A gurgling sound followed by a wet
smack made him freeze in place. He glanced over his shoulder and
saw a glob of partially chewed, now regurgitated corn kernels
laying atop a flattened potato plant stalk. Anne. As tough as she
wanted to be, or wanted everyone to think she was, she was still a
twelve-year-old girl. And yeah, she had seen some shit that would
leave most adults damaged for life, but she still processed trauma
like a kid, and sometimes, that meant puking at something
gross.

Without moving his head, Peter shifted
his gaze back to the Exodactyl. Its body hadn’t shifted position,
but the slurping sound had stopped, and its tongue no longer
twitched. Peter nearly shouted in surprise when he spotted the
baseball-sized yellow eye turned straight toward him.

Man and beast locked eyes and
froze.

Would it attack with a fresh kill
underfoot?

Did it think of them as prey? As
competition?

Was it even thinking at
all?

No, Peter decided. And it’s not going to
let us leave.

That was one of the defining
attributes of ExoGenetic creatures—ravenous hunger. Unceasing.
Despite having a meal underfoot, it would hunt them all down, kill
and consume them and then return to the mutated crow. Or some
variation of that.

“Everyone get ready to run
on my mark,” he whispered. He didn’t expect to hear confirmation or
see any nods. They would follow his lead, knowing full well that to
stray from the plan, even an evolving plan, would likely lead to a
horrible death for one of them, if not all of them.

“Now,” Peter hissed.
“Run.”

As he heard the others turn and run,
he stood up, in clear view, arrow already nocked and drawn back.
Their movement freed the large bird-like creature from its predator
rigor mortis, and it turned to face Peter, leaning toward him. It
then opened its beak wide and let out an ear-piercing
squawk.

Peter’s fingers withdrew from the
string. It snapped forward, propelling the arrow at three hundred
seventy feet per second, meaning the arrow left his fingers and
entered the creature’s open maw before it registered the sound. The
Exodactyl’s beak snapped shut, and its head twitched back in
surprise. Its wide eyes had an almost humorous ‘what the fuck’ look
about them. But the arrow hadn’t lodged in the bird’s throat.
Instead, it pierced the layers of flesh and skin, emerging on the
far side and striking a tree twenty-five feet away. It was the one
free shot Peter would get, so while the creature was distracted by
the confusing pain, he turned tail and chased after the
others.

Ten steps into his run, he began to
second guess his flight.

I should have taken a
second shot, he thought.
Should have put it down for
good. He’d killed other ExoGenetic
monsters before. Why not this one?

There’s no way to know if
more arrows would have done it, he told
himself. The first arrow only confused it.
How many more would it take to kill it? I’m not even sure where its
vital organs are. It could have two hearts for all I
know.

They were all logical arguments. To a
point. But none of them was the truth.

The truth was that he was afraid. The
moment he saw those sinister orb eyes and the blood-sucking tongue,
the mental switch in his psyche that was normally switched to
‘fight’ got flicked over to ‘flight.’ In a world of predators, no
matter how well prepared or armed a person was, true humans were
still prey, and those instincts couldn’t always be
overcome.

But there was no sense in
second guessing his decision to run. He was committed to it, and he
knew that if he reached the road, just a few hundred feet ahead, he
would reach the truck. The kids had nicknamed it
Beastmaster, on account
of its many spikes and metal shields. Peter had argued that
Mad Max was a more
appropriate nickname for the post-apocalyptic death machine, but
Anne’s ceaseless arguing won the day. Peter tried to explain
the Beastmaster movie to them, but they didn’t make it past the thongs before
bursting into laughter. It had been a lively debate, and a good
day.

But not all days were good. Most were
defined by fear and violence.

Like today,
Peter thought, glancing back as the Exodactyl let
out a shriek.

The massive creature tilted its body
forward, its tail rising up as a counterbalance. Then, with eyes
locked on Peter, it lunged forward and ran.

The dead crow-thing’s jaws, locked in
a death grip, still clung to the Exodactyl’s leg. But the larger
predator didn’t slow or try to pry itself free. It just charged
forward, dragging the corpse along for the ride, leaving a trail of
blood in its wake.

With the chase in progress, there was
no reason to be quiet anymore. “How close are you?” he
shouted.

“Nearly there!” Ella
replied. He couldn’t see the others through the maze of trees, both
standing and fallen, but he knew they weren’t too far ahead. They’d
have just a few seconds before he, and then the hellish Big Bird,
entered the clearing ahead.

He angled his course, aiming for the
road behind the armored, black Dodge Ram, and guesstimated his ETA.
“Seven seconds! Behind the truck!”

“I’ll be ready,” Jakob
replied. “Don’t stick around.”

Peter understood the message and
poured on the steam. The forest floor began to shake with each of
the Exodactyl’s footfalls, but more so when it stepped with its
left limb, slamming the still attached, giant, dead crow into the
ground.

Rounding a tall pine to confuse the
predator on his heels, Peter looked back and shouted in surprise,
as the massive beak snapped shut just inches from his face. It
sounded like two wooden planks clapping together, the noise loud
enough to hurt Peter’s ears.

As the Exodactyl rounded the tree
behind him, momentum carried the crow out in a wide arc. Its limp
body wrapped around the trunk of a sturdy maple, bones cracking.
The snagged corpse pulled the larger creature’s limb back, keeping
it from lunging one more time and clamping onto Peter’s skull. The
frustrated creature shrieked after Peter and then tore its leg from
the dead crow-thing’s mouth, leaving deep and bloody slashes in its
flesh. But it was oblivious to the pain, as it flung itself back
into the chase.

Peter threw his forearms up over his
face as he crashed through a wall of crisscrossing dead branches
that blocked his path. He felt his exposed skin tear, but when his
feet hit the pavement beyond, he didn’t slow to inspect his wounds,
he just charged right out.

Moving across the open road, he looked
left, seeing Jakob standing in the flatbed, aiming the big M249
light machine gun toward the woods, where Peter had exited. As
Peter dove into the woods on the far side of the road, he expected
to hear the cacophonous roar of the big weapon, followed by the
groaning impact of a slain ExoGen, but neither of those things
happened.

Peter climbed to his feet and stepped
back into the road, eyeing the forest, where Jakob kept the weapon
trained.

Where the hell did it
go?

“Where the hell did it
go?” Jakob shouted, channeling his father’s thoughts.

Then Peter saw it.

The long beak slid out of the forest,
looking almost like just another branch, slowly positioning itself
to strike, fifteen feet above Jakob.
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