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Tom

        

      

    

    
      The rumble of the hovercar’s engines rang loudly through the valley. Tom pressed his body against the thick base of the massive cottonwood tree. The ridge he stood on ran for three hundred yards, the drop descending at least twice that distance to the base of the mountain. 

      From here, he could usually see for miles, but not today, since the rolling dense clouds brought a looming storm with them, reducing visibility. He didn’t need to see the hovercar to know it was there. Too close to their base. Too close to finding their hidden location. 

      Tom scratched his silver beard and slipped a tablet from his pack, activating it from sleep mode. With two practiced swipes, a map materialized, revealing the location of nearby Occupation assets. Five seekers hovered in the skies around Cripple Creek. Not close enough for him to panic quite yet, but close enough for him to be concerned. 

      Things were changing. After all these years, the Occupation was evolving. He sniffed the air, as if he could smell the alterations in the enemy’s objectives. Instead, the scent of ozone filled his nostrils as rain began falling from the sky. 

      He stayed under the semi-reprieve of the tree line, watching, waiting. For what, he wasn’t sure. 

      The map blinked another icon, this one green, the color for a Tracker. He frowned at the small icon; a mixture of fear and a burning anger at their enemy’s superiority. 

      The Tracker hovered around the five-mile boundary of their base, pausing before moving again. It wasn’t unusual for one to migrate through this part of what had once been the mid-west, but it was the third catalogued this week, and Tom didn’t like what this might portend. 

      He’d made a promise a long time ago and still felt the weight of his failure almost every day. With a heavy heart, the man turned, satisfied there was no impending attack. At least not today.

      A twig snapped behind him, and he spun, his 9mm in his grip faster than the eye could see.

      “Sir, it’s me,” a woman in camouflage similar to his own said quietly, her arms raised in the air. 

      “Bailey, what is it?” he asked, annoyed she sought him out in person instead of using the radio. 

      She seemed nervous. “We have confirmation. They’re moving in this week.” She flashed him a smile. 

      He met it with a grin of his own. They’d been working for so long, fighting back in small ways. Finally, they were going to make the first real strike. He was going to fulfill that promise after all. 

      “Very good.” Tom glanced over the valley, knowing he’d return tomorrow at the same time, just like every other day. 

      Rain poured down on the two of them as they hiked through the dense brush toward their home. 

      Home. The man almost chuckled at his thought. Maybe one day they’d have a home again. But first, they’d have to reclaim what was theirs.
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      Cole’s eyes snapped open, his mind electrified by the faintest hint of a noise his brain was acutely attuned to. His life depended on it.

      The sharp whine of the deadly drones, like mosquitos in summer, vibrated the small bones in his ear according to the scorched remains of the medical children’s book he’d been reading for the last few nights.

      He sat up slowly, bending at the waist and swinging his feet off the old, grimy couch he’d called his bed for nearly two weeks. He reached down, quickly tightening the laces of his boots, which he’d loosened as his only concession to comfort. He stood, stretching his arms upwards as far as he could reach with the shotgun held firmly in both hands, leaning forward to touch the gun to his toes before twisting sideways to articulate his hips.

      Fully awake and flexed, he threw his heavy pack over one shoulder and draped the bandolier of red shells across his torso. He screwed the cap on his battered canteen and stuffed it into a leg pocket of his threadbare cargo pants before stooping above the map laid out on the dusty kitchen counter.

      Cole muttered to himself. His eyes weren’t as good as they’d been a couple of years before, and having to all but press his nose into the map was troublesome.

      “Truth or Consequences,” he muttered to himself, stumbling through the four consecutive syllables of the last word in spite of the time he spent reading. He huffed to himself at the name of the town, running his finger to the east on the map.

      “Too far,” he said to himself. “Too hot to be away from the river.” He ran his finger to the nearest town to the isolated house he’d been living in, narrowing his position from the few remaining road signs and the shape of the river that couldn’t have changed too drastically in the course of his lifetime.

      He did the same to the west, fussing again, as it meant crossing the river within a very tight timeframe. He chewed his crusted lower lip for a second before stabbing a red circle daubed on the green patch. Folding the map quickly, he stuffed it away and shrugged his arm through the bag straps before carefully sliding open the rear porch doors. He slipped out of the house without a backwards glance.

      The whine sound was louder now as the drone headed in his direction and it spurred his feet to move. Cole looked up, turning to place the morning sun on his right, and he began to run.

      He stopped after a quarter mile, resting under the sparse cover of a copse of trees, and pulled the broken but valuable contraption from a pocket on the side of his pack. Lifting half a set of binoculars to his right eye, he found the rear of the house he’d been living in and caught the glint of bright silver as the smooth, bulbous body of the Seeker drone hovered around the patio door.

      Cole’s lips mouthed the word “dammit,” having learned the hard way how well the drones could hear from far distances. He knew he should have closed the door because they’d be inside soon and would know a human had been there when none of their ID tags showed an authorized presence. The drone darted upwards and to the right so fast that it mimicked the natural behavior of a housefly as it was joined by a second Seeker.

      Cole stiffened, forcing his breathing to stay steady. If there was more than one Seeker drone, there was likely to be a pack of Tracker drones not far behind. If there were Seekers and Trackers, a Hunter might follow. If there weren’t, then it could be them coming for him.

      He had to keep moving.

      Stepping backwards without looking, his boot caught a patch of dead leaves and rustled loudly. The whine changed in pitch as the two Seeker drones were joined by a third. They spread out into a line, heading straight for him.

      He ran. No attempt to move stealthily or slowly to avoid detection because there was no way they would pass him by if he hid. They’d find him if he remained still, and if they thought they were onto a wild human, they wouldn’t stop until they located him.

      He didn’t want the Seeker drones shooting him with sedative darts, and he didn’t want the Trackers tearing him apart with their mechanical pincers. He certainly didn’t want them to rain fire down from their ships and scorch the whole town he was hiding in, which he’d seen them do in the past.

      His only hope for survival lay in either outrunning the Seekers or destroying them.

      Three, he thought to himself as he ran. Only three. You can handle three.

      Cole ran toward the only buildings ahead of him, angling for the narrow gap between two broken-down houses. He hurdled a flaking once-white wooden fence and forced his way through the mess of rusted bikes and trash cans until he reached the rear of the houses. He threw himself against the wall as he held the shotgun against his chest, sucking in deep breaths to steady himself.

      One, two, three… One, two, three… The whine of the drones grew louder, changing pitch as the first entered the narrow gap.

      He stepped around the corner and lifted the shotgun up to trigger off the first instinctive shot and obliterate the lead drone.

      “One,” he whispered, allowing himself a slight grin.

      Behind the falling, sparking shards of the destroyed Seeker, a second flew at him fast. He racked the pump of the old but well-maintained weapon to chamber another shell as the smoking spent casing spun out of the ejection port. A twitch of the barrel adjusted the aim to blot out the sight of the attacking machine, and a second pull of the trigger turned the shiny flying ball into shrapnel.

      “Two,” he said, scanning left and right, desperately searching for the third drone. He could hear it, and he wanted to kill the Seeker before it realized it was at risk. A sharp buzz to his left made him spin to trigger off a third shot, which blew away a chunk of roof.

      “Thr–” he began to say until he realized that the whine was still there. The Seeker had taken cover before he could shoot. Cole racked the gun to replenish the spent shell and ran.

      The third Seeker would be flying higher now, following programming to get out of range and call in reinforcements.

      “Didn’t get the third,” he repeated a few times. “Trackers coming… Trackers coming…”

      Cole sprinted until the noise of the drone had gone, and carried on for longer to make sure he was away. The Trackers wouldn’t be far behind, another hour at most, but when they arrived, they’d follow him relentlessly. They didn’t need to sleep, didn’t need to stop and eat, didn’t need to find fresh water and carry it with them. He’d never seen one run out of charge and he thought of the solar panels he’d seen once, recalling the old man’s claim that he’d pulled them from the wrecked carcass of a Tracker drone.

      “Just run,” he told himself. “Cross the river, change direction, and run.”
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      Sweat poured down Alec’s face as he pressed the metal sheet against the half-hidden structure. Another man used a large rivet gun, holding it into place before the welder took his position. Alec covered the joints with flux and stepped out of the way as the wide-shouldered masked-man started his torch. He’d worked in this plant for ten agonizing years, and this was the first time he’d seen the curtains come up.

      Most of whatever it was they were constructing was sheltered by long, draping canvas sheets, and only the parts being worked on currently were exposed. The change made him uncomfortable, even more so than usual. The constant gnawing in his gut turned to real pain when he arrived before the sun rose to announce the day, and saw the overnight modifications.

      “What is it?” Alex asked the welder when he was done. The man flipped up his mask and grimaced.

      “Who cares?” he replied gruffly before walking the line looking for the next seam to weld.

      “You!” a voice carried across the plant floor, and Alec shuddered.

      “Ah, crap,” he muttered to himself. He couldn’t afford any more altercations with the floor supervisors. He turned to see the balding worm approaching.

      “What are you doing? Talking during your shift, standing here like a lost puppy. Get to work or it’s your ass,” Simon shouted.

      Alec hated the man with every ounce of his being. He stood three feet away, and Alec fought the urge to clench his fist, to throttle the scrawny-necked traitor. Instead, he forced a smile. “Sorry, sir. I noticed we were running low on rivets and wanted to see if we could obtain a refill.” The lie was simple enough the man would have to buy it.

      He looked at Alec suspiciously, peering over his shoulder to see their workstation. “Fine, but today’s nearly done. We’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

      Alec let out a tense sigh as Simon walked away, scanning his tablet before yelling toward another group of workers. Workers. They could call them that, but Alec preferred to think of them as what they truly were. Slaves.

      The entire floor echoed with a piercing alarm. No matter how many times Alec heard the shift-ending notification, he couldn’t help but feel terror at the dreadful sound. It was the same noise they used when they were on the search for Roamers in the city. Without realizing it, Alec rubbed his wrist where his locator chip was implanted under his skin.

      The alarm ceased, and Alec got in line with the other two hundred slaves in the old car assembly plant. No one spoke, let alone gave each other eye contact. They were beaten. There was no coming back for any of them.

      When it was his turn to walk through the turnstiles, he stretched his hand out for the meal chit. The glossy-eyed woman reached for a full chit, but Simon was there, shaking his finger a moment later.

      “Not for this one. He gets a half-chit only,” Simon said, grinning at Alec.

      The little man took pleasure in his minuscule appointed power, but still… Alec was hungry, and he couldn’t argue, or he’d get nothing.

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll be better tomorrow,” Alec said, hating himself with a passion.

      “That’s more like it,” Simon said, handing him the half-chit. It was a cut coin, an old penny from a world that had ceased to exist.

      Alec forced his feet onward, wiping his dirty hands on the pants of his overalls before he arrived at the mess hall. He stayed in line, scanning for Beth at the tables. It took a few tries, but he spotted her by herself at the far-right table, staring down at her plate of bland oats. Seeing her made it all worth it.

      Someone shoved him from behind, and he locked eyes with the welder.

      “Move it,” the man said, and Alec forged ahead, broken from his reverie.

      He passed his cut coin to the middle-aged woman behind the glass and was handed a small serving of gray gruel in return. He smiled at her, knowing he’d receive nothing but a blank stare in response.

      A minute later, Alec was sitting in the cold plastic chair opposite Beth.

      “Tough day?” he asked.

      “Better than the alternatives,” she said.

      He knew what those were. For women, it was either work in the plants, making god knows what for the bastards, or being sent to the breeding facilities. The third alternative was death, which was preferable for a lot of people.

      “I hear you,” he said. Beth stared at him, her one green and one brown eye boring into his. It was enough of a genetic defect that she hadn’t been sent to the breeding grounds, and little enough of one that she was allowed to live. Lucky girl.

      “How do you do it?” she asked, glancing at his small serving of the tasteless mush.

      “Do what?”

      “Go on. This is never going to change. You need to admit that, and then you can move on.” She was whispering, keeping their conversation private. Most of the other tables were full of people eating voraciously in silence. Three human supervisors walked between the tables, guns in hand. Alec hated those people most of all. The ones who chose to side with them. If he had a gun, he’d…

      “Look, there’s always a better life. It’s up to us to find it,” he said, only half believing his own words.

      “Sure. Look me up when you arrive.” Beth spooned the last of her dinner into her mouth and ran a hand over her recently shorn head. It was the same haircut they all had. Once a month, the supervisors shaved their heads, and Alec didn’t mind it. It was all he’d ever known.

      He leaned in, pretending he’d dropped something in the middle of the table. “I’m going tonight.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why?”

      “I need to. I can’t… I need to. Come with me.”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s too risky. When I leave next, it’s going to be for real.”

      For real? He was about to ask her what she meant, when the alarm rang out again, indicating dinner was complete. He ate the last of his meager serving and stood. He moved close to her in line. “We’ll talk about that tomorrow, okay?”

      She nodded without turning or saying anything more.

      Twenty minutes later, Alec was inside his bunk. As the door closed, he slid a piece of cardboard between the latch and frame, before the electronic locks slid into place. He stared out of the tiny barred window at the grassy view that stretched out behind the manufacturing plant. There was so much out there. So much empty space. There had to be others who wanted freedom from this oppression.

      He waited two hours, until everyone would be fast asleep, exhausted from the twelve-hour shift, before he opened his bunk door slowly and carefully so the hinges didn’t alert anyone of his escape. He picked up the piece of cardboard and stepped into the hall, glancing at his wrist where the locator was embedded into his bone. He’d almost forgotten the most important part! He could have been killed within a few minutes without it.

      Alec pulled the metallic strip from under his mattress, and wrapped it around his wrist, clicking it into place. It vibrated slightly, somehow blocking the signal of his locator. He tried not to think of Tom’s expression on the plant floor, the last time he’d seen him. One day he was there, the next he’d vanished into thin air. Tom had acted like a father to him, even though he’d only been there for a year or so. Now he was most likely dead. But Tom had left a few presents behind for Alec, and for that, he’d be eternally grateful.

      He scanned the darkness for signs of guards, but the halls were empty. The Seekers would be in the skies, but no one had escaped from the Plant for at least three years. The Overseers were either growing complacent or they were concentrating on other things. A few tense minutes later, Alec was in the grassy field, running through the fresh night air.

      At that moment, he felt free, and he clung to it. If they found him now, he’d be killed, but part of him was at peace with that. At least he didn’t give in to them like everyone else.

      He knew this path like the back of his hand and checked his wrist as he neared the edge of the field, making sure the ID chip blocker was still intact. It wasn’t foolproof, but something in the band messed with their sensors, or that was what Tom had told him. So far, it had worked like a charm.

      A wooden barbed-wire fence ran along the property line, and he hopped the four feet, vaulting his legs over the log beam, landing softly on the gravel road beyond. With a glance to the skies, Alec moved to the opposite ditch and headed north.

      Ten minutes later, Alec arrived at his destination out of breath. Sweat dripped down his back in the cool night air as he entered the abandoned building. This street was full of derelict warehouses, and Alec knew this had once been a thriving commercial region of Detroit. Now it was home to rats and not much else.

      The side door creaked as Alec pulled it open, and he darted inside the safety of the structure. Boxes sat piled high on pallets from a lifetime ago. This had once been a ball-bearing distributor, and the entire warehouse room had the lingering smell of grease to it.

      A sliver of moonlight slipped through a skylight and lit his way to the office at the rear of the floor. For the first time in the last month, Alec felt happiness creep into his mind. This was his haven.

      He found the flashlight and flicked it on, setting it on the desk. Alec sat in the chair and pulled the box across the wooden surface. Inside, he found what he needed. Pictures. Magazines. All from a world he’d never known but wanted so badly.

      Alec had been born three months into the incursion, twenty-five years ago. He liked to think his parents had been joyful people; in love and excited at the thought of starting a family.

      He scanned through other people’s long forgotten photos, seeing birthday parties, school graduations, and weddings, everyone smiling in each of them. Those were what kept him going all these years.

      What was he doing? Sneaking out at night to stare at memories of an Earth that would never be again.

      “Get it together,” he whispered to himself. The thought of returning to the factory and doing it all again tomorrow, or today, judging by the moon, was enough to send a shiver of dread through his body. How long could he go on like this?

      He needed to leave, for good. He had to take Beth and escape Detroit. He’d heard rumors of a safe zone over the last ten years, and it was time to put the gossip to the test. If only he could duplicate the technology on his wrist.

      Alec flicked off the flashlight and shoved the box to its original spot. It was time to go home. Each step was a challenge as he crossed the warehouse and marched outside.

      His heart hammered in his chest the moment the fresh air hit his lungs. The familiar whine of an active Seeker drone carried to his ears from above.
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      “Don’t give up,” Lina whispered to the old man struggling up the steep hill. “Not long to go until we can rest.” Her smile, a full set of white teeth showing against her coffee-colored skin and jet-black hair, shone bright and genuine. She hoped it would reassure him, make him forget the nagging pain in his chest and the agony of what they had left behind.

      Their safe home in the wooded hills of the huge reserve was all that remained of their people, so far as they knew. The thirty or so survivors fleeing the burning wreckage of their village were a mixture of old and young. In her twenty-first summer, Lina had worked as a healer since she was a child. Because she was a healer, because she was someone who people looked to for answers and reassurance, she stepped up to the plate.

      That was why, standing high on a wooded hill overlooking the valley where she’d been born, she smiled at the broken and frightened remnants of her entire people to portray a confidence she didn’t feel. She’d been following the advice of the elders and knew that they must lead the people up out of the hidden valley and north until they reached the snow-capped mountains.

      The flames from far below frightened her and would haunt her dreams for as long as she lived, but her face never revealed that fear and loss in case it infected the others and put them at risk. She hitched up the heavy pack on her shoulder and stepped down to assist a woman struggling to carry a bag of hastily gathered belongings and a child under her other arm.

      “Lina,” a gruff voice said from behind her. She turned to see one of the village’s warriors, holding up a hand to her.

      “Caleb,” she said. “What’s up?”

      “One of the elders has fallen,” he told her.

      “How bad?”

      “She says she cannot move her leg. It hurts her too much.”

      Lina bit her lip before answering. “Everyone needs to keep going,” she said. “We can’t be on the side of the mountain after dark; it’s too dangerous.”

      “Where do you suggest we go?” Caleb asked. He was brave, of that there was no doubt, but when it came to strategy, he was a follower rather than a leader.

      “The old roads should be over the crest,” she told him. “I have seen them before. Gather everyone to the shelter and I’ll follow.” Caleb tried to argue, but she sent him away to look after the majority of their group. He went reluctantly, trying to sound reassuring as he encouraged them to speed up and leave the mountainside before night began to fall. Lina stepped carefully through the steep path until she found the old woman sitting with her back against a pine tree twice as wide as she was. She held on to her left ankle with both hands, her eyes squeezed tight in pain, her toothless mouth held in a silent scream.

      “It’s okay,” Lina said soothingly as she knelt beside the woman surrounded by her loved ones. “You’re going to be okay.” She slipped off her pack and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle containing a neatly cut strip of cloth already soaked in lavender oil. The old woman hissed in pain as Lina slipped off her sandal and stretched the bandage to wrap it tightly around her swollen ankle with practiced hands.

      She reached into a pouch for a sprig of cut lavender, handing it to the woman, who took it silently and pressed it to her top lip before inhaling deeply, letting the soothing scent of the flowers calm her.

      Lina finished the bandage and slipped the remains of the plant into the pocket of the woman’s coat. “You’ll need to carry her,” she told the few people waiting around in nervous inactivity, “at least until we catch up with the others.”

      They all ducked instinctively as the whoosh of air and a high-pitched shriek passed far overhead. The fast-moving hovercraft was followed by two more as the rumbling sounds of distant explosions rolled up the mountain.

      “We need to move,” Lina said, thanking their luck that their group had moved when they did, and that the hovercrafts that came with the bombs must have been far enough away to allow for their people to flee.

      The woman was carried from the wet ground, her arms stretched over the shoulders of the two fittest to remain with her. The main group was out of sight by the time they’d restarted their upwards journey, and with fire and explosions below them and uncertainty up ahead, the climb was an arduous one.

      Screams and cries of alarm sounded from across the crest, making Lina and the group she’d returned for drop and press themselves flat onto the ground. She crawled on her belly, inching up the wet slope as her heart pounded fit to burst. The whine of an engine reached her brain before her eyes could take in the scene.

      The buildings beside the old road had long succumbed to the wind and time, but there was still valuable shelter to be found there. The rest of her people, almost all of the survivors of the world she had grown up a part of, were being corralled inside a circle of armed men and women. All of them wore stiff-looking uniforms, making them appear like they’d been made as part of a single batch, and pointed shining weapons at her people.

      “No,” she growled angrily, pushing herself up and preparing to run blindly to their aid and her unwitting fate. She never made it to her feet, as the old woman with the sprained ankle grabbed Lina’s boot and pulled her to the ground. Lina’s face hit the damp earth and her mouth filled with dirt. The woman held a finger to her lips and pointed firmly at Lina.

      The old lady stabbed her finger at the rest of the group, and then pointed off to the north through the trees. She said nothing, made no sound at all, but the wide-eyed stare of resolve made arguing a pointless exercise.

      Without looking at the younger men and women, and the children, the woman forced herself to her feet and hobbled over the peak.

      Lina pressed her forehead to the ground for a second, hearing the stifled crying of people behind her, and turned to lead them away as she had just silently promised she would.

      She had no choice. It was the survival of some or it was the destruction of all of them. Tears ran down the faces of the group as she threaded her way through the dense forest as behind them the sound of screaming and the metallic twang of guns signaled death.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caleb bravely led his group onto the higher plain where the old road stood. He’d been up there as a child many times, never leaving the dense cover of the trees, but felt no such fear as he pushed ahead to show the survivors of his home the way.

      He stopped, waving an arm above his head to lead them into the dying light and towards the collection of low buildings where he envisioned them seeking safe shelter for the night.

      He didn’t hear the rapidly descending hovercraft, but he did catch the tormented screams from the villagers who were caught in the open and exposed. Another hovercraft popped above the tree tops, silent until it emerged into open space. The shrieking whine of the engines tore through the air to drown out their cries. The ships sank to the ground, whipping up great clouds of pale red dust, which settled after the engines hushed to silence.

      The circular doors opened, and ramps descended, spilling out two squads of uniformed humans who hefted bright metallic weapons and corralled the terrified people into a tightly huddled group.

      From each ship came one of them.

      Many of the older generation, those who’d been no more than young children when the invasion first began, had seen the aliens when they arrived. For many of the unfortunate souls who’d been born since, their first sight of the occupying force drew screams of terror and repulsion.

      One of the Overseers walked slowly towards the group, showing only disgust and derision at the sight of so many uncatalogued, wild humans.

      It was tall. Taller than any person Caleb had ever seen, and it walked with a curious gait that resembled a wading bird; knees bending backwards and thick, scaled skin covering the sinewy muscles. Long arms hung past its thin waist, lower than a human’s would, and the pointed snout below almond-shaped yellow eyes opened when its lips peeled back to reveal a double-row of sharp, pointed teeth.

      It snarled something at the uniformed collaborators, who began dragging people out from the fringes of the huddle and separating them under direction of the alien.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out that those separated were too old or infirm to be considered for breeding. The younger ones had a device pressed into the base of their skulls and became instantly compliant, shuffling up the ramps of the ships to their imprisonment and ultimate death. Many more would be assessed at the sprawling work camps and be found unfit to work or breed. They would all be killed in time.

      Those left behind huddled together to await their deaths, which came at the hands of their own kind, who opened fire on them without mercy, like they were exterminating vermin.
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      Dex rolled his window down, letting the chilled night air blow against his face. There wasn’t much he enjoyed more than cruising the empty interstate at two in the morning, music blaring. The CD player still worked in his car, and he was careful to keep his favorites from scratching. He momentarily found himself wondering if anyone would ever make music again and pushed the idle thought from his mind.

      He had bigger fish to fry. The classic rock song reached its crescendo, and Dex’s foot pressed hard on the pedal, advancing down the roadway at an unsafe speed. He didn’t care. There were no more police or highway patrol to stop him, and that was how he liked it. Occasionally, the roads would be busted open from wild vegetation, but a flat tire was a risk he took on each mission.

      To top it all off, the bastards had outfitted the engine with some contraption that made gasoline obsolete. It was some sort of renewable liquid they gave him to fill the tank with. He didn’t quite understand the tubes flowing in and out of the hood to the undercarriage and didn’t really care. It kept driving, and that in itself was a miracle.

      “Where are you?” He grabbed the folder from the leather passenger seat and opened it with one hand, looking away from the road for a second. He scanned the picture and saw the name on the bottom: Trent James. What kind of name was that anyway? It sounded like an accountant, not a deserter rumored to be linked to the fabled uprising. He read the file notes and laughed. The guy was listed as an auditor.

      This was his fifth hunt over the past six weeks, and the Overseers weren’t happy about all the people escaping their camps. At least that was what Dex had been told by his boss. He never had direct contact with them, and that suited Dex just fine. The less those yellow eyes saw of him, the better his chances of surviving.

      The last four hunts had gone as they always did, with him dragging a body around inside his trunk. It was one of the reasons he drove the old Chevy, the trunk space. Plus, it went like a bat out of hell.

      He tossed the folder to the seat beside him, cranked the volume higher, and kept heading toward the full moon hanging in the sky like an omen.

      An hour passed and he slowed, seeing the sign indicating the exit for Creston, Iowa. Another nowhere town in a nothing state. The Overseers weren’t set up in Iowa, which made it the perfect running grounds for defectors. The target’s locator was last active here in Creston, but it hadn’t moved in three days. That either meant he’d removed it or he was still there, hoping no one would put the energy into finding the worthless Trent James.

      Dex was batting a thousand if he didn’t count the few unfortunate instances sprinkled within the last ten years. Which he didn’t, because sometimes things happened that were out of his control. He took the exit into the small town. It appeared so much like every other settlement in that part of the United States. Bland and dark. Streetlights were a thing of the past, and he cut his own car’s lights as he turned onto the main road. The bright high moon cast enough glow to grant him safe passage.

      He pulled off to the side of the road and cut the engine. The last thing he wanted to do was rev his big block all the way around main street, alerting any Roamers that he was there. He pulled the Glock from the glove box, shoved it into his holster strapped around his shoulder, and zipped his leather jacket around it. The night was colder than he’d expected without the warm air blowing gently through his vents. It was summer, but the area wasn’t feeling the full effect quite yet.

      “I should have waited until tomorrow,” he muttered as he softly closed the car door. He went to the trunk, pulled out his dart gun, and shoved it into his belt, careful to make sure the safety was on. You only shot yourself with a tranquilizer dart once. At least Dex hoped that was true.

      He reached through the passenger window, grabbed the photo of the target, and folded it, sliding the paper into his breast pocket. Not that it would be hard to remember that stunned look from the image.

      Dex headed toward town, his cowboy boots kicking up a light dust behind him. Nature had a way of reclaiming what once belonged to it when there was no one around to fight back. The asphalt was cracked everywhere, and small trees and shrubs grew randomly, especially near the edges of the road. Dex avoided those areas, walking directly down the middle of the street.

      Dex pulled a small device from his pocket, almost like the cell phone he used to have as a teenager. He grinned to himself, remembering the day his dad had given in and bought him one. He was finally able to stop being a social pariah and was soon on social media like every normal kid. Three months later, the Overseers came, wreaking havoc on the world. Dex never really understood the point of it anyway.

      He tapped the device to life and selected Trent’s name. The icon blinked five blocks from his position, still not moving. Dex would be there in no time. The guy was probably sleeping. This was going to be an easy one.

      He entered the main street. He could swear he had just been in this town, but that place had been in Missouri, not Iowa. Everything looked the same. Post office, Sheriff’s station, grocery store, and of course, a diner. His stomach growled at the thought of a greasy grilled cheese and fries. That used to be his favorite. As a Hunter, he was given more freedom than anyone else, but he rarely found any deep-fried food.

      He peered at the grocery store, then at the device, before shoving the small metal rectangle into his jeans pocket. Trent James didn’t seem to be going anywhere. There was enough time for a pit stop.

      Dex tried the door and found it was locked, chains wrapped tightly through the push bars on the inside of the glass entryway. No way in. Not unless he broke the glass, letting anyone in the area know of his presence. Instead, he headed around to the rear of the building, where an overhead bay door sat a foot or two off the loading dock. Perfect. “What am I doing?” he asked himself quietly as he lay on the concrete and rolled through the opening. It was pitch black, and Dex pulled the same device out, hitting the flashlight feature before snapping it to his jacket. A soft glow illuminated in front of him, and he blinked to acclimatize to the brightness after the utter darkness.

      He wasn’t prepared for what he saw, and he stumbled backwards, hitting the aluminum bay door with a thud. Two bodies hung from the warehouse rafters, their necks broken, the skeletons evidence this happened a long time ago. Another body lay sprawled on the floor beneath them, a hole in the skull. Tattered clothing clung to the form where the rodents hadn’t eaten it.

      Dex wondered if it was the wife or the mother that came to find her loved ones hanged before she shot herself. Everyone had dealt with Earth’s new situation differently. Some had managed, and others had done things like this. He stepped past the woman, not letting himself feel anything but disgust at what they’d done to themselves.

      Nothing was going to make Dex feel bad about his decisions. Sure, he worked for the Overseers, but he was surviving, and not in the slave fields or factories like all the others.

      He kept moving, heading for the front of the store. It had been pillaged, but not as bad as a lot of the stores he’d been to. The town must have been cleared quickly twenty-five years ago. Anything that could go bad would have decayed a long time ago, but certain things were useable. Dex licked his dry lips as he made for the liquor aisle.

      Most of it was gone, the shelves picked clean, but he noticed something on the top overstock shelf.

      “Bingo.” He pulled a step stool down the aisle and reached for the box. It was pressed against the rear of the top shelf and its weight told Dex it was full. The name on the side of the cardboard almost brought a tear to his eye.

      Whiskey. A full case of whiskey. He almost opened it there but stopped himself. He had a job to do, and he wasn’t good to anyone if he was passed out in a grocery store with dead people hanging from the ceiling.

      Dex placed it near the front door and kept searching. The cans would be rancid, but he found a few first aid kits, which he took. He rationed things like that, but he liked to keep back-ups. Behind the customer service counter, he saw countless lottery scratch tickets and a pack of matches. He took the matches and noticed a single carton of cigarettes sitting under a newspaper. They were his brand too. What were the odds?

      The carton was wrapped in plastic, and he tugged it open. When was the last time he’d smoked one of these? Five years? Even then they’d been so old, they tasted like smoking a dried-out sock. Still… thinking about the burning sensation as the smoke passed through his throat and into his lungs was enough to make him grab a pack, remove the foil, and pull one of the cigarettes out, placing it between his lips. He feigned an inhale on the unlit butt and smiled. This would do just fine.

      He left it unlit and took the carton. Dex spent another ten minutes searching for anything of value and exited with a bag of supplies on top of the whiskey and cigarettes. He unraveled the chain on the front entrance, the metal links sliding to the ground with a clatter.

      Dex opened the door, set his supplies on the sidewalk, and marched toward his target. He stopped in his tracks at an unfamiliar sound. He held his breath and listened hard. A coyote howled in the distance. Good. Coyotes wouldn’t try to shoot you.

      He’d return for the whiskey and smokes when James was hog-tied, Dex would drive there, stopping as reward for a job well done. The icon showed he was two blocks from Trent James’ chip, and that was where he headed, turning east after the diner. The windows were smashed, and a dirty old sign claimed Dorothy’s Diner had the state’s best hamburger. Dex doubted that had ever been true.

      He cut his light, opting to go in dark. Dex stopped at the parking lot entrance. The place looked like a hockey arena from his vantage point. He checked the device one last time for good measure, its softly lit screen glowing green against his face. His target was in there all right.

      Dex unholstered the Glock and felt better the instant the metal touched his palm. It was a crappy world out there, and not much made him feel as safe as when he was armed. His footsteps felt too loud on the way to the entrance, and he lifted his boots to keep them from dragging on the gravel lot.

      He wouldn’t let himself think about the whiskey, or the cigarettes. Or the fact that this was his fifth hunt in a row, and if he brought the guy back alive, he was owed a week of R and R. He needed it too. It was nice having the freedom to roam around, but he knew he was pressing his luck every time he went out on the road. Most Hunters didn’t last five years. He’d spent double that chasing the poor saps with enough balls to make a run for it.

      Dex tested the door and found it wasn’t even locked. What an amateur. Dex found so many things done wrong by the people he hunted. If he was going to do it, he’d…

      “Shut up, Dex,” he whispered to himself. He knew the Overseers couldn’t read his thoughts, but he didn’t want that kind of idea wandering around his mind. It wouldn’t end well.

      He pulled the glass door open, the white lettering so worn, he couldn’t make out the arena’s hours of operation. He almost laughed to himself and stepped into the big dark building. The device showed James in the southwest corner. All the way across the place.

      Dex took his time, careful not to step on anything or make noise. There were a few hockey bags spread out on the black rubber tiles.

      It didn’t take long to find the room James was hiding in. Dex saw the icon blinking on the screen and tucked it away, into his pocket. It was lucky number five.

      After turning his light on, he pressed the push bar and flung the door open with his gun raised. “Freeze!” he shouted, unsure why he always used the old cop lingo. It was corny but usually did the job.

      The room lay empty, his voice falling flat against the stark white cinder block walls. “What the hell?” He crept into the space and saw sticks lining the walls, skates hung on in neat little rows. In the rear stood a skate sharpening machine. That was when he spotted the blood.

      “Crap,” he muttered, finally seeing the whole picture. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen someone chop off their own hand to get rid of the locator chip, but it was the first time it had been done with a skate blade.

      The hand remained on the floor, cut two inches above the wrist. That would have hurt. A lot. Dex scanned for any clues and saw the section of gauze stuck to the blade beside him. If James had done this to himself, there was a good chance he would have passed out nearby.

      It was going to be a long night.

      He exited the building and heard the whirring of the Seeker drones. Not so worried about noise now, he ran through downtown, continuing until he found his car. There was no way he was letting the Seekers notify the Trackers that they found his target. This was his catch, and the only way to ensure the Overseers kept human Hunters alive was by being better than their damned robots.

      The drone would know he was a Hunter by his chip, so he wasn’t worried about them sending the deadly Trackers against him, but that was when things became a free for all. Their violent programming tended to be indiscriminate.

      Dex ripped down the main street, wistfully eyeballing the case of whiskey before heading out behind the arena.
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      He ran. Cole had barely stopped for three days until he stumbled into the tumbledown stones of a historic monument.

      His legs pumped for hours at a time on the first day, feeling exposed and completely vulnerable moving in the daylight, but he knew the difference between life and death meant putting distance between himself and the point where the Trackers would begin their hunt. He crossed the river twice, both times walking as far to the north as he could before the water became too deep or the current too strong.

      Cole used every trick he’d ever been taught and more he’d learned the hard way in the years of wandering the country alone. He climbed the fire escape of a building, which still had four floors surviving under the burned-out roof before carefully breaking a window to make it look like he’d gotten inside, then crossing the perilous gap to the neighboring building to climb down and head away in another direction.

      When he reached a smaller tributary late that first day, he ran in and out of the water and up both banks for varying distances before returning to the brook and repeating the process on the other side. When he’d spent as long as he dared, he went upstream as far as he could manage before climbing out and jogging down a dusty path that had once been a road. Cole was worried that his wet boots and clothes would leave a trace, but when he glanced behind him, he saw what the fierce sunlight did to the damp footprints as they visibly shrank away.

      That first night he tucked himself into a narrow gap between two heavy dumpsters in an alley. He sat on his pack and hugged the shotgun with a square of old dark green plastic covering his hiding place. His ears stayed tuned to the frequency that would give him advanced warning of any pursuit, and the stress of the day’s action fought against the energy he had expended to keep him awake until the sun set and the temperature dropped to make the dried film of sweat itch his skin.

      He didn’t cry. Cole hadn’t cried in as long as he could recall. Even when he’d lost the only people close to him in the entire world. He closed his eyes and slept lightly, ready to run again if he needed to.

      The morning brought with it a cool sunlight and an uncomfortably full bladder. He stood, neatly folded the poncho and placed it into the top of his bag, which he swung up onto his shoulders. He glanced nervously around the alley with his ears on high alert as he unzipped and watered the dusty concrete. His eyes stung from the strong smell of ammonia, which served as a warning to find more water.

      He had three bottles filled from the river the day before, all old and worn but blessedly free from leaks, and he drank deeply from one to quench his thirst. He leaned on a dumpster as the cold water hit his empty stomach and made him feel faint. He shook his head to clear the fog of hungry exhaustion before reaching into a side pocket of his battered backpack for a strip of dried meat and a handful of berries.

      He pulled on his pack again, jaw working the tough strips of the small deer that had sustained him for well over a week. Stepping carefully to the far end of the alleyway, he stopped and listened for a full minute, turning his head up to the sky and closing his eyes to block any distractions. It was his hearing that had saved his life more times than he could count. His hearing that had given him enough time to escape or to hide from the drones scouring the open, empty countryside for others like him.

      When he was satisfied that there was nothing searching the area for him, he moved on. The Trackers would be following his trail, or at least he had to assume they were to stay alive, but he hoped that his obstacle course of ploys to throw them off his scent would delay them by at least a day or more. He traveled west, away from the more built-up areas he saw to the east, despite his natural urge to head towards the buildings for cover. Thinking there might be other people hunting him, he chose the opposite path to try and avoid being predictable.

      By the time he reached the next large collection of buildings, the sun was starting to oppress him with its warmth, but the breeze carried enough pace to keep him from getting hot. He spent a long time listening again, checking for the telltale whine of drones until he was satisfied that he was alone in the area.

      He found a place to stay, selecting it carefully for its lack of large windows that would allow him to have a fire but still have ventilation. He chewed the last of the deer jerky as he searched the place for anything useful.

      A partially used spool of thin wire. A spray can of lubricant with a flammable warning on it. A wire rack that he cleaned off to use as a cooking plate. A cap he placed tentatively on his head but put back as it was too big. A small set of pliers and a heavy wrench were added to his kit, replacing smaller and more worn versions.

      Cole laid out all his equipment and clothing, upgrading where he needed to and cleaning and mending all that he had. Changing his clothes to wash them in a barrel half full of rainwater after he had scooped off the layer of scum floating on top, he hung them to dry over some patio furniture in the sun. Hanging them on a line to dry in the breeze would be as sensible as having a large fire in the open, as nothing really announced the presence of a person more than fresh laundry.

      Maybe fresh was an overstretch, but without running water nearby to wash them properly, he had to make do and at least stop them from stinking up his pack. Wearing fresh clothes, he meticulously cleaned every facet of the shotgun and set out with his bag repacked minus the drying garments, having learned the hard way that he should never leave his equipment anywhere he couldn’t grab it and run at the first sign of danger.

      It felt alien for him to be out and moving in the daylight, but his rhythm had been turned upside down by the drones finding him. He knew he’d stayed there at least two days too long, but he was still tired from the fever that had hit him hard a couple of weeks earlier.
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        * * *

      

      A flock of pigeons took off from a patch of open ground and he set a spring trap nearby. Bending a sapling from the overgrown trees, he looped a snare of twisted twine around a careful construction of twigs before delicately dropping a few of the wilting berries from his pack into the trap. He repeated the process twice more, having learned never to rely on only one source of food, and made his way to his temporary home.

      He found a rack of old coats, laying them beside his pack for a mattress, before returning to the yard and collecting dried wood from a pile that had been cut years before. It was bone dry, eaten by insects, making it lighter than it looked, but it would burn well enough.

      Tiredness overtook him that afternoon, putting him into a deeper sleep than he liked as he felt exposed, and he woke after nightfall. Creeping outside, he checked his traps, painstakingly retrieving the loops of twine from the two empty traps before finding the third full with a dove hanging from the makeshift noose. He muttered to himself happily as he unraveled the dead bird from the trap and took great care to scuff away any sign of human activity before cradling the small animal in his hand.

      Cole made a contained fire, rubbing the flint against the edge of his worn knife to create sparks against the small ball of insulation pulled from one of the coats he sat on. He had sprayed the ball with a little of the lubricant oil, which helped it catch quickly before he added the tiny twigs used in the traps to nurture the flame. As the fire settled, he used his knife to open up his dinner and cut away the meat from the breast and legs, which he laid out on the mesh tray. He picked every last scrap of flesh from the miniature carcass and carefully burned the body and feathers of the dove in parts, not wanting to make the flames too large or the smell too offensive. After he’d licked his fingers clean of the meat juice, he doused the fire and scuffed away the other signs of his presence before tightening the straps of his bag and heading north once more.

      On the third day after fleeing the drones, and with no sign of pursuit, he stepped over the scorched, pale stones of a very old low wall. Being inside the compound, no matter how open it was, made him feel safer somehow. He searched the area in the glow of moonlight and found an old, rusted sign welcoming him to some kind of military museum, unable to shake the feeling that he was being watched.
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      Alec slowly closed the door as he moved inside the warehouse. How could he be so foolish to think the bracelet from Tom would actually work? The Seekers were the first line from the Overseers. They were always seen hovering in the sky, day and night, looking for anything out of the ordinary, and more specifically, Roamers. From what Alec knew, they would scan you, retrieve your ID, and if you were in an unauthorized region, they’d notify the Trackers, who were less than friendly.

      Alec had seen the thigh-high robotic animals tear a human to shreds, and that was after they’d unleashed twenty rounds of high caliber bullets into him.

      He waited, hoping it was just a random patrol Seeker and not the Overseers seriously searching for him. He found an open window across the room, stuck his head beneath it, and listened for signs of a Seeker. There was the whining noise, but it was fleeting, disappearing as the drones moved on.

      He sat on the concrete floor and rested against the hard wall as he tried to convince his heart to calm down. He couldn’t keep doing this. The next time would probably be his last.

      Waiting another five minutes for good measure, Alec eventually tiptoed outside, and when he saw or heard no sign of the Overseer’s creations, he ran along the building, careful to stay in the dark shadows as long as he could.

      It took twice as long to return to his bunk as leaving had, but he made it, and with only four hours before his shift in the plant started. He fell to the thin mattress, not bothering to change his clothes. Even after his exciting night, he found sleep after only a few deep breaths.
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        * * *

      

      Three new workers arrived at the plant on his shift the next day. They were the hardened faces of people that had been through it all, but still kept working endlessly. Alec tried not to stare, but it was difficult. They hadn’t brought any new blood to the site for at least five months, and the ones Alec worked with were either too brash or too meek to survive much longer.

      The group stuck together, and Simon had them working on the far-left corner of the contraption they were building. The sweaty bald man made eye contact with Alec, forcing Alec to quickly look away. He wasn’t going to give the man an excuse to be riled up today.

      “Bring the sheet, I’m ready,” Darnel said without averting his stare from the metal walled structure.

      Alec hefted it up and pressed it in place, glad to have gloves on as the solder began to drip beside him.

      By the time the siren sounded, Alec was exhausted and wanted to sit and eat their meager dinner with Beth. The newcomers ambled over and arrived in line behind Alec. The man at his back was a big guy, six two, at least two forty. His head was shaved like everyone else’s, but on him, it looked natural, like he would choose it anyway. Dark stubble covered his cheeks and chin.

      “Hey. Name’s Crash. These are my friends, Monet and Jackfish.” He motioned to a tough woman. Piercing dark brown eyes met his, and she smiled, showcasing sparkling white teeth.

      Jackfish was a skinny kid, probably only twenty, and his eyes darted around like he was afraid something was coming for him.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Alec,” he said, moving ahead in line. “Where you from? Haven’t seen you before.”

      “Just got in. They brought us over from Denver. Guess they liked our work,” Crash said this with a chuckle, and the others laughed with him, leaving Alec out of some sort of inside joke.

      “Sure. Guess so.” Alec turned and saw it was his turn. He stuck a palm out, getting a full dinner chit, and kept moving.

      When they were in line for dinner, the big man moved close to him, so close he could feel the hot breath on his ear. “We know who you are. We’re friends of Tom’s.” Then just like that, the man had turned and was speaking quietly with Monet.

      Alec’s heart was racing as he tried to understand the words. Tom? How could they be friends of Tom’s? And Denver, that was a long way away from Detroit. He’d never heard of anyone being transferred that far.

      “Next,” the usual woman said, piling his gruel in the center of the white bowl and shoving it toward Alec.

      “Thank you.” He tried to smile, but the corners of his mouth twitched nervously. He put his head down and glanced at Crash, who was doing his best to ignore him. It was clear he shouldn’t eat with them tonight, and he kept moving, seeing Beth by herself at the table.

      She worked in a different part of the old car manufacturing plant, one that always let its workers out a few minutes earlier than Alec’s crew.

      “Hey, Beth,” Alec said. She peered up from her plate, her eyes half-closed. “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t think so. I haven’t been feeling well, and they won’t do anything for me. I caused a bit of a scene today and got a half-chit.” She nodded to the tiny portion of food on her plate.

      Without thinking, he grabbed her plate and swapped it with his.

      She tried to switch them, checking to see if anyone had noticed his rule-breaking.

      “Just eat it, Beth.”

      “You had a half serving last night. You need the food,” Beth said quietly.

      “Don’t worry about me.” Alec scooped up the gruel, eating quickly as he watched the three new workers join another pair at an empty table. Crash glanced at him, then averted his eyes.

      “Who are they?” Beth asked.

      “No one.” Alec had to find a way to talk to Crash. Alone.

      “What’s bothering you? Stomach again?” Alec asked.

      “Stomach… nothing new,” she answered, her head hanging low as she ate the food, her right arm circled around the plate protectively.

      It wasn’t unusual for his friend to feel unwell, and they never did anything about it. Occasionally, they’d inject a sick person with a shot, but Alec had no idea what it was. Could be something to help or perhaps make them worse. Alec didn’t think the Overseers cared much for sick workers. He’d seen more than one person with a lingering cough pulled away from the job site, never to return.

      Alec didn’t think they were visiting a farm upstate. He wasn’t naïve, not anymore. He’d seen friends disappear, people killed on the job site for minor infractions, and worst of all, Tom had left him there alone.

      “Try to get a shot. Some medicine. Talk to your site supervisor tomorrow, or someone on his team that seems a little more sympathetic. These are humans after all.” Alec hoped one of them would help Beth. Even though they were people, the ones working directly for the aliens seem to have forgotten that. The workers, the slaves, were nothing more than animals to them. He didn’t understand how they could do that to their own kind.

      “I will.” The siren rang, the lights flashing to indicate their short meal time was finished. Back to the bunks. Alec stayed there as long as he could, getting into the rear of the line. Beth was ahead, near the front, and he noticed her plodding steps. She’d given up. If he didn’t help her escape soon, she was going to end up dead.

      Crash and his friends were four people ahead, and Alec tried not to stare at them. He glanced at the big man’s hand, seeing a piece of paper flash out from his palm, then back into his grip. Had that been a signal?

      The line moved through the cafeteria, past the entrance to the job sites, and outside, into a rainy night. The wind was calm, the fat drops of precipitation falling straight to the ground, and in a matter of seconds, Alec was drenched. The line moved slowly, a depressing march to their rows of bunks. He watched as they neared the line of metal walled units, each with a number painted in white digits. Something fell from the newcomer’s hand, and the four people in front of Alec stepped by it, not noticing.

      Alec bent low, swiftly picking up the paper, and without looking at it, he shoved it deep into his pocket. Crash turned at unit seven, and the three headed to a different hall than Alec’s.

      His heart was beating so fast, he thought someone was going to hear it, and when lightning flashed in the distant open sky, Alec jumped with it. Eventually, he made his way to his unit, a small metal door with a much smaller barred window. He arrived inside, no guards nearby, and he wished he could lock it.

      No one had ever come into his room, his cell, but he still worried. Alec pressed his back against the door, knowing he’d at least be alerted if someone tried to enter. He waited until he heard no more shuffling or feet from the hall, and finally, he stuck his hand into his pocket, pulling out the wet piece of paper. Alec wiped the note against his coveralls before unfolding it.

      Hand off at eleven sharp tomorrow.

      Go to McCook, NE

      That was it. No names. No other directions. McCook, NE. Nebraska.

      His heart was hammering in his chest, and Alec heard heavy footsteps clanging down the hall’s floors. Without a second thought, he tore the note in four, and shoved the pieces of wet paper into his mouth, chewing quickly, and swallowed the evidence.

      He sat on his bed and closed his eyes, trying to picture Nebraska on a map. It was somewhere west of Detroit, that much he knew.

      Tomorrow, his life was going to change.
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      They traveled as far north as they could until the cover of the trees ran out. There were six of them, ranging from twice her age to half of it, yet in spite of the fact that Lina was by no means the elder in the group, they all looked to her for guidance.

      “We can’t go on any further,” one of them moaned in a voice far too loud for her liking. “The children can’t keep up.” Lina peered at the youngsters, seeing confusion on the face of one of them. They seemed to be coping with the pace over the rough ground just fine. It was the adult who was struggling.

      She watched through a narrow gap in the treetops, making a judgment call. “We keep going until we find water,” Lina declared, “then we stop for the day.”

      Barely half a mile later, their path crossed a bubbling brook running down the mountainside towards the lakes in the valley where they’d lived. They drank, washed their faces and hands, and settled for another uncomfortable night on the damp forest floor and whatever small amount of food they’d either brought or found along the way.

      Lina had nothing other than a handful of berries she’d seen earlier in the day. They weren’t quite ripe enough and had started a twisting, nagging cramp in her stomach after she ate them. One of the children, a boy of perhaps twelve, the son of the man complaining about the exertion, sat beside her and held out a piece of dried meat. She smiled, whispering to him that he should eat it himself.

      “I took it from my father,” he said, nodding at the man trying to light a fire without much success but refusing to allow anyone to help him. “He always keeps double for himself.”

      Lina was annoyed on principle, feeling that a parent should go without so that their child should have more. She took the tough meat and chewed it, thanking the smiling boy, who slunk away to watch his father fail to light a fire.

      “Keep it small,” Lina reminded them. “We don’t want them to be able to find us.”

      “I know what I’m doing,” snapped the man as he rounded on her. “The trees will cover us.” Lina bit back her answer, knowing that he would never agree with anyone but himself. That was the kind of man he was. The sharp twist in her gut doubled her over in sudden pain. She stood, mumbling her excuses to the others nearby and scrambling almost desperately down the slope beside the stream until she couldn’t hear or sense the presence of any others.

      As she crouched to relieve herself, she slipped and fell into the flowing brook. As the icy water ran around her, she finally felt the stress and loss hit her hard. She sobbed uncontrollably, rolling out of the water with her soaked pants clinging to her, and cried long and hard until all of her energy was sapped by it. She shivered, face blank and emotionless as her eyes stared without focus. Slowly, as her senses returned to her, she stripped off her clothes, wringing moisture from them, before methodically placing them back on her exhausted body.

      A sharp whine, moving faster than any insect she had ever heard, zipped above the treetops. Suddenly alert, all sensation of exhaustion and cold forgotten, she set off, returning up the rocky slope of the stream, desperately trying to reach the others and warn them. A bark echoed all around her like two pieces of heavy metal hitting one another to produce an almost musical sound. It was answered by another, further away, but the echoes seemed to be singing a terrifying duet.

      A scream, loud and guttural, sounded close, and Lina, to her eternal shame, turned and ran in terror.

      She broke through the trees during the night, feeling the wind whip past her face so forcefully and suddenly that it made her stop in fright. She panicked, wasting valuable time in the open where she could be seen. She ran in the first direction she chose, following a gentle slope downhill and stumbling as she ran tripping on tufts of stiff grass covering the uneven, rocky ground.

      She didn’t know how far she had traveled by the time day began to break, but her terror at being out in the world beyond her valley drove her onwards toward a smudge of distant gray on the horizon. When she reached it, she found a broken-down strip of stores with heavy boards rotted away from the smashed windows they’d once covered. She crawled inside the first one she could fit into and sat under a long counter to hug her knees then cried until she finally succumbed to exhaustion.

      Lina woke, breath coming fast and her heart beating fit to burst clean out of her chest. She jerked to life, banging her head on the underside of the counter, forgetting where she was for a few terrifying seconds.

      When the memory of the last few days hit her, her mind and body gave out so that even fresh tears would not come. She crawled from her hiding spot, stiff muscles cramped and stretching painfully as she stood to her full height. She slid the pack from her chafed shoulders, having been too delirious with fear and tiredness to remove it before, and took stock of herself.

      She had no food. She had water for another two days at most. She was wearing dirty clothes, which had dried stiff and rubbed her skin painfully. She still had her pack of medical supplies and a small knife. Lina wouldn’t let herself think about her people she’d left behind. There was no helping them, not when the metal creatures arrived.

      “Water,” she told herself through numb, cracked lips. “Water, food, shelter, fire.” She recited the four basics of survival, somewhat interchangeable depending on her environment, and decided to change the order. “Water, food, fire,” she muttered. “I have shelter.”

      But she realized that she knew little about hunting or trapping, and without a safe and plentiful lake to fish in, she didn’t know where to find food. Especially not in an environment as alien as she found herself now, all alone and without guidance or help.

      A life spent in a close community, sheltered from the outside world, meant that she knew very little about the remains of the lives she saw all around her. Those lives from before their arrival, from before the occupation, before the wars that made humanity an endangered species.

      She wandered around the dusty interior of the place, running her hands along the wondrous constructions she’d never seen before. A large machine sat on a counter with pipes and spouts of bright metal beneath the layer of grime and dust, which fell away to her light touch. She had no idea what it was, but the stack of dust-covered cups beside it made her think that it made drinks for the people of the old world instead of them having to boil their own water over a fire.

      She marveled at it, turning a full circle to take in the other details of the gloomy interior. She stepped closer to the walls to wipe away the layer of filth and expose pictures of what she’d seen in the old magazines. There were cars. Motorcycles. Airplanes. Pictures of men and women dancing together, wearing clothes of bright colors.

      A word tickled her memory from a story she had been told years before by one of the elders. She’d used a word to describe a place like that, saying it was where she and her friends would sit and drink something called a soda until boys came in to do the same. They wouldn’t talk, but they would sit apart and send each other messages on things called cellphones. She had called the place a diner.

      A noise made her creep towards a gap between two boards still in place over the windows. Outside were the rusted hulks of two vehicles with no tires, making them look sad and incomplete. She tried to hold her breath to hear better, but her pounding heart drowned out any noise from outside until movement through the crack caught her eye.

      She gasped as her gaze caught the source of her alarm and held her breath as a small dog-like creature froze to stare in her direction. The two of them held a motionless competition until the dog loped away, looking as though it used as little energy as possible to move.

      Releasing her breath and allowing her chest to heave, Lina gathered herself to search the diner for anything she could use. She found big cans that appeared to be food, only when she tried to rub the years of dirt off to read the labels, they crumbled away to leave her without a clue of the contents.

      Deciding to risk it out of desperation, she used her knife to pry open the edge of the lid of one. It popped open, hitting her with an unpleasant wave of dry air that held hints of both rotten and stale odors. She replaced the lid quickly without looking at the desiccated contents, coughing to clear the smell from her nose, and looked at the shelves again to try and find a different kind of can.

      She found one, taking it, and instead of rubbing it, she tried to blow the dust off without much success. She turned the can over in her hands and thought she could make out a few letters, one of which was a capital M, and figured that the worst that could happen was another repeat of the last can. She set it to the side, using her knife to level it open as she had before, and this time the smell that hit her wasn’t as unpleasant.

      She peeked at the clumpy power inside, risking licking her fingertip to poke it, getting a thin layer of the creamy white dust on her digit. She shrugged to herself, thinking that she couldn’t do much worse than she had with the berries, and sucked the fingertip clean.

      She rolled it across her tongue, smacking her lips together as her face twisted into a mask of confusion with a hint of revulsion.

      “Milk?” Lina said out loud, unsure why anything in powder form would taste like the milk from goats and cattle. A noise from outside made her freeze. The unmistakable sound of footsteps over broken glass was loud in the small stockroom she was in. She inched towards the door with her knife in hand. Reaching the double doors to the main part of the building, she peered through the surviving glass in them and froze.

      The dog was shaggy brown with different shaded patches on its fur. It stood in the diner and lifted its head to sniff the air. Movement behind it made her stifle a gasp of fear as another, smaller one followed it inside.

      Coyotes. Only bigger and bolder than any she had ever seen. They had never come close to the village in the valley, always kept away by their fires and their weapons, but these animals had probably never seen a person.

      That would make them bold. They’d have no reason to be scared of humans, to fear her, and she had just walked into their territory.

      Not wanting to end up torn apart by hungry predators, she edged away and fell into a door at the rear of the building. The strange bar across it gave way under her body weight, and she spilled out into the sunlight at the rear of the diner, hitting the ground hard. She leapt to her feet, knife held tightly in her grip, fearing an attack. She turned and ran.
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      A whole damned day. He’d spent an entire day searching for Trent James with no prize at the bottom of the cereal box. He’d seen signs of the man’s travels early on, blood stains on the asphalt parking lot behind the arena that led to a copse of trees.

      The man was desperate enough to saw his hand off with a sharpened skate, and he was smart enough to not walk down the road in open sight.

      Dex spent the dark hours of the night driving through all major routes out of Creston, slowly and without lights. He spotted Seekers hovering above a few times. They seemed to be having no more luck than he was.

      Now, as evening came upon him once again, Dex wished he was still cruising around in his car. Trent James had at least a three-day head start, and he could have trudged away in any direction. Dex had found evidence of him an hour or so after beginning his walk into the trees behind Creston, and every so often, he found a fresh set of shoe prints in the damp forest floor.

      He was on the right track, he knew that much, but he wasn’t prepared for an extended excursion. His emergency pack was strapped to his back, but it only held extra food, water, and ammo, not a tent. Now, hours from town, he was looking at the prospect of a night in the woods.

      A bird chirped and Dex glanced up, sweating in the evening air. He wore his leather jacket, refusing to pull it off. It was preventing his arms from getting scratched in the trees, and it also kept some of his supplies tucked away.

      The sun was starting to descend beyond the horizon when Dex’s tired legs stopped. He heard water running nearby. Where there was water, there was life. He crept quietly toward the sound and found what he was looking for.

      A body lay partially hidden in the grass. Dex pulled a scope from his pocket and focused it, seeing a balding large man on his back. He saw a hand, then looked to the other arm, which ended in a bundle of bloody cloth.

      Dex chewed his toothpick and grinned. Five for five. A week of R and R was just what the doctor ordered.

      He pulled the Glock out and stepped forward, landing on a twig that broke with an audible snap, and the man shot up to a sitting position. The sudden movement surprised Dex, and he stumbled, his foot catching on an exposed tree root.

      The whine of a Seeker hummed over the canopy of treetops, and Dex glanced up in the waning dusk to see a glint of remaining sunlight reflecting off the drone’s shiny body.

      “No way. This one’s mine!” he shouted, not even sure if the drones responded to their speech.

      He ran toward the startled man, who was trying but failing to heave himself up to his feet. James fell forward, his large body splashing into the shallow creek. The Seeker had lowered through the trees and now hovered yards above the flailing Roamer.

      “Stop! This one is mine!” Dex repeated, slowing his words. He could almost feel the Seeker scan his body and turn its attention to the man in the water. He’d stopped thrashing and was sedentary in the creek; water flowing over his lap.

      He was muttering something, and Dex briefly considered shooting the man in the head.

      The Seeker drone stayed where it was, and Dex cringed. He knew exactly what it was doing -it was sending for a Tracker, and that was when things would become serious. Dex checked his location on his clunky tablet. Even at optimal speed, he wasn’t getting to his car for four hours, and by the look of the man sitting in the water at that moment, it would take a lot longer than that.

      “Get up,” he said.

      The man seemed amazed that Dex had spoken to him.

      “I said up!” Dex leveled his gun at the man’s head, and now, James finally arrived to his feet. He wore broken glasses, taped together on the bridge, and one of the lenses was cracked, glass spiderwebbed across the lower half.

      “Who are you?” he asked. Most humans had heard of the Hunters, but not all of them. From the brief glance of this man’s file, he had come from a small arms plant outside Cleveland.

      “Name doesn’t matter. I’m here to bring you in. Hand or no hand, they want you,” Dex said.

      “Can’t you just kill me?” James asked, glancing nervously up at the drone hovering in the air above them.

      Dex was surprised by the man’s request. Most of the time the Roamers were cowards. A man prepared to die to escape the Overseers, well, that was a man Dex might grow to respect. But there wasn’t time for that now.

      He shook his head. “You see that drone?”

      The man placed soggy feet onto the firm ground; each step made a squelching sound. He nodded.

      “He’s sending out a beacon to his buddies. They’re called Trackers. They’re about yay high.” Dex lowered a hand to somewhere in the middle of his thigh. “They’re mean SOBs. Carry enough ammo on their little bodies to tear through twenty guys your size, but they don’t stop there. They’ll rip you to shreds, and if you had an ID tag still, that would be all anyone would have to identify your body by. In your case, you’ll become a splatter in the forest. Parts of you will float down this creek, other parts will stay here, decaying into the earth.”

      Trent James swallowed hard and clutched his cloth-covered stump. “Just kill me,” he pleaded.

      “Too bad, amigo. We’re going now, and we have to hurry.” Sometimes Dex tried to befriend the targets, to let them think he might switch sides and help them. He wasn’t sure if this was going to be one of those times. He didn’t have the patience to play games right now and was glad to see the Roamer walk forward.

      Dex glanced up at the Seeker and started to move quickly, happy to see James keeping a good pace.

      He peered over his shoulder and saw the drone was following at a distance. He only hoped they could return to the car before the Trackers intercepted them.

      They moved quicker than anticipated at first, but after forty minutes, the large target slowed dramatically. He wheezed and coughed, making enough noise for a Tracker to find them from a mile away.

      “Will you cut that shit out?” Dex begged, but it didn’t do anything.

      “Asthma,” James said, patting his pocket as if he expected to find an inhaler. The guy was a hot mess and was lucky to have made it this long in the factories.

      Dex hated talking to the targets, but he was bored and also anxious they were going to be cut off before they got to his car. “Why did you run?” he asked without malice.

      The man didn’t answer at first, and when Dex was about to resign himself to another two hours of silence, he spoke.

      “They needed me. I could see it. I kept track of supplies; logistics and all of that. What moves in and out of each factory, and I chose the right locations to warehouse goods: food, clothing, weapons, chits, tools. I was the guy that created the software for them.” James was still wheezing, but the talking seemed to help.

      “I thought you were an accountant… or an auditor or something,” Dex said.

      “I am… I was, but I also minored in Supply Chain back in the day,” James said, and Dex squinted at the man. He didn’t think he could be over forty.

      “How old are you?” Dex asked him, and the man shrugged. It must have been in his file, but Dex hadn’t read that far.

      “I haven’t thought about that in a long time. It’s been twenty-five years, right?” he asked.

      Dex nodded.

      “Then I’m forty-six. Or close. I graduated at twenty-one. Hadn’t even started in the work force.” James looked in the distance, his eyes glossing over as they trudged through the copse.

      Dex thought about his own age. Was he forty now? He had to be. “So how did you become in charge of logistics for the Overseers?” James had piqued Dex’s interest. There might be more to this Roamer than he’d initially thought.

      James stumbled, and Dex stuck out an arm, catching him. His skin was pale and slick with sweat.

      “Before you answer, hold on for a moment.” Dex pulled something from one of his jacket’s many pockets.

      “Nanites?” James asked, his rheumy eyes wide.

      “You bet. Can’t have you dying before I bring you in. Wouldn’t look good on my resume.” He placed the injector against James’ neck and pressed, the needle distributing healing cells into the large man. “How did you make it this far?”

      “I had antibiotics and a shot of adrenaline. I found them in Creston,” the man said, staring at the ground. He rubbed his neck at the injection site and was already looking better.

      Dex glanced to the cloth over the man’s bloody stump and knew they’d have to clean it soon if they made it out of the forest alive.

      “Go on with the story,” Dex grunted.

      James cleared his throat, his wheezing all but gone. His footsteps were faster, surer of themselves, and Dex knew the shot was doing its magic. “I was brought in with everyone else at the start. Cattle herd lines. I saw at least a hundred people shot down or torn apart by what we call Trackers now. Back then, they were only terrifying robot dogs. People were turning on people, everyone was crying, children screaming…

      “I remember seeing them for the first time. Three of them walked the line of us. They were so tall, thin but muscular. I heard them talk to one another, clicks… I’ll never forget that. I could smell them as they strolled by, as casually as if they were on the beach on vacation. They smelled like a tannery.”

      Dex scrunched up his face. He knew exactly what the guy was talking about. “I remember visiting one when I was a kid in school. I’ve smelled them too, unfortunately.” Dex had been face to face with them too many times to count, each one he worried would be his last.

      “That’s right. Anyway, they went by me, not so much as glancing at the line. Some guy, brave or foolish, tried to attack one of the three. The Overseer grabbed his neck, lifted the guy, and snapped him like a twig, dropping his body to the ground. They kept moving, clicking away in conversation. I knew we were screwed at that moment. I’ve never told anyone this before, but I… I wet my pants then.” James was moving faster, and Dex had to hurry to catch up.

      It was dark now, the last of the sunlight sunk beyond the horizon, and Dex hoped they could make it back without needing to use his lights. The Seekers could always tell where he was by his ID, but drawing extra attention was never a good idea.

      Dex remembered the lines well himself. He’d stood in them with his parents. They took his mom first, his dad had gone maniacal, trying to fight for her. The shot from the Tracker had been fast and efficient. Teenage Dex hadn’t known where it came from until his saw the line of smoke from the robotic four-legged creature’s attached weaponry. Dex had noticed it see he wasn’t going to go after the female woman being dragged away, and it turned, scanning the rest of the crowd. Dex was left with his dad convulsing on the ground beside him, until he stopped moving completely.

      Dex had gone into the camp that night covered in blood and had made a vow. Now, as he blindly worked his way through the forest, he hated himself for what he’d become. He spat on the ground and kept moving.

      “I won’t tell anyone about your accident,” Dex said, getting a nervous chuckle from the other man.

      “Sure. Like it matters. Are they going to kill me?” he asked.

      Dex uttered a grunt. It meant he didn’t know. “Not if you’re important enough. Keep talking.”

      “I majored in accounting, but I had a mind for logistics. I was thinking of getting into that field instead, but my dad…” James paused. “Not that any of that mattered after they came. So here I am.” He gave a depreciative, one-handed shrug, “I worked for them in a warehouse for ten years and became a supervisor.”

      Interesting. A supervisor meant he was in charge of people. Humans. The workers always hated the supervisors. They all thought they’d sold out, working for the Overseers like lackeys. Dex wondered if the Roamer was trying to pull a fast one on him.

      “I started to make changes and suggesting things that improved flow. I had the warehouse running so smoothly that they only needed half the workers,” James explained guiltily, and Dex didn’t need to ask what had happened to those they didn’t need. They were either killed or transferred to some other menial task. “One of them came to meet with me. He had a human with him. A middle-aged woman. She was smart.”

      “She and I talked about the system they were operating on, which was their own homegrown software, from wherever the hell they came from. It might have worked for them, but on Earth, it didn’t make a lot of sense. I spoke my mind and was lucky to live through the day. I know that now, but back then, I thought they needed me more than I needed them.

      “She whispered something to me I’ll never forget. When the Overseer was out of range. She smelled wonderful, like flowers in the spring, her chest pressed against my shoulder, her breath hot and sweet.” James’ voice was light and wistful.

      Dex was right beside the man, and he pulled out his tablet, seeing the icon for his car up ahead a mile or so away. Close. They were close. “Well? What did she say?”

      “She said, ‘You don’t know what you’ve done. You’re helping strengthen their foothold,’ and then she was off, smiling at me like nothing happened. She walked away beside the towering alien, her heels clicking down the hallway, sounding like its clipped speech.” James stumbled again, and Dex was there to catch him.

      “What did she mean?” Dex asked, playing dumb.

      “This was ten years in. People still had hope we could come back from all of this. That’s what she meant. She actually thought we had a chance of fighting back. You know the funny thing?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t for a minute consider the possibility that we could rise above this oppression. Not for a damned second. Even after this woman, clearly working for them directly, told me those words, I still didn’t believe it. So I did what anyone in my position would do. I created the logistics program that optimized the running of supplies from breeding grounds, to camps, to manufacturing plants. I controlled which truck went where and what they took with them.

      “They treated me like a king.” He motioned to his belly which, unlike most of the human population, was well fed. “I had women, my own home with staff. I had it all.”

      Dex was confused by one thing. “If you were so shit hot, why are you here, walking in a forest with your hand missing?”

      James paused, and Dex had to give him a light shove to keep walking. “I don’t know, to be honest. I woke up one day and it was as if a veil was lifted from my mind. I saw the way the staff stared at me, like they wanted to kill me. I saw the shipments for one of the breeding grounds, and I actually thought about what they were doing to us as a people. I hadn’t been to one of those grounds before, have you?”

      Dex didn’t want this to be about him. He’d seen the atrocities the Overseers brought on them, but this runt didn’t need to know his story. He just grunted, and James continued.

      “It’s sick. Their entire operation is horrifying, and I realized that I’d been part of it. That woman had been right; I helped them. I spent fifteen years improving their processes. I mean, what the actual hell had I been thinking? I thought about killing myself, but that wouldn’t atone for my sins.” Dex felt his blood pumping quickly, like he was about to hear something he shouldn’t. He hoped the Trackers weren’t close by, and that the Seekers weren’t hovering above them recording their conversation.

      Dex and his target were close to his car. Half a mile and they were free. He could bring the prize home, then he’d be off to the isolated lake house for a week. He needed it. Dex thought about a roaring fire in the fireplace, the whiskey he’d left in Creston, and the stale cigarettes. He also had a couple books he hadn’t gotten through, and he was ready to be done with this one so he could enjoy the brief respite.

      “What did you do?” Dex asked.

      “I screwed with the program.”

      “How?”

      “Moved some people around.” James glanced at Dex with the corner of his eye, his mouth opening slightly like he wanted to add to it, then his lips sealed tightly.

      “Interesting. Anything else?” Dex asked, finding that he did want to know. Not so he could share it with the Overseers; more out of curiosity. A dormant section of his brain wanted to see the aliens receive retaliation. He always did his part in tiny ways. Taking an extra day to answer their requests, doubling rations when he shouldn’t, just to test them. So far, no one seemed to care, and that was when he realized no one did. They were there for more than human interaction, but until this moment, Dex hadn’t thought about what that might be.

      They’d been there for twenty-five years, and nothing had really changed since the first few years. Dex knew of twenty-seven manufacturing facilities in the United States alone and imagined there would be hundreds around the world. What were they doing in China, where the infrastructure would be massive? James hadn’t answered him. “Anything else?” Dex pushed.

      “I caused problems they will be dealing with for months, let’s put it that way,” James said with what sounded like a smirk of satisfaction in his voice.

      “Will they make you fix it?” Dex asked. This guy might be one of the few the Overseers wanted caught so they could keep him working. He was sure the rest of the Roamers he brought in were killed, and not pleasantly. They usually killed the returning Roamers in front of other workers to make a point. Dex had witnessed it a few times with rogue Hunters. He could still see Daphne’s weather-worn face as her throat was cut outside the Columbus facility. The five Hunters stationed there had to dig the grave and clean the stains when it was done.

      “I suspect they will,” James said.

      Dex wasn’t so sure. There had to be others in the aliens’ network that would understand the system Trent James had built.

      The whining of a Seeker drone startled him. He was a hunter of Roamers, and that was what he did to survive. Nothing else mattered.

      His gun was up, and he scanned the treetops, but in the darkness, he couldn’t find the source of the noise. Then he heard it.

      Mechanical legs were pounding the forest floor, twigs snapping wildly. “Run!” Dex shouted, pushing James forward. The road was only a hundred yards away, and Dex fumbled for his keys as they ran. He had them in his left hand when James stumbled and fell hard, skidding to a stop at the base of a pine tree.

      Dex grabbed at the man, but he was groaning, injured. It had taken all his energy to make the miles-long hike back to the car, and the Roamer was at his end.

      “Shit!” Dex shouted, kicking the ground. He considered running for his car and getting out of there without James. He could let the Tracker notify the powers that be about his whereabouts.

      “Help me,” Trent James whispered, and Dex saw his eyes blink open. They were wide, staring at something behind Dex.

      He pulled the man up, and saw his car between the trees a short distance away. They could make it.

      A bullet blasted into the tree beside Dex, and his heart leapt into his throat. The Tracker had found them.

      “This is my target! I’m Dexter Lambert.” He said his full name, hating the Tracker for making him recall his parents’ surname at that moment. He wanted to make it pay. “This is Trent James, and he’s in my custody!” He was yelling, unable to lower his worked-up voice. Dex shouted his ID badge number out, for the Seeker and Tracker to hear, even though he knew they could scan him. “Your masters want this man alive. It’s in his file.”

      The sound of the Seeker grew louder as it lowered from above the tree canopy. It hung in the air twenty feet up, directly between the Tracker and Dex. The Tracker watched him with glowing red eyes, its head tilting in animal mimicry. He wondered if they were always programmed like that or if it was something the aliens changed to make the robots feel more familiar to humans.

      He wished the Trackers would speak to him. He knew they were intelligent, almost as if they were organic creatures. They learned and adapted, and it made them formidable foes. It was why Dex was glad they were on the same side. Right now, he wasn’t so sure they were.

      It walked closer, moving on all fours. One of its guns had protruded from its back, and Dex was sweating as the muzzle of the high-powered weapon pointed toward him and James behind him. “I thought they wanted you alive,” Dex muttered through closed teeth.

      “So did I,” James grunted. He was bleeding from the lip and the cloth over his stump had turned red again, dripping slowly on a pile of dead leaves by his feet. “If I don’t make it, you have to do something. I can see you want to make a difference. There are others.”

      Dex’s blood went cold. Why was this man telling him this? He worked for the Overseers. He was only there to look out for himself, and he’d continue to do that. “Don’t bother,” Dex warned him, but it was too late.

      “Omaha. University of Nebraska. Science Hall. Locker Three One Alpha. 01-09-27 combination. Got it?” the man’s voice was hardly audible. “Locker 31A. 01-09-27. You’ll find all you need there.”

      “Shut up,” Dex said. “Just shut up.”

      The Tracker was coming closer, slow, tentative steps.

      “This man is under my custody. Stop where you are and let me detain the target and take him to my car.” Behind him, James was still whispering the locker number and combination. The Tracker was close, barely ten yards away. It looked larger than before, and Dex had rarely seen them from this angle. They usually remained in the distance, watching.

      “University of Nebraska.” The words were so quiet, a gasp of a man knowing he’s on his way out. Dex glanced down and saw blood pooling beside James’s leg. His stump had clearly opened up, and if he didn’t receive help right away, he was going to die.

      “I need to get you some help,” Dex said, stepping to the side.

      The blast was instantaneous. James’ head exploded, and pieces of the man splattered across Dex’s jacket and face. He wanted to scream but couldn’t find the air.

      James was dead, and the proof was covering Dex. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his leather jacket and glanced at the corpse beside him. His ears rang from the loud shot, and he looked to see the Tracker was already gone. With a quick scan in the air, Dex saw the Seeker drone had departed as well.

      His back pressed against the large tree trunk. He had some seriously inside information now, something that might help fight the aliens and drones. In his startled state, he didn’t know what to do with the dead man’s last words.
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      Cole walked through the abandoned rooms, seeing dust-covered glass cases showing what the place looked like long ago. He read the small plaques of a time estimated to be more than two hundred years before his shelter was a reinforced position in a war between America and Mexico.

      He couldn’t understand why humans would fight against each other. The concept of killing another person over land or resources wasn’t completely removed from his reality, as he’d suffered confrontations with other groups more than a few times in his life, but he found the idea of actually being at war with his own kind bizarre.

      He guessed they didn’t have the aliens or human collaborators to contend with. If they had, he was sure they’d see eye to eye and turn their old guns on the shiny drones and hovercraft.

      Turning his mind to more immediate issues, he set to work digging loose the heavy glass covering the water well preserved as a museum piece. Cole had been taught about museums but hadn’t been inside one before. Preserving the past seemed pointless, however, seeing as humans were unable to preserve their present. Cole didn’t imagine they had much of a future either.

      Everything he knew of the history of his people was that they were either too busy destroying the planet or each other to pay much attention to what was going on around them. He guessed that was probably why the world was the way it was by the time he was born.

      He used the small crowbar from his pack, breaking away the crumbled mortar from the edges of the glass cover before forcing the edge of the tool underneath it and standing on it to use all of his weight on the lever. It took him a while, most of the morning, and eventually he’d shifted it enough to create a gap large enough to stick his arms into.

      Cole sat back, breathing hard after the exertion as he tossed a fist-sized stone into the dark hole. It took a couple of seconds to reach the water, making him take an involuntary shuffle away from the edge.

      He pulled the bundles of twine from his pack, carefully connecting each end to the next piece with secure knots before going off in search of something to gather the precious fluid.

      Another room yielded large plastic bottles, which he tediously adapted to work as pails. Ultimately lowering his creation into the dark abyss, he felt the weight of it fall away when it hit the surface of the water. He left it there for a while until the distant hint of bubbles faded to nothing, pulling gently on the cord to return it to the surface.

      He lifted it up and over, cautious not to catch it on the stone lip, and made a celebratory noise as he saw two bottles containing clear liquid. He dipped his finger in one, licking the water and finding it crisp and cool with no trace of salt or chemicals. He filled all of his containers, bringing up another yield to drink until he couldn’t drink any more.

      He went outside, assessing the low walls and seeing the obvious animal tracks of the small creatures that called this place part of their home. He went to the biggest, where the deeper impressions indicated a four-legged animal of a good size, and rigged a pair of wire snares into the gap in the wall where the animal entered to follow whatever patrol routine it lived by. The snares were looped above a high metal frame nearby, twice the height of a man, so that anything activating the traps would drop into the lower ground inside the wall and hopefully suspend itself.

      He felt no sadness in taking the life of the abundant animals in the world he lived in, but he took no pleasure in killing anything except drones, which came as naturally as breathing.

      After making a fire in a corner of one room, he stretched out on what had once been a comfortable couch, then closed his eyes and slept.
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        * * *

      

      A sharp twang and a hiss of fast-moving wire woke him. His eyes went instantly wide, even as his body hadn’t moved a millimeter, but he quickly scrabbled to his feet. He ran for the sprung trap the second he realized that whatever had triggered it wasn’t dead or dying.

      The whining, snarling sound was mixture of desperation and fear and the promise of violent retribution. He had to stop it from making such a racket, and quickly. Sound carried at night even more than in the daytime; something about the stillness of the air and the lack of ambient noise caused by the various wildlife being tucked up somewhere safe.

      Sleeping with his boots on had been the habit of a lifetime for exactly this kind of scenario. He snatched up the shotgun, even though he had no intention of using it, transferring the gun to his left hand as he ran towards the source of the noise and silently slid the long blade from the leather sheath on his belt.

      In the last dying light of the long day, he saw what had triggered his snares and was hit by a number of emotions all at once. The shaggy-coated coyote was caught by one back leg and instead of the other snare tightening around the animal’s throat, it had caught it by the upper jaw. The pained predator thrashed and whined in anguish.

      He wasted no time. He stepped as close as he could safely and held the blade ready to slide it to the hilt in between the coyote’s ribs, only he stopped before he could bring himself to make the thrust.

      The animal ceased fighting, instead lying still and whimpering as it stared at him with one wide eye. Cole felt a connection to the animal then; not a sense of them being on the same side by any stretch of the imagination, more that they were both just trying to survive in the same screwed-up world. Neither of them had asked for this, but both were forced to rely on their own cunning or they would simply die.

      Cole shook himself out of the locked gaze and quickly pulled down the snares to let the coyote rest on the earth. He circled it carefully, not entirely sure what he was doing, and clutched the knife in his hand in case it didn’t want to let him help. Knowing he might end up bitten, and that an infected bite could mean his death, he reached tentatively towards the snare wrapped tightly on the animal’s rear leg, fully prepared to use the knife if his life was in danger but wanting to try and save the animal if he could.

      A low growl came as his fingers brushed the thick coat and the animal jolted from his touch like it was electric, but it didn’t move as he deftly removed the wire loop. Blood showed through its coat, making him worry that the leg had broken and his attempts to save it were doomed. The trap wrapped around the thing’s top jaw, curling the lip up to show sharp teeth and underline the fear coming off it in waves, was much harder to remove safely.

      Cole started from the other end, trying to take the pressure out of it by manipulating the wire without effect until it suddenly came loose and the coyote thrashed and used its front paws to drag the wire from its mouth. It lay there panting, watching him, with blood dripping from its tongue and he suddenly felt ashamed of himself.

      He’d set the trap for the Trackers, which he hoped wouldn’t be coming, but also in the hopes that he could snare something he could eat. Finding himself looking at enough meat to sustain him for a few weeks, he felt no desire to hurt the animal any more than he already had and realized that he had to atone for what he’d already done somehow.

      Reaching into his pocket for a scrap of his dried meat, Cole leaned closer to offer it towards the wounded animal and froze when it issued a rumbling growl from deep in its throat. The snarl stopped and its nose twitched at the scent of food. The confusion lasted for a second more before the growl returned and he tossed the scrap of tough meat towards the animal for it to sniff and cautiously pick up with a long, bloody tongue.

      He left a trail of jerky towards an empty storeroom, where he poured fresh well water into a dish and went to reset the snares with loops too small to repeat the mistake before returning to sleep behind a firmly closed door.
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      Alec was sweating profusely; the summer had finally hit the region with a vengeance. Why today? Why couldn’t the heat have waited until whatever was going to happen was over? He worked tirelessly on the welding job, holding sheets of metal, riveting corners and edges, while someone else came to weld seams together in a never-ending process.

      The shift had started almost four hours ago, and it had to be close to eleven. Noon would mark a fifteen-minute break, and Alec hoped he’d be able to hide the hand-off. Crash and Jackfish were working on the other side of the facility’s open room, where their section of the curtained structure lay.

      Alec watched from the corner of his eye as human guards entered the room, motioning the workers to the side as they fully covered the metal-walled contraption. Alec had absolutely no idea what lay behind the curtains and doubted he ever would. If he made it through today alive, he would be running away that night. He’d find a way to sneak Beth out too. Sure, they’d be on the lam for a while, but there were ways to get an ID tracker out.

      He glanced to his own wrist, rotating his hand while he contemplated cutting the ID tag out of his own arm and giving Beth the bracelet that muted the signal.

      Beth was on the far edge of the manufacturing floor, a tablet in her hand as she strolled down the line, checking to make sure everyone had enough supplies for the afternoon’s tasks. She never met the gazes of the workers as she tapped in any requests for rivets, solder, or gas canisters. Today appeared to be no exception.

      It happened so fast, Alec didn’t know how to react. Jackfish punched one of the human guards in the face, and Alec let go of the metal sheet he was holding up, letting it clang to the floor.

      “What are you doing?” the welder asked him abruptly, until he lifted his mask and saw the budding altercation.

      Beth was walking toward the guards, her head low and tablet in her grip, and Alec’s stomach dropped.

      Everything slowed as he looked around for Simon, and out of instinct, yelled, “Beth! Stay back!” The words flew from his mouth before he could think twice, and her eyes lifted to meet his from a hundred yards away as the gun went off. Bang. Bang.

      The first bullet hit Jackfish in the head, dropping him to the ground, and the second appeared to just miss the target as it strayed, striking Beth in the chest from fifty yards away.

      Alec was screaming now, but Darnel held him back. “You don’t want to be messed up in that. The guards’ll kill you,” he whispered in Alec’s ear, but he hardly heard the warning. His ears were buzzing, a white light threatening to envelope his vision.

      Blood pooled around Beth as guards surrounded her.

      A hand flew around Alec’s mouth as he was about to scream her name.

      “Don’t move.” The woman’s voice was quiet but authoritative. “Do not let them have this. Leave tonight. We’ll meet you on Ridge and Cherry. When the moon’s at its peak.”

      The hand left his face, and he glanced to see Monet saunter away.

      Darnel was only within a few feet, but he was distracted. He didn’t appear to have noticed the conversation. Alec patted his rear pocket and felt a small foreign object inside. The drop had been made.

      All of this, Beth getting killed had been for whatever was in his pocket now. Tears formed as he realized his only friend in the world was lying dead and he couldn’t go to her.

      Screw it. They couldn’t stop him from seeing her one last time. Alec motioned to step forward on weak knees. The entire working population was standing in a line, arms in the air, and the human guards were aiming guns at them, moving through the line, shouting for everyone to remain calm. It was all background noise to Alec as he walked, each footstep feeling abnormal.

      The guards stood at attention, lowering their weapons, and the rational part of Alec wondered what had them so stiff. The rest of his mind could only think about getting to Beth’s side.

      The Overseer stalked between Alec and his target, without so much as a glance in his direction. Alec’s shoes skidded to a stop, and he froze in place as the alien turned to face him.

      It was at least three feet taller than he was, and Alec’s eyes lifted to meet its stare, even though he kept his head still. Dark yellow almond-shaped eyes bore into him, and it let out a few chilling noises from its mouth. Alec had never been this close to one of them before, and his entire body turned to ice. The alien moved slowly toward him.

      Alec could smell it; a powerful musty animal scent. Its long fingers reached its knees. Another series of sounds emerged from beyond the double-row of teeth, and Alec had to hold himself rigid so he didn’t run away and draw attention to himself.

      Already, Beth was being dragged away by the human guards, along with Jackfish. Had the entire diversion been set up just to pass something to Alec? If it had, then Jackfish had sacrificed his own young life to get Alec the information. He couldn’t squander it. A tear fell down his cheek as he watched Beth’s lifeless form so casually disposed of. A red smear followed her off the floor as they pulled her away from the workers.

      The alien had lost all interest in Alec and was stalking the line of human guards, its beak appearing to sniff as it went. It stopped near Crash at the end of the line, and the human averted his eyes to the floor. The Overseer paused a moment longer before finally leaving the room.

      Simon arrived and his whining voice snapped Alec from the spell he was under. “Everyone back to work. There’s nothing to see here!” he shouted, but Alec caught the beads of sweat on his forehead and the ashen color of his face.

      Beth was dead and there was nothing Alec could do about it. He glanced to where Crash was working at the end of the room and fought the urge to go and yell at the newcomer. If he hadn’t shown up, his best friend would still be alive. But if what they said was true, then he’d have every chance to talk to them about it tonight.

      With a new level of dread, Alec returned to work, his emotions now burned out from his body. He couldn’t feel a thing, and for the time being, it was perhaps for the best.
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        * * *

      

      The day had taken forever to end; the hollowed-out feeling in Alec’s chest only grew with each passing hour. He found himself scouring the job site every few minutes, hoping to catch a glimpse of Beth, like he’d done every day for the last few years, before remembering she was gone.

      He wolfed down his slop, feeling it churn in his acidic stomach as soon as he swallowed it. Crash and Monet were at their own table, and he didn’t risk sitting with them. It was all done with. He was leaving this hell, and his pulse raced as he let it sink in.

      Alec had left to go to his secret hideout at least once a month for the couple years since Tom disappeared, and every time, he’d considered leaving for good. Beth was the reason he returned to his room. Now there was absolutely nothing holding him there. He’d leave and never come back.

      His resolve hardened as he let the dreams and realities of freedom coalesce inside him until a genuine idea took hold. He had no idea how to survive. Here he’d completed the work, and eaten the slop, slept in the bed, and done it all again the next day. He was strong but skinny, no experience of living outside of the complexes the Overseers ran.

      Maybe Crash and Monet could help him, though he thought they were more likely to get him killed than keep him alive. Why had they chosen him to pass something to? Why not keep it themselves if they knew how to escape?

      Dinner time ended, and they lined up, moving toward the bunks for the night. Alec glanced around, feeling like one of the aliens was watching him. He’d been terrified someone was going to find out he was carrying something illegal in his pants. If they caught him, he’d have to rat out Crash and Monet. It was the only way…

      The only way to what? Survive? Alec was done with surviving. If they caught him, he’d happily let them end him. What did it matter without Beth?

      “Alec!” Simon’s voice carried to him, and he instantly flushed red. They knew. Simon knew what he was carrying, even though Alec didn’t know what it was. “Alec!”

      Simon arrived, the balding man out of breath. “I wanted to catch you before you went in.” He leaned closer. “I’m sorry about your friend. You and I may not always see eye to eye, but I’m doing my job. Beth… Beth was a good worker.”

      Alec wanted to shout at the supervisor, to tell him she was more than just a worker, but he caught himself. Instead, he nodded solemnly and kept walking, leaving Simon with a perplexed look on his face.

      He made his way to his room, and the guards paced up and down the corridor before locking the doors. Alec once again had blocked the electronic lock from fully depressing. For a powerful alien race, they weren’t too cautious with things like security. They were either ignorant or over-confident. He assumed the latter.

      Alec sat on his bunk and peered around the room. It was devoid of decorations, possessions, or any character. He was nothing but another beast in the herd. “Beth,” he whispered, “I never had a chance to say some things to you, so I’m going to tell you now.” He leaned his back against the wall and propped his knees up, settling his forehead on them. “I’ve loved you since the moment I first saw you. There was a sparkle in your eyes I’d never seen before. It dwindled with every passing month we were here, but deep down, I know that girl was inside you.”

      He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you out of here. I should have made a move sooner. I should have made you listen to me. We could have escaped together.”

      Alec heard a banging on a door a few bunks over, and he sat upright. What was it? Were they doing a search?

      Muffled noises carried through his metal door, and he staggered to it now, pulling the folded cardboard from the latch. He let it close with a click and rushed back to the bed. The handoff! The object was still in his pants. And he had the bracelet under the mattress.

      Alec heard the guards’ footsteps stop in front of his room. They banged and opened the door just as he slipped the tiny item from his pocket into his mouth. He pressed it into his gums with his tongue and looked up from under his blanket with a groggy expression.

      He knew the two male guards. The shorter of them had been there beside him today as the Overseer stalked the room, and the man gave him a tight nod. The other didn’t seem to notice as he stepped inside with a thudding stomp. “Stand up, worker,” the taller said without inflection. He could have been washing his hands for all the excitement in his voice.

      Alec stood and thought about the bracelet between the mattress and the rear bed rail. It was thin and rolled out to be flat, so there was a chance they might miss it.

      “What’s going on?” Alec asked, trying to sound normal with the small object jammed into his mouth.

      “Routine check,” the shorter said.

      “None of your business, worker,” the taller instantly called. “Check the bed,” he ordered the other guard.

      Alec waited and closed his eyes while his mattress was lifted. There was a slight pause, and Alec peeked to see the friendlier guard stop for a second before letting it flop to the frame. “Nothing here. Let’s keep going. I don’t want to be doing this all night.”

      “Out of my way.” The taller guard shoved Alec into the corner of the room before stepping out.

      Then they were gone, and the door was closing. The door! He grabbed the cardboard from his pocket and jammed it into the latch as it was about to depress, and he slid his back down the door, his seat landing to the floor.

      He was sweating, his nervous energy threatening to give him a heart-attack. Alec was certain the shorter guard had seen his bracelet. He had to have. Were there more good people around than he’d suspected? Was there a network of people defying the Overseers that Alec had only ever dreamed of? Until yesterday, he thought Tom was dead.

      Today, Beth was dead, but he wasn’t going to let her death be a waste. He listened at the door until all sounds of footsteps and knocking were long gone. He clipped the metallic bracelet around his wrist, locking it in place, feeling the familiar buzz as it operated.

      By the time he stepped out from the room, the halls were completely empty, and as his feet landed on the grass, the moon was already descending into the night sky. He was late.

      He ran toward the edge of the grass, hopped the fence, and started down the road, hugging close to the old abandoned building along the sidewalk as he went.
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      Lina had no tears left to cry. Her mouth was so dry, and her head ached with such a dull intensity that she feared it would drive her insane. The heat of the first two days she’d tried to move through had driven her to the point of delirium, and twice she found herself sleeping in the dirt somewhere she didn’t recall choosing.

      Given the direction of the sun in the sky when she’d passed out, she knew she’d lost hours at a time; hours that left her exposed to the harsh sunlight and the searching eyes of the flying machines.

      As though some hidden instinct had been triggered deep inside her, she’d stumbled across a stream of running water, which was cool and refreshing. After lying in the running water for longer than she knew and having drunk enough to wake her nerves, her brain began to work again. She knew she had to stop trying to move during the hot days. She needed to find somewhere secure to sleep, to eat more than the dried milk powder that had sustained her for the last few days.

      She maneuvered her way out of the tree canopy to the remnants of civilization and stopped as her boots made a different noise. She found herself on what had been a long, straight road. In the distance, she saw the heat haze shimmering for miles. She squinted at the bright orb in the sky before looking at her shadow.

      The representation of her body stretched ahead of her, telling her that the afternoon sun was behind her head and heading west. To her left, the land ran roughly north, and Lina returned to the trees to take cover from the sunlight and rest before continuing in the cooler evening.

      By the time it was fully dark, she wanted to get under cover where she felt safe. She tried the door handles of a dozen places before she walked a long loop around a derelict house and the toe of her boots kicked something circular ahead of her. She fumbled in the grass with her hands, using her other senses to understand the seed of a thought she was nurturing. She sniffed in through her nose audibly, finding the tickle of sweetness in the air as her hands located the thing she had kicked.

      Her fingers wrapped around the shape of an apple, which she brought up to her mouth hungrily but stopped before she bit into it. Standing, she reached up into the branches and found others, dropping the one that had fallen and plucking others instead in the dark and holding an armful before feeling too exposed and running for the house.

      The rear door, a flimsy thing with the remnants of thin, lacy drapes covering the upper glass section, all but fell in when she leaned against it. She set the apples down carefully, losing two that rolled off the wooden surface of the farmhouse table, and slipped off her pack before she tiptoed around the house in search of anything she could use.

      Until very recently, Lina had never been in a house, not an old house like the one she was in that had been built way before, and her curiosity took her to the foot of the stairs. She placed a single booted foot on the bottom step, gave it only a fraction of her weight, and almost screamed in fright as the wood gave way in an explosion of dust. Scrambling backwards, she clawed her way to her feet and decided she didn’t need to go up to the second floor after all.

      The front room had an open fireplace and the bone-dry tinder beside the hearth combined with the derelict, insect-eaten wood of the broken stairs caught a spark easily from the flint and stone she carried in her pack.

      Careful to keep the flames modest, Lina sat in front of it and used a knife to slice open one of the apples and bite into it. Her eyes screwed shut and her tongue shot out to reject the sour fruit. She sat to clear the taste, using the last of her water in one bottle to swill her mouth out before returning to the kitchen to search for anything useful.

      She opened cupboards, peering at the contents of the packets and jars until she stumbled on a large container that was sealed. She pried open the lid expecting a foul smell to hit her, but nothing did. Tentatively, she reached inside to find a solid packed mass of tiny white granules. They’d formed a single, hard lump in the exact shape of the container, but a stab with her pocketknife broke a small piece away.

      Carefully, prepared to spit it out as soon as she didn’t like what she tasted, she lifted the tiny chunk to her mouth. It tasted sweet. It crunched and broke apart to fill her mouth with an overwhelming assault of goodness that made her feel almost giddy as it melted away to nothing. A thought hit her, and she put down the container marked “sugar,” selecting a metal pot with a carry handle and tipping half of her remaining water into it. She added slices of the sour apple and chipped away more of the white crystalline substance to put it in with the water and the apple slices.

      She carried the whole thing back to the fire and gently simmered it for a long time before taking the pot and leaving it beside the small flames. She slept on the dusty rug without even realizing how tired she was.
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        * * *

      

      Lina woke in the morning to the sounds of birds cawing and chirping loudly outside the windows of the little house. Startled, unsure of where she was immediately, she sat up, fixating on the first thing she saw: the metal pot.

      The fire had gone out and the pot held almost no heat, but the contents… the contents were pure, unadulterated bliss. She scooped the sweet mushy fruit out with her fingers as she cupped them into a kind of natural shovel. She ate feverishly, trying to get her whole face into the pan to lick the remnants from the metal, until a groaning, gurgling sound in her stomach made her freeze. She leapt to her feet, spinning almost on the spot before she ran to the bathroom. She hadn’t grown up with rooms exactly like these small private ones, but the functions were universal.

      Afterwards, she surveyed the house in daylight and crept outside to collect more apples, more fearful of the empty, open spaces outside than of wild animals or the other things that could do her harm.

      Since the day she’d tried to leave behind all of the terrifying memories the dark leaves had covered, she’d forced all thoughts of the shiny metal drones and screaming hovercraft from her mind. Instead, she’d been more focused on the fear of the many other things she hadn’t encountered before.

      Like stairs.

      The wooden structure connecting the ground floor of the dusty house to the magical promise of what was upstairs frightened her more than she would have thought possible if only for the fact that her second attempt at climbing them had resulted in much the same failure. Not to be dissuaded, she circled the small house around midday and found a set of metal steps that her mind had told her was a ladder. They were very different from the wooden versions her people had used to thatch the roofs of their hogans in the village. She manhandled it awkwardly against the side of the house, banging it hard into the upstairs window and smashing the glass accidentally.

      Fearing discovery, she cowered for long minutes, waiting for any response to the noise of the damage she had caused. When nothing happened, she carefully climbed the ladder with shaking legs to see what was in the house above the level she had investigated.

      Lina found clothes, mostly. Old and moth-eaten, but such clothes she had never seen before. There were dresses in flowered patterns and bright colors hanging beside black and red garments that showed just too much of her skin than she was comfortable with.

      She spent the rest of the afternoon changing clothes, standing in front of the streaked, pitted mirror to stare at her reflection deep in thought. The light of the day was gone as she tried on tight blue pants that had been preserved in a kind of clear sack she’d never encountered before. She swayed sideways, admiring how she appeared in them and flicking her finger over the little red tab on the back pocket as though trying to comprehend its purpose.

      In a closet, hidden on a high shelf behind a stack of blankets, a curious item rolled along the wood and dropped to the rug at her feet. She bent to pick it up, unable to make out the legend on the side of the small red cylinder. Investigating further, she found a box of them placed there on the shelf, and further back, her fingertips brushed along cold metal before changing onto warm wood.

      She snatched her hand back in surprise, reaching up almost immediately to carefully pull out the item hidden there. It had a long barrel and the clasp on the top of it creaked against her touch to expose a single chamber to fit the ammunition. She’d seen one like this before, as a child, when one of the men in her village had left to fetch something from one of the towns on the edge of their reservation and had never returned.

      “Shotgun,” she muttered to herself, as if saying the word out loud would make it real. She took it, slipped the box of shells for it into the clear sack she had found her new pants in, and checked the next room, leaning the gun against the doorway.

      It had to be a child’s room; posters hung creased on the walls, depicting sports heroes from another time. She searched the table beside the unmade bed and found a metal box on top. Her fingers fumbled with it, and she saw the words Recorder 3000 etched on the lower half. She pressed a button, a sideways triangle, and a voice emerged from the device.

      “I’m sorry…” a sob sounded through the speaker. The voice kept speaking but became drawn out and lower. She hit the device, wanting to hear what it had to say. Nothing. She flipped it upside down, and saw two batteries propped inside. They must be dead. Everything would be long drained. She opened the drawer beside her and saw more of the cylinders. She popped the two from the Recorder 3000 out, sending them clattering to the wooden floor, and placed the replacements inside.

      She hit the play button again, hopeful. “Know that I loved my family. I held on as long as I could. If we ever make it through this, you’ll find their bodies buried beside the chestnut tree out back. God have mercy on my soul.” The recording ended, and Lina’s eyes lingered on the shotgun by the door.

      This world was harsh, and she was quickly learning how terrible the arrival of the out-of-worlders was on everyone. She pictured the father and husband, feeling a desperation so strong that he would kill his own family and bury them out back. She knew that if she went to the chestnut tree, his own skeleton would be propped against it, maybe even hanging from a rope, since his gun was inside.

      It was dark before she returned to the once again burned out fire, not wanting to risk a repeat of eating another pot of mushed apple. Instead she packed all of her gear with her new items; the shotgun, the sugar, the apples, and the handy cooking pot, then left the little house to return to follow the river north once more.

      Pausing outside, she quietly closed the door as respectfully as she could, wishing the family who’d lived there eternal peace… wherever they now rested.
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      Dex was exhausted when he neared St. Louis. It was time for him to check in at the Hunter guild’s local office, and he hated having to go there. Part of the reason he loved being a Hunter was the freedom it allowed him. Being forced to make an appearance once a month was their way of keeping everyone on a short leash.

      As the sun rose in the east, the glare blinded him, and he blinked as he flipped the visor down. Images of the dead Trent James flashed into his mind, so he figured his life could be worse. Dex had jotted the details to paper as soon as the Trackers left, and they were now tucked away into a rusted-out hole underneath his classic car.

      Part of him had been tempted to hop on the Thirty-Four and head straight for the University of Nebraska. Why would James have told him about some secret cache of information if it wasn’t there? And what had made the man think Dex was trustworthy enough to divulge those details so easily?

      Science Hall. Locker 31A. Combination 01-09-27. Dex repeated this over and over in his head as he came closer to the headquarters. The Gateway Arch, the most iconic landmark in St. Louis still stood, though most of the city had been decimated in the initial incursion. Every time he saw it, he equated it with the Overseers, and it sent his heart racing a little faster.

      Damn it. He’d wanted to bring James in a few days before. Now he felt lost, like he’d learned too much, and could never return. All he’d wanted was a week off to read a book and smoke stale cigarettes, but James’ confessions had sent Dex reeling. There were people out there fighting the fight. Where were they? Why had none of the Hunters ever heard of an opposition force, let alone encountered any of them?

      The guild base was in an old motel, and it looked even more run down than usual as Dex pulled into the parking lot, slowing just enough to make the turn off the highway. A few Harleys leaned on their kickstands by the front office door, along with an oversized Hummer and a Jeep with the top down. The Hunters could be a little cliché, but who was Dex to point that out? His muscle car’s engine revved as he parked, and it rumbled as he turned the ignition off, and stepped foot onto the dusty gravel.

      His footsteps were slow as he meandered and stretched toward the building’s entrance where a weather worn sign claimed cheap nightly rates. Dex wouldn’t have been surprised to learn the place used to have under-the-table hourly rates as well.

      A whining noise drew Dex’s attention and his eyes snapped above as his hand found the Glock in his holster. A Seeker drone hovered overhead. Dex’s heart pounded as he hurried inside; old rusted door chimes rang as he passed the glass entranceway. No matter how many times he saw Seekers, Trackers, or the Overseers, he felt an impending danger course through his veins.

      “Dex, good to see you,” Cleveland said from behind the front desk. He was a big man, his short black hair streaked with greys. He watched Dex with the eyes of a hawk as he entered the building. Dex knew the boss never had his fingers more than two feet from a trigger.

      “Likewise.” Dex walked in, looking around. He hadn’t spent a lot of time in this guild building. They moved locations every few months to keep the terrorists from knowing too much. Dex had never seen any of these fictitious enemies and doubted their existence. He assumed it was some ploy to keep the humans worried about their own kind coming for them.

      The more distractions the humans working for the Overseers had, the more they’d rely on the aliens for protection. It was exactly what Dex would do if he were in their position.

      Sun-faded posters hung lazily on the wall, showing kids on tiny waterslides with forced smiles on their faces. Dex thought the new world was messed up, but the old didn’t seem any more normal to him.

      “What happened with that James character?” Cleveland asked.

      Dex smelled coffee, and he perked up as he sauntered to the front desk. “Mind if I have a cup?” He nodded at the steaming pot behind Cleveland.

      “Not at all.” His boss poured the black liquid into a Styrofoam cup and passed it over. Some things had no problem surviving twenty-five years of alien occupation, the white cups were one of them. Dex almost laughed when he remembered back to all the environmental concerns everyone was spouting when he was a kid. Recycling was the last thing on anyone’s mind these days.

      “I had James.” Dex unslung his bag from his shoulder and set it to the ground, opening the top of the pack. He pulled a bottle of whiskey out and placed it on the desk in front of Cleveland.

      The boss eyed the bottle before staring into Dex’s eyes. “Where is he, then?”

      “Dead. Damned Trackers cut me off as I was bringing him to my car,” Dex said.

      “Did you tell them it was your target?” Cleveland asked.

      Dex nodded. “Yup. They didn’t care. Shot him to pieces right there. Ever heard of that happening before?”

      “Sure, a couple times. Someone on a higher pay scale than me must have authorized it,” Cleveland said.

      Dex pondered this. “Who? Who has the authority to do that?”

      The big man shrugged and reached for the bottle of whiskey. He opened it and sniffed the contents before setting it down and sealing it again. “They do, Dex. They do.”

      He didn’t have to tell Dex who they were. “What else you got on the docket?” Dex really wasn’t ready for another road trip yet, but neither did he want to hang around the base, playing the waiting game. He wasn’t too keen on spending time among the other Hunters, never had been.

      Cleveland slid out a tablet and tapped at the screen with sausage fingers. “Nothing yet.”

      There was a time when the Roamers were so numerous that there was never a break between hunts. Now they were coming with far less frequency, a sign that the Hunters were doing their jobs, or that humans were giving up.

      “What happens when there’s no more to hunt?” Dex asked softly, not even meaning to say the words out loud.

      Cleveland looked perplexed, as if he’d never considered the thought. “I don’t know, Dex. Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

      It was almost funny. Their job was to hunt human Roamers, the ones brave or stupid enough to run from the Occupation, but they also needed the people to continue doing it so they could have job security. Dex was already questioning his future, especially with the Trackers ending James without concern that it wasn’t their kill. He had the distinct feeling the Hunters were being pushed out. It might not happen today or tomorrow, but deep down, he sensed it was coming.

      “Keep me posted on the next one. Anyone else around?” Dex asked.

      “Kate’s around somewhere. I think I heard her truck this morning. Steven’s sleeping one off. He caught two this week,” Cleveland said with a smirk, as if he was trying to make Dex feel less confident in himself.

      Dex wasn’t going to have any of it. “Let me guess, Cleve. They were running together?”

      The big man’s smile faded as he nodded. “Still. It looks good for our team to bring in some higher numbers. Try to remember that next time.” Cleveland was putting on his boss voice, and Dex knew it was time to leave.

      “Keep the bottle. Found it just for you,” Dex said, and left through the entrance, hardly noticing the chimes this time.

      He drew a pack of stale cigarettes from his jacket pocket and walked down the gravel parking lot toward the highway. It was a beautiful summer morning for a walk, he decided. When was the last time he’d gone for a walk for the pure sake of it? At least a couple years.

      He fumbled for a match, the words Creston Market spelled on the package, and he lit the cigarette, taking a slow puff. He coughed at the terrible taste, but the next inhale was a little better, the next even smoother.

      The sun was getting higher as he strode toward the city, the Gateway Arch stretching up like a beacon. Humans were once such a powerful and strong race. Art, music, dance, books. Dex didn’t consider himself a connoisseur of anything, but he could appreciate a good trip through the Metropolitan Art Museum or reading a classic Steinbeck novel.

      “How the mighty have fallen,” he whispered, a cloud of smoke pouring out of his mouth.

      Twenty-five years. He’d spent most of his life under the oppression, and it was nearly impossible to recall life before it. His first fifteen years were like a dream he couldn’t quite picture once his eyes opened, but he could faintly grasp the euphoria of a time before the Overseers, before the slaughter of the majority of humanity.

      As he walked toward the cityscape, still a mile or so from the city limits, he tried to imagine what a morning like this would have looked like. Not much different, he supposed. Except there’d be cars on the highway, trucks transporting supplies along the roadways, the drivers hoping to get home to their families sooner than later, with a decent paycheck and a dream of a trip to Mexico as a yearly reward for all their efforts.

      Dex could picture it, even now. Birds chirped a song of gratitude for the abundance they lived with in the wooded acres beyond the highway. He took another inhale of the cigarette and tossed it to the ground, grinding it with a heel.

      Enough reminiscing. Dreaming of life any other way than his reality would only end with him dead. Either by the bullets of a Tracker or a rope as it burned against his neck, choking him out like the two bodies he’d stumbled upon in Creston’s grocery store. He pulled the matches from his pocket, the ones that would remind him of that scene, and threw them in the ditch.

      Dex would go to his room, sleep in a warm bed for a few hours, and shake the feeling of wanting a different world once again. He always did.

      He was half a mile away from the motel when he heard the rumbling noise carry from a fair distance. It grew louder with each heartbeat until he could make out the source suspended in the sky overhead. It was one of their ships. Not the hovercraft they used to move between local sites, but one of the destroyers they’d first arrived in. It was huge, at least a mile long, clunky and blocky, not smooth and round like the cartoons from his childhood.

      There was something unsettling about the aesthetics of the Overseers ships. It was as if they built them to be asymmetrical and ugly.

      Dex couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen one of the big ships, and the sight sent his nerves on edge. He’d been feeling a shift lately, and this was proof something was about to change. He fought the urge to run to his car and drive in the opposite direction. That wouldn’t do him any good. He needed to be close to it and see if he ended on the right side of the Occupation when the dust settled. He was only one man, and he barely liked his odds, even on the alien’s side.

      With great reserve, he slowly walked toward the motel, the vessel still roaring through the sky. He watched as it kept moving, now a tiny dot in the distance. Cleveland was outside staring into the clouds after it, one hand shielding his eyes. They didn’t speak to each other as Dex passed and went into his assigned room, closing the door and leaning against it. His heart pounded, and his hands instantly grew clammy.

      Trent James’ words about the University of Nebraska rolled through his mind, and he repeated the locker combination as he drifted off to sleep.
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            Sw-18

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tracker drone, the only serviceable unit in that whole sector, had been hastily repaired after becoming trapped in a rockslide and dropped off by automated hovercraft at the site the Seekers had located one of the Vermin.

      That was what its part-sentient software called the creatures it hunted: Vermin. An annoying infestation, like large rodents, that they’d found very resilient to their efforts to eradicate.

      The Tracker drones had been in service for close to two decades, and many of the original units like SW-018-NA had been forcibly retired and recycled or else had been lost or destroyed to either enemy action or the unforgiving elements in the wild. Unit designation South West 018 North America, or SW-18 as it referred to itself in communications to the data hub when it could connect, didn’t want to be recycled.

      It held the lowest numerical label by a long way, denoting its relative age in comparison to all the others, and it didn’t want to be transferred into a new chassis because that would mean spending time back in the depots nearer the coastline, and would take it away from its primary purpose: hunting Vermin.

      Its four mechanical legs cushioned the twenty-foot drop from the hovercraft onto the sunbaked dirt, and immediately, SW-18 linked to the nearest Seeker drone to wirelessly download the telemetry data from the encounter it logged. Its head canted slightly over to one side, almost in the same style as the Earth animal the chassis had been initially designed on, as it reviewed the data relating to the two destroyed Seekers.

      What Trackers could do that Seekers couldn’t was extrapolate data. Their artificial intelligence programming allowed a certain amount of leeway when it came to data analysis and interpretation. Whereas the Seeker merely responded to a programmed sequence of commands and sensory inputs before the appropriate programmed responses were executed, SW-18 could think.

      It was one of the reasons it was still functional and remained so after many other units had been destroyed or shipped into new chassis. It was, to use the human vernacular, experienced.

      That experience taught it to disregard most of what the Seeker downloaded to it, but stored the report in case it needed referencing later. It walked on all fours up the wooden steps and negotiated the partly-open patio door to where the Vermin had been sleeping. Its head bobbed, using sensors to detect latent odors in the air and assessing them to ascertain more intelligence about the target.

      
        
        Male.

        Young.

        Good health.

      

      

      If SW-18 could smile, it would have done at that moment in time.

      Thudding across the wooden floorboards to return outside, it scanned the countryside and set off north to follow the route the Vermin took.

      The hunt was on.
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      Cole’s body clock was in tatters. Accustomed to nocturnal living and having that way of life torn from him after going on the run so many days ago, he rose naturally in the early afternoon like it was morning. He was as confused as his body was.

      He sat upright from his bed, made more comfortable than usual due to finding a stack of musty coats to soften the old springs of the couch, swung his legs onto the ground, and tightened his boots from the fraction he had relaxed them during sleep. He drank water, not as cool and fresh as the liquid he first pulled up from the well, and went to see what the afternoon had brought.

      Stepping outside, he saw the long shadows and knew that the sun was beginning its slow descent in the west. He walked to the low wall, looking down on the sloping valley below where any pursuit would be coming from. Nothing moved below. No streaking reflections of the Tracker pack he feared would be hunting him. He dared to hope that there had been no pursuit at all, or that his distraction techniques had worked and whatever had been sent to chase him was utterly lost miles behind.

      Walking to where the commotion had happened during the night, he used his boot to scuff more of the gravelly dust over the darker patches of coyote blood in case it attracted more. A glance at the untouched snares he’d reset made him frown, almost forgetting that the animal was injured.

      Cole’s chest weighed heavy with guilt. He looked to where the animal had last been seen following the trail of dried meat strips, limping heavily as it tried to find some safety from the exposed courtyard. He walked towards the storeroom, peering cautiously inside, and hearing a low, throaty growl emanating from within, stepped slowly away.

      The dish of water he’d put in there had been tipped over and he didn’t know if it had drunk the water or spilled it. Either way, he went to search the low buildings for a dish with a heavier base and returned to carefully pour more water from the bottle he carried.

      “It’s okay,” he crooned in a barely audible voice. “It’s okay, good… doggy?” Another growl was his only response, so he left the storeroom and went to do something useful.

      He set his mind initially to searching the two-thirds of the buildings in the compound that he hadn’t yet gotten around to, but after fighting his way through a third locked door to find very little of use to him, his grumbling stomach changed the play.

      “Food,” he told himself in a low voice. “Food is more important.”

      He was happy to stay in this small hilltop fortification, as he felt more confident that no Trackers had been sent after him and consolidate. Rest was important. It was as vital as action was when required, and he had learned as a child that the key to survival was to expend as little energy as possible when he didn’t have to. That meant resting, sleeping, and walking when he didn’t have to run. Not standing when he could sit.

      The logic had come from Tom, the older man who’d taught him all of the skills that had kept him alive so far.

      Alive, he thought sourly, when everyone else he’d ever known was dead.

      He took a thin, worn track around the slope of the small hill he occupied to follow what was clearly an animal track. Cole guessed it was frequently traveled by the wounded animal, but took its presence as a good thing. If there was enough food in the area to sustain a good-sized predator, then there should be enough to keep him fed. He hadn’t eaten a hot meal in two days, and the strips of dried meat were all gone. With the primary task of securing clean water taken care of, he turned his attention to food.

      The thicker line of trees snaking off into the distance told him where the water source snaked its way through the landscape, but his only reason for needing to go there would be to search for edible vegetation or fish.

      He only ate fish when the situation dictated a lack of other food sources, which was why he spent a few minutes standing and observing with his eyes slightly out of focus waiting for the smallest of movements to trigger his senses. He waited, breathing in the warm, clean air, just watching.

      Something moved. Below him and to the left of the winding track that carved lines down the slope like an imprint of lightning. He swung his head to look directly at the patch of low scrub where his eyes detected the disruption and waited again, breathing slowly and calmly. Movement again, and this time, he focused and brought up the broken half of the binoculars to zoom in on what he hoped would be food.

      Three of them moved slowly, their heads jutting out ahead of their awkward bodies as the hint of fleshy red skin beneath their beaks lit up his view. There were turkeys there, and as if to remind him that he needed to fill his belly, it growled loudly at him. Cole lacked the patience to take his time, to trap them, instead electing to walk slowly towards their position among the scrub on the hillside and stoop to keep his size from being obvious. He held his face up to the air as he walked, feeling the breeze lightly touch his right cheek and nose to tell him that he wouldn’t be sending his own scent ahead of his advance and make his stealth pointless.

      He stopped when he was closer, angling slowly and carefully into the brush to gently pluck handfuls of dark red berries from a bush as the gobble-gobble sound echoed further ahead. They were aiming straight for his position on the track and he gambled on them not having seen a human before in their lives.

      It was often the case. In areas where the human population had simply ceased to be many years ago, animals had no fear of him. They hadn’t learned to fear them yet, and as such, they often regarded him with little more than a cautious wariness unless he did something to startle them. He knelt as small as he could, gently tossing the berries onto the sandy track ahead of him until the brush parted and a turkey poked its ugly head out.

      It regarded him for a moment, unsure until the glistening berry in front of it dragged away the short attention of the animal. It pecked at it, ruining the smooth skin and covering the tasty treat in dust but eating it nonetheless before jerking its head and making the curious noise again. It stepped further out of the brush, pecking at another berry with greater confidence and straight onto the third and fourth before its instinctive need to eat spelled out its death and a hand clamped around the leathery neck of the bird.

      He knew from experience, and had a vicious scar in a place nobody but him had seen, that just because these wild turkeys seemed ridiculous and didn’t appear dangerous, when you grabbed hold of one, it turned like a demon and began to rake any part of your body it could reach with its sharp feet.

      The trick he found best for this eventuality was, as soon as he had laid hands on it, to jump to his feet and swing the thing around his head like he was winding up to pitch it into space. The forces in play meant that the wicked spurs on the feet of the bird couldn’t reach him, and in this case, it also served to break the heavy thing’s neck.

      He dropped it on the path, giving the neck an additional crunch to be sure as it wouldn’t be the first animal he thought he’d killed to up and walk off as soon as he’d turned his back. He knew he’d been impetuous and had probably spooked the rest of the birds, but hunger was an impatient ruler.

      Cole took the time to collect up a few more of the berries and drop them onto a patch of open dirt near to a whip of a bare tree trunk no thicker than his wrist before bending the flexible sapling down and trying a loop of thin cord around it. He looped the other end around his leg and knelt to keep it bent as he arranged a small ring of sticks and used the hilt of his knife to drive a larger stick into the dirt.

      Cutting a wedge out of it to hold what he had been taught to call the trigger stick, he carefully set the noose over the bait and backed away slowly so as not to disturb the trap and have to start again. He stood and gauged his work, satisfied that the short twine and the tall sapling should keep anything he caught in the trap safely away from the many things who would see it as a free dinner until he could retrieve it.

      Content with his work, he tossed the knife in his hand, tumbling it twice through the air before catching it and sliding it home into its sheath, and hefted the fat bird over his shoulder to make the short climb to his current home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The wire mesh tray he had found inside an old food storage container served him well, and the long strips of breast meat sizzled gently to drip occasional juices down into the simmering fire below. He’d eaten his fill, carved up the biggest parts that would keep better, and instead of picking the carcass clean as he normally would, he found himself leaving most of the additional meat on the bird and carrying it outside with sticky hands to the store room.

      The sun was setting, and the interior was filled with a deep darkness so much so that he didn’t know if his charge was even in there until the growl announced that it had noticed him.

      “It’s okay,” he said soothingly to the shadows as he glanced to see some of the water gone from the new dish. “I brought you some food.” He tossed the heavy carcass into the storeroom with as much care as possible amidst the rising growls, until the sweet smell of fresh cooked turkey suddenly changed the priorities of the predator. The growling ceased in an instant to be replaced by feverish sniffing, which in turn gave way to a slurping, crunching sound as the whole thing began to be eaten.
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            Alec

          

        

      

    

    
      Alec’s eyes snapped open, throwing him into that moment of panic he experienced waking up somewhere different. He’d dozed off through sheer exhaustion while waiting for Crash and Monet at the corner of Ridge and Cherry and he’d assumed they might have left without him. He’d arrived at least an hour late, but he decided to stay put in case they’d encountered trouble getting out.

      Hours later, the sun was up, casting long shadows of the buildings he was nestled between. He heard the noise before he spotted her. It was Monet and she was alone.

      “Psssst,” he hissed from his hiding spot and she glanced to his location, her eyes finally meeting his.

      She ran over, and he saw the blood streaked down her arms. She had a bracelet like his on her wrist and held a knife in her left hand, her knuckles white from the tight grip.

      “What happened?” Alec asked as he scanned the sky for signs of Seekers.

      “Met some resistance on the way out.” Monet’s eyes flicked side to side quickly.

      “Where’s Crash?” Alec asked.

      She shrugged. “We got split up. He’ll meet us at the next spot if he made it.”

      If he made it. Alec had seen a few people die in his life, but usually the Overseers preferred to do that behind closed doors. More people than he could count had been there in the manufacturing plant one day, the next a different somber face filled their role. Seeing Jackfish then Beth get killed point blank, that he had seen people killed, and now the blood on Monet’s hands made him want to hurl the meager contents of his stomach.

      “Get it together. You’re one of us now. Tell me you have the prize?” she asked, looking to his pockets.

      “I have it. What’s on it?” Alec rushed out the question.

      “There’ll be time for that later. Give it to me,” she ordered. Monet lay her right hand out, palm up, and Alec swallowed hard. He pulled the tiny device from his pocket and placed it in her hand. She closed quickly over it, and the device disappeared into her clothing in a flash.

      “What do we do now?” he asked. “Whose blood is that?”

      “One question at a time. This is a guard’s blood. She tried to stop me.” Her dark brown eyes were piercing as she spoke. Her thick black hair was growing in from the perpetual head shave, and even in the worker’s jumpsuit, she looked like a warrior from one of the books Alec had tucked away back in his hiding spot in the ball-bearing factory.

      “And…”

      “And we move before they come for us. They’re probably already searching,” she said.

      Alec pointed to his wrist. “But we have these.”

      She shook her head. “You really don’t know anything, do you? Have you even seen a Tracker?”

      “Yes.” Alec had heard of them. “They’re like a dog, but robotic. I’ve seen a lot of Seekers.” He hated how this woman who could only be a few years older than him made him feel like a little kid. He was twenty-five years old. He wanted to tell her that, but something in her eyes made him stop.

      “Dogs? Have you ever even seen a dog?” she asked.

      “I saw one once.” It had been last year, on one of his night excursions out. The lone animal had stopped in the field, stared at him with bright yellow eyes, and kept moving. It had been amazing.

      “The only similarity is they both walk on four legs. The have enough firepower to kill fifty people without breaking a sweat.” Monet was walking ahead of him, leading him down the street. She turned into an alley and Alec followed closely behind.

      “Have you seen them?” he asked, and the glare she returned spoke volumes.

      “Far too many times,” she said.

      “Where do you come from? How do you know Tom?” he asked, suddenly feeling the need to know everything about his old mentor and the mysterious people that had entered his life.

      “All in due time. For now, we must remain silent. We’ll be out of the city soon. Come on. No more talking,” she whispered, and he ceded to her advice.

      The morning was shaping up to be hot, but Alec was used to working in the factory, where it was rarely under ninety degrees during peak hours. They were moving north, and this took them away from civilization in a hurry. Alec could see the tops of tall buildings to the southwest, but Monet was leading them through side roads to the next city. She called it Ann Arbor. Alec had never heard of it. He’d never been more than a couple miles from the manufacturing plant, not since he’d been raised in the nearest breeding ground and moved to the plant when he was of age.

      By the time they stopped, Alec was drenched with sweat, and he was grateful for the short hair as Monet led him to a country house.

      “Whose house is this?” he asked.

      “It’s ours,” she said.

      “Ours?” he asked.

      “Tom really didn’t tell you anything, did he?”

      Alec was hurt. There was so much he didn’t know about the man. He glanced at the bracelet clamped around his wrist, blocking his ID tracker, and was grateful he’d at least left Alec one thing of value.

      “Don’t take it too hard. We have a rule. We don’t tell anyone inside the factories. It’s too dangerous. He shouldn’t have given you that either. Think of it as a sign he was looking out for you,” she said as they stopped on the old farmhouse’s front porch. Monet scanned the sky for signs of Seekers, and Alec peered around the fields for Trackers. When they were satisfied they hadn’t been followed, Monet led him inside.

      The place was a mess. A skeleton sat in a chair in a room filled with stacks of boxes and an old television. “This is your house?” he asked again.

      She laughed, and the sound was alien to his ears. He felt like joining her but didn’t know where to begin. “No. This is.” She opened a door with a numbered padlock on it, and Alec saw steps leading to a dark basement.

      What had he gotten himself into? Still, this was better than biding his time, waiting to die at the factory. His heart raced as he followed the formidable woman into the recesses of the home. The basement had a stale scent to it that made it hard to breath. They stepped over a damp carpet and stopped at a wood-paneled wall. She felt along its edges before pushing on the wood. It clicked and swung open.

      “Welcome to the Reclaimers, Alec.” She said the words without a hint of malice, and he scanned the room. Light snuck in through white curtains over a tiny barred window, and Monet flipped a switch on.

      Alec didn’t even ask how they had a power source out there in the middle of nowhere. The inside of this secret room was nothing like the rest of the house. It was clean, sealed off from the rot of the world. The wooden floor had a light layer of dust on it, and he could see old footprints across the powder. Black crates lined the far wall, and a table with two chairs sat along the other wall. There were also two cots on the ground, with pillows and blankets.

      “I know. Quite the luxury after what you’ve been living in. There’s food under the table. Help yourself.” Monet crossed the room and opened a tall cabinet after punching in a series of numbers onto a keypad. The door swung wide to reveal at least ten guns of varying sizes standing side by side.

      Alec’s stomach growled at the idea of food, but he walked over to Monet’s side to stare at the weapons. “What are the Reclaimers?” he asked.

      She took a handheld gun, clicked something into it, and motioned for Alec to sit at the table. “I think we’d better have that talk now.”

      Alec’s head was spinning as they opened a box under the table to find real food. Canned goods that weren’t twenty-three years past their expiration dates. “We still manufacture food. The Overseers kept plants open around the world for this purpose. They need to feed the bastards that choose to work with them. The supervisors, the guards, the Hunters.” She said the last one with hatred, and Alec decided not to ask what a Hunter was quite yet.

      There was so much he didn’t know. “What else is there?”

      “Pretty much the gruel they feed the workers and breeders. It’s full of most nutrients you need to survive. Other than that, it’s canned goods. Premixed food. There are thousands of farms being worked, mostly by human slaves, but there are worse places to be than outside tilling the crops,” Monet said it like she had experience in the fields.

      “Alec, humanity was almost wiped out. How old are you? Were you born before or after?”

      “Before, but barely. At least that’s what Tom told me.”

      She glanced at him, staring for a second before nodding. “We estimate there are only ten million people alive in the United States. About two hundred million in the world. Of course, there’s no way to know for sure. Especially with the number of Freeborns we see popping up all over the place.”

      “Freeborns?” Alec asked, the word tasting funny on his tongue.

      “Those born outside the Occupation. There are thousands of small groups hidden around the country living on the other side of the Overseers’ radars,” Monet said.

      Alec took a bite of food from the can before him and nearly fell over at the flavor.

      “You’re supposed to heat it up first,” Monet said with a laugh. “I’ll show you.” She grabbed two bowls from under the table and stuck the food inside a silver box. The lights dimmed as it activated. Alec watched through the glass casing as the bowls of food turned slowly as the machine operated.

      “There are people out there born without ID tags?” Alec finally clued in to what she’d been saying.

      “That’s right. Lots of them.”

      “Are they rising up against the Overseers?” he asked, his pulse picking up speed again as he waited for her answer.

      “Unfortunately, no. Most of them are too scared to go outside, let alone join the Reclaimers. Believe me, we’ve traveled far and wide, attempting to recruit. We can do a lot with weapons and technology, but we still need people to operate them.”

      “Are you saying these Reclaimers have more guns than that?” He pointed to the cabinet full of weaponry.

      She laughed again, a thick throaty sound. Her eyes danced as she glared back at him. Seeing her like that made him miss his sulky friend Beth even more.

      “You have no idea. And now that we have the asset from Detroit, we’re finally onto something.” She patted her pocket where she’d placed the device Alec had smuggled out of the factory.

      “Jackfish…”

      “Jackfish knew what he was offering us. I’m sorry about your friend. That wasn’t supposed to happen. The guards rarely shoot bystanders by accident,” she said, pulling the bowls from the whirring box.

      The bowl steamed, and the smell of thick red food almost made his eyes water in joy. “He knew he was going to die?”

      She nodded, passing him a spoon. “That’s what Reclaimers are prepared to do.”

      “Die?”

      “Sacrifice for our greater good.”

      That made sense, but Alec still didn’t feel like he had a grasp of what he was getting involved with. “What’s on the device?”

      “What do you think you were building in there?” she asked, turning his question around on him.

      “I have no idea. They don’t tell us anything. The supervisor has blueprints, and we follow orders,” Alec said before taking a bite. It was hot, but the flavors exploded in his mouth. It was the best thing he’d ever eaten. It was the only thing other than his daily allowance of slop he’d tasted.

      “We think it’s a gate.” Monet started to eat.

      “A gate? What does that mean?” he asked, his curiosity more than piqued.

      “If our intel is accurate, they’re trying to build a gateway so their kind can walk between our world and theirs. No more interstellar travel in those ships of theirs. It took them generations to arrive, and now they want to build a bridge to allow the rest of their kind access to Earth,” Monet said between bites.

      Most of this was beyond Alec’s understanding, and he felt stupid for not following. “The Overseers came from another world, taking a long time. Now we’re building a device that they can walk through to get to Earth? Does that mean they have a gate on their planet?”

      “Tom said you were bright,” she said with a smile. “If this is what we think it is, then yes, they have the other side waiting to be activated on their home world.” Monet finished her food off, and Alec glanced at the last few bites in his bowl. This was all too much to handle. His life had been flipped upside down. He’d never considered where they were from for more than a fleeting moment years ago, and now he was learning this wasn’t even as bad as it was going to get.

      “They’re just using us,” he said.

      She nodded.

      “Do you think they’ll keep us around after the others arrive?”

      “I believe they’re growing used to us being there. Why dispose of an animal that does your chores for you?” she asked, giving Alec a lot to think about.

      “Where’s Tom. Is he alive?” Alec asked.

      She smiled again. “Very much so. He’s at our base. We had him sent to Detroit years ago on an intel mission. When he got all he could, he was pulled out. He felt so terrible about not being able to bring you with him.”

      Relief flooded Alec. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear that,” he said. The food, the news of his friend being alive, wasn’t enough to counter the despair he’d felt from Beth’s death, but he had a focus now.

      “I want to join the Reclaimers.” Alec let his spoon fall to clang inside the bowl.

      She took the gun from her pocket, set it on the table, and slid it toward him. “I think you already have.”
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      It took Lina all of that afternoon to start talking to herself. The cumulative effects of the stress, the loss and fear, the dehydration and hunger had left their mark, but in the end, it was the utterly overwhelming sensation of pure isolation that stopped her.

      She sat hard against a rock at the river she followed as it wound its way north, leaning her head back to drink the clear water from the bottle she’d been using, and couldn’t hold it together long enough to get the water to her lips. She broke, her mouth issuing a sob sounding so unlike her that she thought for a fleeting second that someone else was there.

      She collapsed onto the dirt beside the river, tucking her knees up to her chest like a child and crying so hard that she lost all track of time.

      When the tears subsided, when the effort of her breakdown had forced her into a short and uncomfortable period of unconsciousness so far removed from being asleep that she actually woke more exhausted than when she started, she seemed… better.

      The upset was gone. The fear was still there, but it was no longer the fear of being alone; instead, it was the genuine and very real fear of being caught. Whatever part of her needed other people, reassurance, and companionship, that part seemed to have been driven away by her tears, frightened off with no real way of knowing if it would ever return.

      Standing up and brushing off the dirt and leaves from her clothes, Lina drank her fill from the river and topped off both the bottle she carried and the cooking pot she had adopted as one of her most prized possessions.

      As the sun began to rise, she ate her fill, dreading the consequences of yet another belly full of fresh fruit. Movement out of the corner of her eye made her spin towards the water, fearful at first but relaxing when she realized what it had been. When it dawned on her fully that she was looking at a fish that was more than sufficient enough to sustain her, she tried to rack her brain for a way to get the fat fish out of the cool water and onto dry land where she could eat it.

      Cutting away at the younger trees she fashioned herself a mostly straight pole and used her knife to sharpen the end into a point and a rock to hit the top of the blade and cut that point into four and wedge a small rock into the end to splay out the four sharp points. She’d seen the people who fished their huge lake back home do this; standing like a statue in the shallows for hours to spear the precious protein.

      Lina hadn’t done it herself, not even as a child when they were taught to do bits of everything, but she didn’t think to admit to herself that she couldn’t do something. She knew the theory, part of it at least, and the rest she would figure out.

      An hour she spent there, missing with her first three attempts when the fish swam close enough for her to strike.

      In the end, she was forced to remove her new pants and stand in the water, which came to just above her knees, and wade carefully upstream over the smooth, slick rocks beneath her bare feet.

      Her first attempt while in her prey’s natural environment was a failure, as she realized too late that the fish wasn’t where she thought it would be because of the way the water bent the light. When she had figured out that important fact, her next strike speared the fish with two of the sharp points for it to thrash against her makeshift tool with more power than she thought possible.

      Then the thrashing stopped, and when the silt and mud stirred up from the disturbed stream bed cleared, she found a small chunk of flesh stuck between the spikes but no fish.

      Exasperated, she threw the spear into the water, losing the vital mouthful of food she needed, and climbed out to pace up and down on the bank as she muttered angrily to herself. No sign of any of the other fish could be seen, so she put her pants and boots on and stomped on throughout the gathering heat of the morning until she had drunk all of her water. She knelt to the river, swollen now with bubbling froth lingering where the watercourse ran across larger boulders, and filled her bottle to take another drink.

      It tasted… wrong, somehow. She couldn’t say why or how, but the tepid water she had finished tasted better than the fresher, cooler liquid she had taken. She decided that after wasting an hour and all of the energy expended on the fish who easily avoided her, she wasn’t going to waste any more time trying to figure this out and drank it before walking onwards.

      A whining, buzzing noise sounded from up ahead of her where a tree had fallen in the water, and she couldn’t help but lean over to look.

      She wished she hadn’t.

      The buzzing noise was caused by the flies. They teemed above the thing caught against the trapped tree trunk, and in response to her presence, a huge swathe of the parasites flew away to expose a mess of rotting meat and bone under a sagging, soaked hide. Maggots and a thin stream of dark gore flowed out of the dead animal, no longer recognizable as belonging to any specific species, and as her eyes followed the gore downstream, they rested on the water bottle in her hand.

      With feverish hands, she unscrewed the cap of the bottle and poured and shook it until every drop of the contaminated liquid was gone. She staggered to her feet and ran away from the rotting carcass, hoping to leave behind the knowledge of what she had ingested.

      Unless something major had changed in the world, the sun still rose in the east. As she was heading north, and the sun had not long risen, it should be on her right side. But it was behind her, which, even to Lina in the state she was in, meant that she was heading west.

      “They said we have to go north,” she told herself, muttering as though she argued with someone in public and didn’t want the world to hear their problems. “It was the last thing they said before…” She paced and banged the heels of both hands into her temples. “We have to go north!”

      Logically, after she had calmed a little more, she knew that leaving the river was a survival choice, as it meant leaving a guaranteed source of fresh water, despite the recent events she tried not to think of, and also food if she could master fishing and live off the foraged berries. Without a map, without a guide, she had no way of knowing if that river swung back to the north after a long, sweeping bend west or if it carried on out that way to another mountain range that wasn’t the one she needed to find.

      Forcing herself to wash out and refill her two bottles, she turned her back to the river, and feeling the overwhelming urge to find somewhere to sleep, Lina tightened the straps of her pack and picked up the heavy shotgun as she set off into the sunlight to find a safe place to rest.
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      Cole spent a whole afternoon chopping up dried wood, which he guessed had been part of some old fence, using it to keep the small fire going to dry the strips of meat from the second turkey he’d caught. His trap hadn’t sprung, which he thought was strange, but the big birds obviously weren’t the smartest of things or had missed what he had done to their buddy the day before, because another one wandered foolishly close enough for him to grab.

      He carried it up the hill to his little slice of home – not that home was something he had ever really known – and had almost discarded the head until he remembered his tenant.

      Cole tossed the coyote the turkey head and kept moving, the sound of crunching bones following after him. As he wasn’t in need of a meal, and because he knew how quickly meat went bad in the dry heat, he used his knife to open up the skin of the bird and slice away long strips of meat from the breasts, which he laid across his metal mesh tray to dry them out over the fire he revived.

      Leaving a lot of meat on the carcass, which possessed all of its guts, he carried it carefully outside and decided to leave it in the open doorway to test the injured animal. If it couldn’t walk the short distance to fetch the food, then he knew what would have to be done to it, but as he wasn’t a healer and the thing was likely to try and rip his throat out if he tried to help, he didn’t think there was much more he could do for it but put it out of its misery quickly.

      “Tomorrow,” he told himself. “We’ll see how you are tomorrow.”

      Glancing up at the skies, he saw a large patch of grey heading his way from the south, and knew he would either get wet or be forced under cover. A snarl from the doorway reminded him that he was being watched.

      “Rain coming,” he told the animal, “which is good, because any Tracker on my scent would probably lose it after a good rain. Lucky for once, huh?” As though to underline the coyote’s point, thunder began to roll through the distant landscape.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      SW-18 stopped and turned its head up to the skies. The head, or at least the articulating part of the chassis that mimicked a head, bobbed to collect the scent from the air and assess it.

      Any person watching it would say it was sniffing, that it was smelling the air, but it wasn’t. It was drawing in samples of the local atmosphere and assessing it through an olfactory sensor array. It was following a program, not an instinct.

      The assessment told SW-18 that rain was imminent, given that an 86.97 percent chance of precipitation was interpreted as imminent. That changed the search parameters greatly, as it had followed a circuitous track in and out of a meandering watercourse for two days and nights, stopping only to power down to recharge for the minimum time calculated through the fold-out solar panel array built into the upper back of the chassis.

      The power banks, which made up the majority of the weight it locomoted, was essentially a multi-cell battery core that diminished in small sections, which were then sealed off until the recharging cycle reactivated them. SW-18 only recharged for as long as it had to in order to not lose the long lead its quarry had stretched out ahead of its pursuit. Maintaining an operating power supply of around thirty percent meant that an extended period working through the rain would mean an enforced shutdown ahead of the preferred time period.

      IF SW-18 could talk, it would have sighed and mumbled something like “so be it” to itself before trudging onwards until it could go no further.

      Splashing in and out of the river to cast for the traces of scent on either bank made the progress in distance very slow, but each time it found the scent by doing what the programming titled as “casting,” whereby it went upriver a way and scanned for the scent on both sides of the bank, it had learned enough about its prey to come close to appreciating a challenge.

      Conscious of the impending downpour as thunder pealed in the distance to serve as a reminder, SW-18 took a calculated gamble and stretched far ahead in a straight line at a running speed not optimal to maintaining battery life.

      It was, not that SW-18 would call it this, a gamble.

      But it was a wager that paid off, because three miles further ahead, the fresher scent of Vermin lit up SW-18’s sensor array like an explosion. Only it was different. Instead of the wet smell of the young male, it detected the trail of a female instead. SW-18 turned in the direction that the new track faced and ran some quick calculations.

      Probability of locating original track and hunting down the first Vermin, factoring in the imminent rainfall, was a little over seventeen percent.

      Probability of tracking the fresher scent, even factoring in the rain; sixty-six-point four percent. Unable to ignore the math, SW-18 set off at a more sedate pace in an attempt to make ground with optimum efficiency, but the storm clouds caught up with it and the power reserves finally ran into the red and slowed the legs of the chassis until SW-18 was forced to contract in on itself and wait for sunlight.
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      A knock at his door woke him, and he glanced at the window, where the shades were pulled low. Judging by the light creeping inside the room, it was well into the afternoon.

      “Who is it?” he asked, crossing the area to pick up his Glock. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, but his jeans were still on, as well as his boots. He never knew when he’d need a quick escape.

      “Kate. Come on, let me in,” she said.

      He unlatched the sliding chain and tugged the door open. The redheaded firecracker of a Hunter stood there grinning at him like a cat about to pounce on a canary. Her eyes looked him up and down, stopping briefly at this torso. Deep white scars ran lengthwise over his chest, and he turned, grabbing a white t-shirt.

      “Hello, Kate. What’s the word?” he asked, trying to keep it casual. Kate and he had a history, and he wasn’t sure which woman was showing up at his door today.

      “That’s all you have for me?” she asked, her voice holding a hint of a purr to it.

      “What more do you want?”

      She walked in, pressing her hand on his stomach. “I can think of a few things,” she said softly.

      Dex wasn’t in the mood for Kate today. The business with the Trackers, then the Overseers’ vessel had set his nerves on edge.

      “Stop. Not today,” he said more forcefully than he’d intended.

      She took the hint and walked to the windows, opening the blinds. “I heard about your job. What the hell happened?”

      Dex grabbed a bottle of whiskey, and her eyes widened at the sight. “Now that’s a sight for sore eyes,” she said, sitting down at the tiny round table. He didn’t bother with glasses. He just twisted the top off and passed the bottle to her. He hadn’t had so much as a sip of the case from Creston yet.

      She took a swig, and water welled inside her clear eyes. “Haven’t had the good stuff in a long time. Where’d you find it?”

      He told her about his trip to Creston and chasing down the accountant. She grimaced as he painted the picture of James’ hand lying beside the skate sharpener. When he got to the part with the Trackers, she tensed, taking another pull from the whiskey bottle.

      “You have to be shitting me,” she said. If there was one thing he could expect from Kate, she spoke her mind.

      “Not at all. Killed him outright,” Dex said.

      “What kind of stuff was he into? Was he one of the terrorists?” Kate almost spat as she said the word.

      Dex shook his head. “Don’t think so.” There was no way he was telling another soul about his conversation with Trent James, especially not a Hunter, and doubly so Kate. She was a fanatic. She loved being a Hunter. Dex knew she relished the fact that the Overseers had come. He hadn’t pieced much of her past out of her, but she was at least a couple years his junior. How she became so jaded at such a young age before the incursion was beyond him.

      “Dex,” she placed her hand on his, and he felt the roughness to them as she rubbed the back of his hand, “promise me something.”

      “What?” Dex asked, taking a shot from the bottle. It burned a little going down. He put the whiskey on the table, finding he didn’t have the stomach or head for it anymore. He thought about tossing the case away along with the old cigarettes, but he knew he wouldn’t.

      “We have to stick together. If something is coming down the pipeline that’s going to mess with the Hunters, we have to work as a team. You, me…”

      “The others?” he asked, implying the other Hunters.

      She didn’t answer, and he knew what she was suggesting. It wasn’t the first time she had brought up the idea of the two of them hunting as a team. It was done by a few couples out there, but even though he’d given in to her blatant advances on a few occasions, for him, it was nothing more than blowing off steam.

      He decided not to rock the boat. “Of course. I promise,” he lied.

      This seemed to calm her, and they stayed there, talking about her latest hunt, which it turned out was for a teenage girl escaping one of the facilities. Dex cringed and didn’t ask if she went back alive or dead. He didn’t want to know.

      “Did you hear something” Kate asked, her gaze flicking to the door.

      “Dex! Kate!” Cleveland’s voice boomed from outside the door before he banged on it.

      Dex hopped up and opened it. “Big job came in. They want everyone in the quadrant anyway,” Cleveland said.

      This surprised Dex. He’d heard of some larger Hunts, but everyone sitting idle would be at least eight Hunters. “What the hell has them so riled up?” Dex asked.

      “Not sure,” the boss said, and Dex looked over the big man’s shoulders to see Clark, another Hunter, jump into his Hummer, spin gravel toward the motel, and take off to the west.

      “Who’s the target?” Kate asked.

      “Two of them.” Cleveland pulled out two files and handed them each one. “I’ve sent the details to your tablets too. There’s a prize in this for the winner. Whoever nabs one gets a month off. Nab ‘em both and you get three.”

      Three months off. Dex could finally take that time to recharge he’d been wanting. He’d go hide somewhere quiet, out of sight from prying eyes. He could already feel the constant cloud of oppression lifting from his mind.

      “Done.” He took the file and flipped it open. The first file showed a kid. His age was pegged at twenty-five, but he didn’t look a day over twenty. He was hollow-cheeked, piercing blue eyes showed some spark behind them. “Alec from a Detroit factory? Why do they care so much about this kid?”

      Kate was looking over his shoulder, and she flipped the page. “Patricia Bond. Why does that name sound familiar?” The woman was black, strong-looking. Stronger than a gruel-fed worker should be. This had Dex wondering a few things about her. His finger ran down the page.

      There it was. She was a suspected terrorist. At least she was now. Otherwise, her records were clean. She’d moved around to a few different work sites. Farming, food preparation, and lastly the weapons factories in a few states. She must have been good at doing her job to get shifted so much. If she was instigating trouble, they would have just killed her.

      It made Dex think. Trent James had said he could control where supplies went; scheduling goods, logistics, and likely even people. If the terrorists had access to his software, they’d be able to have their people moved around as needed. He swallowed hard and knew this was information he needed to keep in his back pocket.

      “Why are you so quiet?” Kate asked. Dex glanced away, trying to not appear guilty.

      “I’m reading the files. Nothing special here. I don’t see this being too tough,” he said.

      Cleveland was walking away, and Dex held the door open, seeing the sun begin its descent into the west. “Only one problem,” his boss said.

      “What?” Kate called after him.

      “Neither of their IDs are working. Seekers have been sent out. At least ten. Better hurry if either of you want a piece of the Hunt.” Cleveland let out a low laugh and sauntered to the motel office, leaving Dex and Kate standing in his room’s doorway.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked.

      “Probably not,” Dex replied.

      “Come on. We split this job. Work together. Let’s call it a practice run,” she urged, and he could almost smell the desperation rise from her skin. His story about the Trackers going rogue had rattled the normally hard woman, but Dex couldn’t do it.

      “Not yet. We can stay in contact, though,” Dex said as he slipped his black leather jacket over his t-shirt. He jammed the Glock into its holster and grabbed his car keys. “May the best man win.” He knew that would ruffle her feathers.

      Instead of the expected barb back, she slowly nodded and looked northeast, to where Detroit lay five hundred miles away.

      Dex waited for her to leave, taking off on the highway to the east toward the city. His car rumbled to life. He’d never grow tired of that sound. With a flipped-down visor, he sped out of the parking lot, heading into the setting sun.
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      Alec thought they might hide out for a day or two in the basement of the old farmhouse, but Monet told him the enemy would be searching hot and heavy, saturating the area as soon as they found out there were two Roamers, three if Crash had escaped.

      It was late evening by the time they reached a small town, and Alec’s legs were burning fiercely. He was used to being on his feet all day, but the perpetual motion was numbing his thighs and calves.

      He tugged on his t-shirt and glanced down at the pair of pants Monet had called jeans. He’d seen them in one of his old magazines, but he’d never expected to wear a pair. It was the first time he hadn’t worn a jumpsuit or uniform in his life, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about the attire quite yet.

      The pack he carried was digging into his shoulders and was heavy with food and water. None of this appeared to be bothering Monet in the least. He could tell she was slowing to let him keep up, and she was doing a good job of biting her tongue about it too. Alec assumed the attitude wouldn’t last forever. He tried to move faster, for her sake.

      “How much farther?” he asked.

      “Only about twelve hundred miles,” she said without the hint of a joke behind it.

      Twelve hundred miles. It may as well have been twelve thousand.

      They walked along the tree line on a secondary road, staying away from open ground and the main interstate. Monet seemed to know what she was doing, and Alec was more than happy to let her take the lead. He had no idea where they were heading.

      “Don’t worry. We’re going to get a lift for part of the way,” she told him.

      “A lift?” he asked.

      “There’s a supply warehouse between here and Chicago. Not a big one, but it connects to the Sixty-Five and acts as a hub.” So much of what she said was foreign to him, but he was getting used to that.

      “We sneak onto a truck?” he asked.

      “There you go. Now you’re picking it up.”

      “How far away is the warehouse?” he asked, hoping for a promising reply.

      “It’ll take us a couple days to get there, but I have a plan. We stashed a bike along this way for such an occasion. It’s been sitting idle for a few years, but I’ll make it run,” she said with confidence.

      “Good. That’ll get us there faster?” He scanned the clear blue evening sky and saw no sign of any Seekers.

      She nodded and continued in silence. It was several more hours before she let them stop, heading down a long gravel driveway to another house. This one had fallen into decay, and the house wasn’t useable.

      “We’ll sleep in the barn,” she said, and Alec helped her open the large wooden door. Amazingly, it was less rotten than the house had been, and Alec saw bones piled in the edge of the barn from a long dead animal.

      He climbed the old steps into the barn’s loft and pushed open what Monet had called the hay loft’s door. He sat there, watching as the sun lowered beyond the plush trees at the other end of the overgrown fields.

      He breathed deeply and leaned back as the scents of summer coursed through him. He wished that Beth were there with him to experience it.

      Monet stood there with her arms crossed, and she cleared her throat. “You’re reminding me of things I’d all but forgotten,” she told him.

      “How do you mean?” he asked.

      “Sunsets. The smell of nature. I take so much for granted, and I don’t notice it at all. I’ve been so single-minded, it’s sickening.” Monet came to sit beside him, feet dangling out through the open window.

      “What’s the focus?”

      “Them. Killing them. Taking it all back. That’s the sole focus, Alec. It’s the only way. I’m tired of having to hide in the shadows. It’s almost time.” She was staring into the distance, the sun settled beyond the tree line.

      “Time for what?” Alec asked, thinking he knew the answer.

      “Time to fight.”

      He didn’t press her. Instead, they remained in silence for a while before unrolling sleeping bags from their packs. They stayed close to one another, and Alec realized he’d never slept in the same room as anyone else since he was a little boy. Back then, they’d shared large rooms, with ten kids occupying each space. Five bunk beds. Now it was strange as he listened to Monet’s breathing turn deeper and into a light snore as he stared at the barn’s vaulted ceiling in the near dark.

      Eventually, he fell asleep and dreamed of Beth dying, of the alien pressing so close to him, he could smell its musk, and of his newfound freedom, which in many ways was more frightening than his captivity.

      He awoke to a gentle shake of his shoulders. His eyes darted open to see a smiling Monet crouching at his side. “Rise and shine. We’ll have a bite and get moving. We have a big day ahead of us,” she said.

      Alec rolled out of his bed, every muscle in his body protesting the movements. He’d thought he was in okay shape before, but now he knew better. Monet didn’t look any worse for the wear, and he decided to keep his complaints to himself.

      Two hours later, they’d made at least six miles according to his companion, and his muscles were loosening up again. The sun was finally coming up, when he heard the familiar whirring sound of the Seeker drone. At first, he thought it was a mosquito in his ear, like the hundreds of others so far that morning. Their trudging through the deep brush was activating the swarms of the bugs, and Alec had angry red welts on his arms where he’d been bitten.

      Monet grabbed his arm and tugged him into the trees. She had a rifle in her hand faster than Alec could believe, and was aiming it upwards as they stood motionless, backs pressed against a thick tree trunk. Bark dug in between his shoulder blades, but he didn’t move. Alec had hidden from them before, but this time, he was almost frozen in place with fear.

      He spotted the Seeker as the glint of the sun’s rays cascaded off its shiny body. He glanced to Monet, who was taking slow, methodical breaths beside him. She was focused, and it helped him calm down.

      The Seeker rose higher, and the sound softened as it left their vicinity.

      “That was close,” Alec said, and she clamped a hand over his mouth, fear in her wide eyes. Their faces were inches apart, and she let go, lifting a finger to her mouth. He got her point.

      The whine of the drone grew louder again, and it hovered twenty yards away. Monet crouched, and Alec joined her. After several anxiety-filled minutes, it lifted and moved away. They remained still for another five minutes, until Monet finally spoke.

      “They’re getting smarter. It was trying to trick us,” she said. Alec wasn’t sure if the robots were that intelligent, but he wasn’t about to argue with the woman. “Let’s keep moving.”

      It was hours later, two snacks, one meal, and at least ten more mosquito bites before Monet led them toward a shack two rural roads north off the main drag.

      “This should be it,” she said.

      The long grass bent over in supplication to the increasing wind as dark clouds blew in behind them. Alec could smell the difference in the air as the sky grew black, and the sun went into hiding. He saw a figure in a field, and he was startled, worried it was one of the Overseers watching intently.

      “Is that one of them?” he asked, pointing at it.

      Monet’s mood was growing foul, but she laughed at him. “That’s a scarecrow,” she said, as if that was supposed to explain anything. If she wasn’t worried about it, neither was he. “It’s in here.” She led him behind another house, this one far larger than the first few they had visited.

      “How do you know all of this?” he asked her.

      “They make us study. A lot. If you’re an agent on the road, you have to know where to acquire food, weapons, transportation. I wish we could just hop in a car and be done with it, but it’s not quite that easy. Once we enter Iowa, we should have an easier time. There isn’t much of the Occupation between Chicago and Las Vegas.” Monet grabbed the lock on the storage shed behind the house and thumbed a series of numbers into it.

      Alec heard it snap open, and she passed the lock to him as she opened the door to reveal an unfamiliar contraption.

      “Not the most stylish way to transport ourselves around, but who’s judging? This is an electric moped. It’s basically a bicycle with a motor on it for cruising. It’s going to be hell to carry both of us, but it’s all we have.” She pulled out a square box and set it on the ground before unfolding some panels. “These are solar panels to charge the motor. It’ll get us where we’re going, but we’ll have to wait until tomorrow before we can leave.”

      Alec stepped into the storage shed and set his hand on the strange two-wheeled device. He’d seen similar things lying in the streets back home. “This is a bike?”

      “Sort of. I always forget how little they teach you guys about being human.” Her eyes met his, and they revealed a profound sadness.

      “I read a few books. Tom stashed some outside the facility for me and taught me how to read,” Alec said.

      “I’m impressed. He sure took a shine to you.” Monet fiddled with the connections, and when she seemed satisfied, she grabbed his hand and pulled him away from the shed. “It’s going to rain, and I’d rather not get soaked. Let’s see what’s inside.”

      “Is there another of those secret rooms here?” Alec asked.

      “Unfortunately not. They spread things out better than that. But we might find shelter. The roof looks sturdier than most we’ve passed.”

      She was right. Monet pressed the door open and listened before stepping in. “What are you worried about finding?”

      “Anything. People. Animals.” Monet gripped a hand-held gun and aimed it forward as she passed through the front door.

      “Why are you scared of people?” he asked before remembering almost all of his torment had come from the hands of other humans, not the Overseers. “Never mind. Stupid question.”

      “Wait here,” she said, and left Alec in the big house’s entrance. Several minutes passed before she returned, smiling. “This is better than I thought. Come on.”

      He followed her into a kitchen, and other than some dust, it was immaculate.

      “How has it been preserved so well?” he asked, but she shook her head without answering.

      She grabbed a rag from inside a cupboard, poured some water from a bottle on it, and threw it to Alec. “Wash that.” She pointed at a heavy-looking wooden table. He wiped it clean and ran a finger across its surface.

      “Do you ever wonder what it used to be like, Alec?” she asked.

      He couldn’t deny it. “I do. All the time. But I have such distorted information to base it on. What was it like for you?” he asked, getting an eye roll in return.

      “I’m not so much older than you are. I was seven when it all happened. A little black girl growing up in a small town north of Portland. My life consisted of school, which I loved, church, playing dolls with my big sister, and watching cartoons. I don’t think anyone was ready for the drastic change. I know I wasn’t.”

      Alec had never heard someone talk so openly about their previous life. He was teeming with questions. “Where’s Portland? What happened to your family?” he asked, instantly regretting the second query.

      “Portland, Oregon, not Maine, which means it’s on the West Coast. It was beautiful. I’d like to go back sometime,” she said. “As for my family, I guess they ended up like everyone else. Dead or taken to a worksite somewhere.”

      “You’ve never seen them again?”

      “Never. Probably for the best if they didn’t make it. Their hearts were too full of love to live in this new world.”

      “And you?”

      “I used to be sweet and innocent. That disappears pretty quickly, doesn’t it?” she asked, and he didn’t know how to answer. She must have noticed his hesitation “Someone lived here long ago. They had hopes and dreams, love, debt, fears, desires. Now it’s empty and unused, like so much of our country. There’s no getting that back, not until we rid ourselves of the Overseers. They call us Vermin, you know.”

      Alec didn’t know that but wasn’t surprised by the vernacular.

      “Not for long, my new friend. Not for long.” Monet had a distant look in her eyes, and for the first time, Alec wondered if she was all there. He’d seen a lot of people go insane over the years, and eventually, they each did something against the rules and were never heard of again. She had the glint of fanaticism in her eyes momentarily, then it was gone, replaced by a kind smile. “Enough about that. Tonight, we can live like we used to. We’ll make a meal, play cards at the table like friends. How does that sound?”

      It sounded great to him, and he told her so. “I’ve never played cards. I’ve heard the guards talk about a game called poker.”

      “Then you shall learn to play poker. I hope you brought a lot of money.” She laughed.

      “I have some cans of food.” He grinned at her.

      “You’re going to want to hold on to those. Never gamble with anything you’re not prepared to lose. Life advice one,” she said.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to have a lot of advice for me along this trip,” he said. For the first time in forever, his shoulders relaxed, and he wasn’t on the constant lookout. It felt good, like he was safe with Monet around him.

      They ate, played several hours of poker, Alec getting beat nearly every hand, before finding areas to sleep on the living room floor. It was the best night Alec ever had. He knew they had a long road ahead, but he’d hold on to this memory for the tough times.
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      She walked nonstop. Lina didn’t care about driving rain, she didn’t care about her clothes and pack getting soaked through, nor that her clothes chafed and rubbed painfully. She didn’t even care when she fell, grazing her hand so badly that the blood ran, rain-diluted, to drip from her fingertips. She kept going, kept putting one lead-weighted foot in front of the other and walked on until her limbs threatened abandonment. She paused, hearing some far-off noise like laughter, and feeling confused.

      Her mind must have been playing tricks on her, misinterpreting the trickling of the heavy rainfall into the noise of a person to raise her spirits only for them to be crushed down deeper when she found out she was totally alone.

      Only she wasn’t. She couldn’t be. The sound returned, ahead and up the small bluff of a rocky lump in the gloomy distance. Something in her mind triggered again, telling her that the hill was high ground, and that high ground meant a degree of safety against the things that were dangerous to her. People had always been her safety; hunters and builders and fishermen her protectors and providers who, in turn, she fixed whenever they were injured or fell sick.

      She had to look after herself now; to hunt and build and fish for herself in addition to tending to her own injuries and illnesses. If the last days of walking were anything to gauge her future on, she would be alone until her luck finally ran out.

      Shivering, she forced her heavy feet to move again. Placing the first footfall on the start of the rocky slope, she began to climb, the wet dust turned to a cloying mud, causing her to slip and stumble.

      About halfway up, filthy and mostly a light gray covering her entire front from the sludge, she landed hard on her knee, prompting a cry of pain. She bit back a shout when she heard something and lifted her head to look around, certain she was being watched.

      Sudden and unwelcome memories of the flying silver bugs raced around her mind as they mixed and mingled with the memory of the coyotes snarling when she felt trapped in the diner. Her eyes scanned the surroundings, desperately searching for the source of her unexplained discomfort, only to see nothing beyond twenty feet in either direction.

      “Up here,” said a hesitant voice. Unsure if she had imagined it, she raised her head to blink rainwater out of her eyes. She tried to focus on the shape of a person standing another fifteen feet above her on the edge of the summit. She began crawling again, with no idea if she was heading for salvation or incarceration. The figure morphed to become a half-dressed young man of about her own age who wore a look of confusion that she guessed she probably mirrored on her own.

      He bent over to grasp her hand as she reached the top. The fingers twitched once as she stared at them, beckoning her to come on, to be safe and get dry.

      Devoid of enough energy to be suspicious any longer, she reached out, clasping the hand that radiated a heat, which almost burned through her as the grip strengthened and she felt herself, in spite of the soaked clothing adding to her bodyweight significantly, hauled to her feet to reach the solid ground.

      Lina turned to face the person she hoped was her rescuer, seeing the sharp lines of a young man who, under vastly different circumstances, she would find good-looking. Her mouth opened to say something, anything, to convey her thanks. Her gratitude. Her relief.

      Nothing came out. No words could be formed in the fog of her brain Exhausted from the days spent on the run, from the mess she had made of herself trying to survive, she collapsed into him.
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        * * *

      

      Lina’s eyes opened, but her body lay still, like some primal instinct to remain totally unmoving in the presence of a predator. She didn’t know if she was in the presence of someone dangerous, only the certain knowledge that anyone surviving out in the wild was either dangerous in their own right or else with them.

      She blinked to try and focus on the low light in the room she found herself in. Her gaze took in the flickering orange shapes dancing on the walls as a fire burned in the corner of the room. She could smell wood smoke from the fire and something else. Food? Meat? Damp clothes? Her ears told her very little until the sound of a throat being cleared from behind her made her flip over.

      She saw the young man again, panicking as his eyes shot wide and he rapidly turned his back to her and began to mutter noises of embarrassed apology. She felt the cool air on her bare skin as she spilled out of the nest of coats and blankets she was under. She gasped as she peered down, seeing her dimpled copper skin covered only by her underwear.

      “My clothes,” she gasped, shooting a look at the young man full of accusation and shock, which was entirely wasted against his back. “Where the hell are my clothes?”

      “They’re…” he stammered, stopping as though he wasn’t sure of his words. “They’re hanging by the fire,” he said finally, sounding as awkward as she felt.

      “Get out,” she snapped, repeating the order in a voice made shriller by fear and confusion when he didn’t respond fast enough. “Out!”

      He fled, a scrape of boot on stone signaling his departure as she clutched a rough spun blanket around her and ignored the itching it tortured her with.

      Lina ignored the dampness of the stiff clothes, which had dried hard in places where the flames had done their job. She pulled her new pants on, but abandoned the top as it was still wet on the back and made her shiver.

      She retrieved a thick, padded coat from the pile she had slept under and wrapped it almost twice around her thin frame, as it was far too big for her. Holding it tight to her body, she stuffed her bare feet into her damp boots without bothering to lace them up. Looking around, she saw her pack and shotgun resting against a wall, electing to pick up the gun, as it would make her feel more able to hold a safe conversation with whoever this man was.

      She stepped outside, her nose filling with the fresh, warm scent of a thirsty landscape so soon after a downpour gratefully received. She saw him standing on the far side of small courtyard and looking in her direction but with his eyes cast slightly downwards as though he couldn’t look directly at her. She stalked straight towards him, faltering only when a growl came from an open doorway to her left. She staggered, struggling to raise the shotgun and point it in the direction of the noise to hold it awkwardly.

      “No!” he cried, running towards her with his hands raised. He stopped close to her, keeping his distance but also maintaining an occasional wary glance over his shoulder at the doorway and the source of the growling. “Please don’t,” he said simply.

      Lina was confused. Starving. Utterly bewildered by what had happened in the last few hours alone.

      “Please don’t,” he said again, softer this time.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, the faint sound of a sob edging her words. “What is this place? What’s… what’s in there?” She raised the barrel of the shotgun to point it at the storeroom.

      “I’m Cole,” he told her, his voice pleading. “This is my temporary home… and that’s… a coyote.”

      She had so many questions. She looked at him and saw that he was not quite the person she had first thought. He was younger, not much older than her.

      “You need food,” he said, gesturing for her to go inside. She obliged and entered the doorway.

      Lina’s eyes took in the boy sitting opposite her and focused on another weapon within an arm’s reach of him. He held both hands up in a placatory gesture, reaching slowly for a bottle of clean plastic with clear water inside.

      He held it out for her, his hand shaking slightly as she reached out cautiously to take it from his gentle grasp. He withdrew, reaching to his side away from the gun and coming towards her with a wire tray containing strips of what appeared to be dried meat. She hesitated, then almost snatched the tray from him and began tearing at the meat hungrily.

      “Go slow,” he said. His words sounded awkward somehow; stilted, as though he was out of practice at talking. To another person, at least. He held out a small, rough container with a lumpy, purple paste inside. She stopped chewing to stare at the bowl, then at him.

      “Juniper berries,” he told her. “It’ll make the turkey sweeter.” She said nothing, instead scooping out a portion of the berry mush with a chunk of meat and stuffing it into her mouth along with the mouthful she hadn’t yet swallowed.

      “What’s your name?” Cole asked softly.

      “Lina,” she said, looking at his arms. “Are you… are you one of them?” In answer, Cole held up both hands and turned them around to show no indication of markings. She stopped chewing. She’d heard talk in her village of other people who hadn’t fallen under the control of the aliens who’d overturned their planet so long ago, before either of them had been born.

      “I’m no one. Just a guy… out here by myself,” Cole told her.

      “It’s good to meet you, Cole,” she said before automatically adding an instinctive “yá’át’ééh.” His forehead wrinkled, changing the shape of his face completely until she explained.

      “It means hello. It’s the way my people greet each other in our old language,” she told him, her face falling as she realized that, of her people, she might be the last.

      “Oh,” Cole answered, eyes still not meeting hers, “hello.”

      “Where are you from?” she asked as they sat around the low burning fire eating strips of turkey breast. Both had dressed in dry clothes at least, even though the heat outside was fierce enough to dry everything that had become soaked in the massive storm.

      “From?”

      “Yeah, I mean who are your people? Where do you live?”

      Cole frowned, making Lina think he was either struggling to understand her or else was what her mother had called “slow.”

      “My people are called the Navajo,” she explained with a proud hand on her chest, feeling her throat constrict at the mention of her people. She carried on before reality caught up with her too much. “We live,” she said slowly as she pointed far to the south, “beyond the hills in a valley.” She watched him looking in the direction of her hand, not at where she pointed but at her actual hand, and sighed to herself.

      “At least we did,” she said quietly, talking to herself in a rapid murmur that she was sure he wouldn’t understand because there was clearly something wrong with him. “but then the hovercraft came, and they dropped firebombs. Then we ran, and almost everyone was caught except me, but then they had to send their flying machine bugs after us, then I was on my own and I was chased by animals and then I end up with someone who doesn’t understand what I’m saying…” She choked up, tears threatening to come.

      “I’m not from anywhere,” Cole said, his unexpected clarity causing her to stop. He sounded hesitant, but he had a strong voice and a kind of sad maturity to it that made her listen intently. “I’ve always been moving from place to place. Sometimes we would stay somewhere for a while if it was safe, and a few times when I was younger, we lived with other people for a long time until we had to leave, but I don’t think I ever stayed in one spot long enough to be from anywhere.”

      She said nothing, only stared at him and willed him to carry on. She listened carefully as he told her about the small commune he remembered from when he was a boy, how a woman there had taught him how to cook and enhance the flavor of the food they caught. He told her how she had smiled at him and said that eating food was a chore, “but if you learned to enjoy the food you ate,” he said as he mimicked the woman Lina would never meet, “then it makes you full in here.” He moved his hand from his flat stomach to his chest, indicating that his heart and feelings were made whole by eating.

      Lina understood, but she lacked the words to agree with him and didn’t want to break the spell of the story he was weaving.

      “We left that place,” Cole said. “I can’t remember why, but I remember we had to do it quietly at night and I had to carry a lot of heavy stuff. We spent a few years on our own after that, traveling north to where the snow was deep but staying away from the sea because they always took over the cities on the coast.

      “You’ve seen the sea?” Lina asked with a gasp. Cole nodded.

      “Both sides of it,” he said, “and both sides are as dangerous as the other.”

      “You say we a lot,” she asked softly. “Are you not alone up here?” Cole said nothing, sniffing in through his nose and looking away as he used a stick with once charred end to poke at the small fire.

      “No,” he finally answered in a whisper. “I’ve been by myself for three summers now.”

      A twanging noise in the distance caught their attention at once as both snapped their heads towards the open door nearby. Lina scrambled to pick up the shotgun, but Cole waved her aside.

      “It’s okay,” he told her. “That was one of my snare traps. Come on.” He picked up his own gun and pack, making her do the same. “Never go anywhere that you can’t run from,” he said, “and never leave anything you’ll need to go back for,” sounding as though the words belonged to someone else and he was just holding on to them.

      She followed him across the damp square outside as only patches of it had returned to dry dust in the day’s sunshine. He slid over a low wall beside a gap they could easily fit through and he pointed to the gap in warning. She saw the glint of thin wire before she was on top of it, following where he’d gone to avoid the dangerous obstacle. Both of them crossed the hill, not crouching low or moving like they were in any kind of danger, and her eyes were drawn to the desperate, shaking movement in a small tree ahead of them.

      A rabbit, all long legs and nervous tension, thrashed as it tried to run in midair, only tightening the noose around its neck.

      “I set this trap for the turkeys, but I won’t say no to a bit of rabbit.” As if suddenly remembering he had company, he turned to the young woman and smiled nervously.

      “You, err, you like rabbit?” he asked her.

      “I do,” she said, “and I have some apples we can cook up with it in my pack.”
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        * * *

      

      Lina was accustomed to eating three or four times a day at set intervals. She rose and had breakfast, she ate a meal around the middle of the day, another when the sun set surrounded by family and friends, then a small meal before bed.

      The rabbit, meager as it was, would never fill both of them up, but they planned to add some applesauce to it. He carried it up the hill by the hind legs, its long ears flopping with each step he took. He dropped the carcass on a wooden table and drew a knife, but she stopped him.

      “May I?” she asked, holding out a hand for the blade. Curious, he handed it to her and stepped aside to watch. She muttered some words under her breath, which he almost heard but didn’t understand. She placed her hand on her chest as she spoke, then on the chest of the dead rabbit, then again to her chest until she stopped murmuring and opened her eyes.

      He stoked the fire, bringing up the flames with more dried wood to cook the little beast on a spit he was hastily fashioning. She skinned and cleaned the rabbit and wiped her bloody hands on a rag before rummaging in her bag for the apples, which she started to chop into chunks, adding a couple of green leaves to the pot. Cole added the meat to a spit, the meat crackling over the flames, and soon the smell of roasting rabbit filled the room.

      “Put it straight in the pot,” she said gently, unsure if she was overstepping or if either of them was planning on taking charge of the meal overall. He said nothing, simply took the meat off the spit, and handed it to her, as unsure as she’d been. She chopped it up into smaller portions, leaving the bones untouched. Cole removed the neck, adding the pelt and the head to the bowl with the guts before taking it outside and disappearing. Lina craned her neck around the open door to see him approaching the storeroom and sliding the bowl far inside without stepping foot in there.
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      His gut told him the two Roamers had left together. It used to happen far more often. A couple of people would grow attached at a worksite, factory, field, wherever, and make a vow to leave together. Judging by the bios, he wasn’t sure that was the case this time, but he couldn’t confirm it. All he did know was the odds were that they headed west, not east.

      Most people avoided hitting the Atlantic because there was nowhere to go or hide along the coast. With the heavy population of Boston, New York, and Washington, there were far more Overseers, so Dex took the long way around and traveled north before turning east through Springfield. He had to detour around the city because it was a wasteland, essentially a crater in the Earth for miles and miles.

      They’d decimated a lot of the country, but there seemed to be no rhyme or reason behind their actions. Dex didn’t presume to understand the minds of the Overseers. They were as unfathomable to him as he would be to a whale in the ocean.

      It had been a long day even before he wound his way through the busier roads, where cars, trucks, vans, and motorbikes cluttered the highways. There was a time when the Hunters tried to band together to clear off major roadways, but there weren’t enough of them to pull it off, and the aliens didn’t seem to give a crap about the Hunters’ ability to drive on the streets. Why should they care? They had spaceships and hovercars to get around.

      To them, humans’ vehicles were another useless tool, like a monkey using a rock to beat open a nut. It was unnerving. Dex hated being near the Overseers. Their yellow eyes, the casual saunter they had walking around unarmored, often unarmed. They had every expectation they were the superior beings, and it rubbed Dex up the wrong way.

      “Just get the targets before anyone else. Take your three months off and figure it out later,” he told himself. Still, he’d been feeling on edge since his encounter with Trent James. If that guy had given up his cushy gig based on morals, what was Dex doing? Was there any way to stop the Overseers? What was in the locker at the University of Nebraska?

      “Stop it!” he shouted to himself and rolled down the window, letting warm summer air penetrate the inside of his car. He flicked the stereo on and cranked up the song, singing along as he cruised a solid thirty miles an hour along the rough road. “Whole lotta love!” he shouted in key with the lead singer. A mile or two later, he slowed, lifting his foot off the pedal as he saw the road torn apart in front of him. Green foliage grew through it, pushing concrete chunks to the side. A tree had sprouted in the middle of the road.

      Dex stopped the car, leaving it running, and he stepped out. “Crap.” He pulled his pack of smokes from his pocket and put one in his mouth, fumbling in his pocket for matches. He found an older book, and after two tries, a flame sputtered, giving him enough spark to light the stick.

      He was about twenty miles from the next major intersection, and he didn’t want to backtrack, not this late in the day. Dex considered staying here, opening a bottle of whiskey, and rocking out to his favorite band before camping out, but he decided not to. The ditch was too steep, and there were several cars blocking the only flat way through; each of them covered in rust, with long ago flattened tires.

      He backed up and turned around, waiting for the next side road to hit and head north again. He didn’t know where the Roamers were going, but this was going to be a difficult hunt. Dex knew he had to catch them before the others did.

      The sky was fully black by the time he crossed the Indiana state lines. An old faded blue sign remained, and he slowed to read the slogan. “Indiana. Crossroads of America,” he muttered. The saying felt prophetic, like it was a physical sign for his own life. His own existence was at a crossroads, and he didn’t know which way to turn.

      “Then don’t turn,” he told himself. “Keep driving straight.”

      The moon was high in the sky when he neared Lafayette. He’d been everywhere, and this city was as idyllic as they came for middle America. It remained in one piece, undamaged by the incursion or the brief retaliation that humans had mustered up before being cowed into slavery. There was no Occupation nearby, at least not for fifty miles or so, but he knew there were Seekers in the area. He imagined if he turned the car off and stood outside for long enough, he’d hear the whine of the drones overhead.

      He decided to stop for the night and think through his path for tomorrow. There was a place he’d stayed once a few years ago, and he always promised himself he’d return if he was in the area.

      “You’re in the area now, Dex.” He pressed the stereo off and cruised toward his destination. He turned off the freeway and headed into the country club estates. The houses were massive, grand palatial mansions for the elite and wealthy. Many of them backed onto the private golf course, and he pulled up to one with a rusted old Mercedes parked in the driveway.

      So many nice cars and houses all gone to hell. Even if there was a way to get their world back, they’d have to start from scratch. Humanity had been through so much, Dex wasn’t sure it would ever be able to recover.

      He hopped out and pulled his pack from the backseat. He took the files with him and headed for the house’s entrance. It was the same home he’d hidden out in a few years ago, and he’d cleaned it up to feel like it was his own little oasis.

      He entered, saw the familiar setup, and smiled. Tonight, he’d sleep on a king-sized bed. He set the bag on the oak floors and headed upstairs, his gun pulled. There was even more water damage than the last time he’d been there, but the master bedroom was on the main level, and when he checked it, the room was clear and clean, free from mold.

      Exhaustion ran through his body, but he headed out to the deck anyway, which was made of composite wood. Only someone really rich could afford a deck of this size made from the material, and it held up still, even after all those hard years of rain and snow. The moon lit the golf course beyond, and it was a wild patch of greenery now. He imagined playing golf on it now and laughed. When was the last time anyone had played?

      He lit up a smoke and sat in a cedar Adirondack chair after testing its strength. The end of the cigarette burned hotly with each inhale, and he closed his eyes, hearing crickets chirping their mating song in the night. So much of Earth had continued.

      “Lucky bastards,” he muttered, and tossed the butt to the empty pool beyond the deck.

      He was about to head inside when he heard car doors being shut. Had one of the Hunters followed him there?

      Dex came alert in an instant, his tiredness pushed away for the moment, and gripped his Glock in his right hand. He slid off the chair and kept silent as voices carried over to him. One male, one female.

      He walked along the edge of the deck and climbed off to the thick brush on the ground, making his way around the house. Dex stopped and peered around the corner of the stone façade exterior toward the driveway. There was a man inside a rusted-out car. The engine rumbled and clanged loudly.

      Dex stayed low and walked around the neighbor’s hedges, which were huge and unruly. He saw the man and woman at the front door. She held a pistol and the guy a shotgun. They definitely weren’t Hunters, at least not his type.

      They must have heard his car and decided to investigate. He saw it now. The woman was missing her left hand. The man had a handkerchief wrapped on his wrist. Self-surgery. These were Roamers. Part of him wanted to grab his car and take off, leaving them behind, but it was his job to bring people like this in. Plus, his stuff was inside, and he wasn’t leaving without his pack.

      He snuck up behind the running car where the driver’s window was open. He raised his gun, stepping up to the man, pointing his gun directly at his head. “Turn it off.”

      The man was older, at least sixty, so skinny his eyes looked like they were about to explode. “What the…”

      “I said turn the damn car off!” Dex said through clenched teeth.

      Instead of listening, the man reached across to the passenger seat and grabbed something while pushing on the horn with a stump. It blared and Dex pulled the trigger. The driver didn’t stand a chance. Dex stepped away from the gore and shuddered. The other two would be coming. He rushed toward the house and stood with his back against the garage door where they couldn’t see him from inside.

      “What are you honking about?” the man’s voice asked, and Dex heard his boots stomping down the front steps. He passed by Dex’s hiding spot, his shotgun coming to chest level when he saw his slumped over friend.

      Dex considered trying to convince the man to drop it, but after the driver’s reaction, he doubted it would work. These people were desperate. They’d kill him in a heartbeat, and he wasn’t about to be executed by the likes of them. He lifted the Glock, aimed, and pulled the trigger. One shot to the back of the man’s head, and he crumpled, his shotgun clattered to the driveway.

      “Baby! What…” the woman’s voice cried now, and he heard two gunshots come from the front door. He wasn’t sure who she was shooting at, but her target appeared to be a birch tree.

      Dex closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He told himself there was no choice, but as he looked at the two dead bodies, guilt racked through him. This was their world. Humans killing humans. The damned Overseers didn’t even have to do anything.

      He didn’t want to play the game any longer. “Put the weapon down and you can leave alive!” he shouted.

      The gunfire ceased, and the woman whimpered something.

      “Put it down, throw it where I can see it!” he shouted. Seconds later, the pistol clanged to the ground ten yards from him on the driveway.

      “I’m coming out!” she said. “Just let me leave!”

      “Arms up!” Dex stepped away from the garage doors and pointed the gun toward the door. The woman must have had a second gun, and she pulled the trigger before both his feet were planted. He saw the look of malice and hatred spread across her pale face as she snarled and fired again, hitting him in the arm. He braced himself and shot. The bullet struck the woman in the chest, and he fired again, this time hitting her in the neck. She fell to the ground in a heap, and Dex stumbled, patting himself in the stomach and chest.

      He scanned around, making sure there were no more than the three of them, and gathered all the weapons. His arm was bleeding, and aching, but it was bearable. A quick search through the car found a few more weapons, some food and water, and gasoline. He took everything, curious where they had found useable gas, and headed inside to survey the damage.

      “You really gotta be more careful, Dex,” he told himself as he pulled his leather jacket off. The bullet had torn right through his upper arm, and he was grateful to see the exit wound. It still hurt like hell. He pulled out his first aid kit and got to work. A matter of minutes and a drink from a whiskey bottle later, he was feeling a little better about his situation.

      He couldn’t stay there. If those Roamers had friends, they might be expecting them to return. Dex wasn’t going to be there when the reinforcements arrived. He gathered all his things, and with a quick glance to the king-sized bed, he left the house.

      Dex avoided looking at the dead bodies, slid into his car, and drove away, the exhaustion all but forgotten.
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      The wind blew as they raced down the side road. They were wearing beige clothing to hide against the gravel, and Alec was surprised by how quiet the electric bike was. Monet sat on the seat, and he stood on pegs jutting from the rear frame, each of them carrying packs of supplies.

      They were making good time, but Alec couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched from above. Still, he couldn’t see any signs of Seekers.

      “How much farther?” he asked as the sun rose in the sky.

      Monet craned her neck to the side. “Not far,” she answered, and she was right. Ten minutes later, she cut into a ditch, hugging the tree line as expertly as the bike allowed, and stopped short of an intersection before getting off.

      They’d passed numerous small towns and cities over the last couple days, and now they came faster as the bike rolled along. Monet told him they’d need to charge it soon. Apparently, the electric bike wasn’t the most efficient way to cross long distances, and they decided to stop as they hit the next town.

      The lake came into view as they entered the town limits atop an elevated spot on the highway, and they kept moving. Monet cut the motor and the gentle hum ceased, while she started to pedal the bike. They passed a large correctional facility on the right, and Alec wondered how many people had been left to die behind cages during the incursion. Probably thousands, or even hundreds of thousands.

      Monet risked riding in the center of the street for a moment as she crossed the road before chuffing along under the awnings of an old town main street. Alec had heard of places similar to this, but he’d never seen anything quite like it.

      He watched everything with wide eyes as Monet carried them to an inn. She scanned the entire area as she parked the bike alongside the stucco-sided structure, and Alec listened for signs of Seekers.

      “If you see anyone, call for me.” She pulled his gun from the holster she’d loaned him and pressed it into his hand. “Otherwise, you point and shoot if things get dicey.”

      “Where are you going?” he asked nervously.

      “Nowhere. I’m making sure it’s vacant, then we’ll settle in for the night.” Monet left him standing beside the building as she climbed a flight of stairs to the second level where a line of doors sat. It reminded him a bit of their compound back in Detroit.

      He eyed the glass doors beside him and tested the entry. It released and he decided it might be better to go inside than stay out in the open where someone or something might spot him. Plants had begun to creep indoors, and he was surprised to find weeds growing through a crack in the inn office’s floor.

      There was a vending machine, a colorful red image showing a refreshing beverage painted on the front, and Alec walked over to it. He tapped a button, and nothing happened. Whatever was inside would be long expired anyway.

      He glanced at the front desk and saw a skeleton sprawled out on the floor. He tried to not let the sight affect him, but he still turned his head away quickly and decided maybe outside was better for him.

      Monet moved towards him, and she frowned as she peered inside the area he’d emerged from. “Don’t be too curious. You know what they say about cats and curiosity.”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t,” he admitted.

      “Of course you don’t. Come on. I’ve cleared out a room.” Monet had a blanket in her hand, and she draped it on the electric bike before plugging it into the solar device she’d brought along. Seconds later, she was leading Alec up the stairs and into the cramped quarters. It was dry, and the bedding had holes in it, but he wasn’t about to complain.

      Monet sat on one of the beds and he took the other, facing her. “Tomorrow we arrive at their hub.” She pulled out a folded map and ran a finger across it, showing him their location and how far away the hub warehouse was. It didn’t look very far on the paper, until she unfolded it, showing him where McCook, Nebraska was.

      He let out a low whistle. “And just how to you plan on getting us there?”

      “Simple. We get to the warehouse, sneak onto a truck heading for Omaha, where they have a farming warehouse, and jump off there. After that, we’ll have to be inventive.” Monet made it sound easy, and her confidence was inspiring, but Alec couldn’t imagine the effort it was going to take to make all of that happen.

      “What’s in McCook?” he asked.

      “Directions,” she said.

      “Where?”

      “To the Reclaimers’ home base. It’s time, and they’re finally calling us all in,” Monet said.

      “You’re saying you’ve never even seen it?” he barked.

      “Seen what?”

      “The Reclaimers’ base. If they even exist.” Alec couldn’t believe his ears. He’d put all his faith in this woman and here she was telling him she’d never even seen their end goal, let alone know where it was.

      “You don’t think they exist? Where do you think the band you have scrambling your ID came from? You have a gun in your hand. Did that just appear there? The bike, the food. Come on, Alec. I know you’ve had the wool over your eyes for your whole life, but it’s time to step into the light. The Reclaimers exist, and we have something with us that will help win the coming war.” Monet’s words were hard but quiet at the same time.

      She made all good points, but Alec couldn’t bring himself to have as much faith in something as intangible as a group he’d never seen or heard of until now. “I won’t question it again.”

      “Good.”

      “Now how about another game of poker? I think I can take you this time,” he said.

      “Sure. Why not.” Monet stood up and peeked through the drapes before closing them again. It was getting dark out, and the room was hot.

      “Do you mind if I open the window a bit?” Alec asked, and she said it was fine as long as they kept their volume low.

      Several hours later, fed and tired, he lay on the bed, feeling the summer’s cooling night air blow through the room, and he heard a sound he wasn’t familiar with. It grew louder, and he sat upright. Monet, who a moment before had been gently snoring, was on her feet, gun in hand. She raised a finger to her lips and walked to the window, where she peeked out. Alec remained at her side, trying to get a view of the sound’s source, and there it was.

      A car, black as midnight, slowed as it drove down the road near the inn they were camping out in. He saw the driver turn his head, scanning the grounds, before facing forward again and stepping on the gas. The engine revved and the tires squealed as the car raced away, farther on the road until they couldn’t hear it any longer.

      “Who was that?” Alec asked, his breath quick and unnatural.

      “Something I was hoping to avoid at all costs. That was a Hunter.”
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        * * *

      

      Alec had fallen asleep while Monet sat by the window, holding her gun the entire time. She was still there when he woke to light rays creeping through the crack in the drapes.

      She was dozing softly, and he glanced at the gun, unsure of how to wake the armed woman. He decided rolling off the bed quietly and hiding behind the cover of the mattress was the best bet.

      “Good morning, Monet,” he said as naturally as he could. He heard her shift around.

      “Morning. Quite the watch guard I am. Falling asleep on duty. Don’t tell anyone,” she said with a wink.

      Alec wasn’t sure who he’d be ratting her out to, so he just shrugged.

      “Did you hear the car again?” Alec asked.

      “Nothing. Quiet as a grave. Sleep okay?” she asked, and Alec stretched, feeling some muscles pop. He was a little sore but felt well rested.

      “I’m good.”

      “Then we have a bite, and we get moving.” Monet stripped her tank top off, with her back turned to him, and Alec averted his gaze.

      Minutes later, they were down on the ground level and Monet pulled the blanket off the electric bike before checking the charge. “We should be there in two hours. We’re going to have to walk the last five miles.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because that’s their radius. The Seekers have a program to keep them within five miles of any worksite, factory, or warehouse.” This was news to Alec. He felt much better about their odds knowing there weren’t many of them out actively searching.

      “What about these Trackers?” he asked.

      “They’re out here. There’ll be more Seekers too. We’ve run away. There was a death, and they might realize we stole something from them. If they know what we have on that device, they’ll destroy cities before they let the Reclaimers get it.” Monet started the bike, and Alec assumed his position on the pegs behind her.

      It was all too much for him. He’d always wanted to escape, to live on his own with Beth outside the confinement of the Occupation, but not like this.

      But a part of him was thrilled at the idea he could help stop them from reaching their goals. For the first time in ever, a sliver of hope welled in his chest, fueled by the possibilities of what could be.

      “Then we’d better stay hidden,” he said firmly.

      She nodded in front of him and started forward on the bike, pedaling at first before letting the electric motor take control.

      The day was overcast and felt better for it. Rain spluttered on them in fat lazy drops. He didn’t see any Seekers, and he scanned the fields, keeping a lookout for anything shiny that might resemble a Tracker.

      Two or so hours later, Monet slowed, urging them out of a ditch and into an old half fallen barn. “This is where we stop.” She pointed to the west. “We walk the rest of the way. Alec. This is going to be hard. The hardest thing you’ve ever had to do, and that’s saying a lot after being a slave and worker for most of your life. Keep your eyes open and stay behind me if anything goes down. Got it?” she asked, staring hard into his eyes.

      “Got it,” he said, but most of him really didn’t comprehend what she was saying. He couldn’t fathom what they were walking into. No matter how hard he tried, he could only picture the complex they’d broken out of.

      Alec consumed more water and relieved himself out behind the barn before they started forward, entering into a copse of trees. The terrain was flat, but the grass was wet from the recent rain, and he was soaked within minutes of their trek.

      They made their way forward for miles before Monet lifted a hand, telling him to stop. He didn’t know why at first, then he felt it before hearing the sound. The ground rumbled slightly, the leaves on the trees shook as something drew near.

      “What is it? Seekers?” he asked, a whisper in her ear.

      “No. This is different.” She stared into the cloudy sky above, and he joined her. The sound grew louder, like two rocks rubbing against each other. The ground vibrated aggressively and Monet ran to the edge of the tree line.

      When Alec arrived, he saw it. The object was huge, boxy, and unnerving in both sight and sound. It almost sounded like the ship was screaming, and he fought the urge to clap his palms over his ears. He needed to see and hear this. This was what they were fighting against.

      Monet’s dark skin paled slightly, her brown eyes wide as she watched it roar through the sky, lowering only a short distance away.

      “Looks like our destination has reinforcements,” she said.

      “What do we do? Where do we go?” Alec was filled with panic. He expected Monet to grab his arm and drag him away.

      “Nothing changes,” she said. “We keep going as planned.”
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      The storm had driven away the sunlight and left the spent machine where it had run out of power. The last thing SW-18 did before losing all control was to deploy the solar charging array.

      One of the major issues with fully discharging the battery on the older chassis that SW-18 currently inhabited was that when the battery was fully depleted, it had to reach over forty percent before it would reactivate the functions. It was after midday before '18 came online again.

      By that point, with the torrential downpour of the previous day, every trace of the Vermin had been washed away. The Tracker was completely unaided, and in that open environment had less than a thirteen percent chance of finding the trail again on its own.

      If an artificial intelligence of limited capability could sigh in frustration, SW-18 would have done so at that point.

      The next logical recourse was to call in reinforcements, but it risked being decommissioned and recycled if his information didn’t prove a valuable use of resources.

      Standing up fully but keeping the solar charging array open, it moved slowly-the only way it could move without collapsing the array-to the middle of the street and turned a wide circle to take in where it was. A corroded road sign registered against the databanks and gave a more precise location, making SW-18 long for the good old days, before the satellites failed, when they had access to global mapping imagery and instant communications.

      Now, so many years after hunting down the masses of Vermin in the interior, priorities were shifted almost exclusively to the manufacturing plants on the east coast. It did the only thing it could to get some help in locating its quarry, but not enough to call in a full support group where the actions of a single Tracker drone would be scrutinized too closely.

      It closed up the array, deciding that forty-three percent was better than nothing and trying to calculate the success odds if the time after the call for reinforcements was spent searching or recharging, and reared up on the chassis’ rear legs against an old junction box under a telegraph pole. Extending a wire into the box, it went through the laborious process of effectively dialing up each line it could connect to until it reached a system link on the other end.

      Transferring data that way was slow; as slow as the human’s chaotic internet database it had once sampled so long ago had called "dial-up." Submitting the request for reinforcements this way helped it stay out of the attention of the Overseers, as did the specific supports it requested.

      
        
        CONFIRM INSTRUCTIONS.

        3x SEEKER DRONES DEPLOYED TO 333825N, 107046W.

        AWAIT ARRIVAL.

      

      

      SW-18 scanned the road, seeing nothing of interest, and decided to get a full charge in the sunlight while awaiting its backup before resuming the hunt.
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      The meal was the best thing either of them had tasted in a long time. Cole had found another bowl, which he used to scoop out a generous portion of the stew that smelt rich and full of flavor. Lina tried to pour some into the pan he ate from, his metal spoon scraping on the cooking pot with each pass. He refused.

      “I’ve been holed up dry and resting for a couple of days,” he said. “You haven’t eaten properly in a week.” She seemed to accept his reasoning, eating two-thirds of the fruity, meaty broth and slurping down the fluid as Cole was finishing his smaller portion. He carefully licked clean his spoon and slid it very deliberately into the top pouch on the front of his battered pack where it evidently belonged.

      He sat back and burped loudly before remembering he had company-even though she was directly in front of him the whole time-and looked both shocked and embarrassed.

      “It’s okay.” She chuckled, clearly fighting the urge to laugh louder at the boyish look of shame on his face, “I’m guessing you haven’t been around people much recently?”

      “Not for three summers,” he said, suddenly more subdued.

      “What happened three summers ago?” she asked.

      “Tom left,” he said bluntly, softening his gruff words with a small shrug.

      “I’m sorry,” she answered. “Was he… was he your father?” Cole pulled a face that said he was thinking hard about a question he’d pondered plenty of times before.

      “I don’t think so,” he told her. “I thought he might’ve been for a couple of years, even asked him about it once, but he just laughed when I did. No, he was my… he was the man who... He’d come and go throughout my life. I was attached to him.”

      “You’ve just been wandering around for three years on your own?” she asked.

      “Not exactly,” he told her, hesitating with his hand resting on his bag before taking it away. “What about you?” he asked.

      “I told you everything there is to know yesterday,” she replied, refraining from discussing that dark hole where the screams of her people lived.

      “Would you know where you lived before if I showed you a map?” he asked, surprising her.

      “I…” She hesitated, unsure of the truth of the answer she was going to give automatically. “I’m not sure. It depends if you could show me where we are now.”

      Cole nodded, pulling a carefully folded map from his pack to lay it out with care as if the tough, thick paper was a precious artifact. He stooped low over it, getting his face less than a hand’s breadth from the paper as he muttered and traced his finger around the southwestern quadrant of what the map called the United States.

      “This is where I got into contact with the drones,” he said, his grubby fingertip obscuring a tiny town beside a snaking streak of light blue. The finger ran north, following the water course as he spoke. “I went this way, going in and out of the water to try and break the track so they couldn’t chase me. Ended up… here,” he said, his digit resting on a spot near nothing much at all. He stepped away, inviting her to look.

      His finger rested on the raised spot they now occupied, her own finger tracing a return route south until she found the big bend in the river. She followed it until she found the big town she thought she’d skirted around, heading away from the river to the west until the map showed square inches of nothing at all. There, in a valley containing nothing, she tapped her finger on the paper.

      “That was where my people lived,” she said, appearing pleased with herself for interpreting the landscape on the map until her smile faded away with the memory of her people she would not see again. Her chin quivered and she sniffed twice in rapid succession.

      Cole shuffled his feet, not sure what to say, so he walked away from the map and messed with the sticks in the fire, pushing them into the flames.

      “So what now?” she asked. “Are you going to aimlessly mill around until you’re old?”

      “No,” Cole said, still poking at the fire with one of the smaller sticks. He seemed to hesitate about saying more, and she didn’t know why, so she pressed him.

      “Are you going somewhere?” she guessed. “Did Tom tell you to go somewhere?”

      “No,” he said again, sounding resigned and a little sulky about it. He stood abruptly and returned to the map to thump his finger on a spot in a place called Mexico after a few seconds of looking.

      “There was supposed to be a safe place there,” he said, moving his finger to the west to another dot of nowhere, “and another here. I couldn’t get to this one—too many drones—and the one out west is gone. Burned down a long time ago by the look of it.”

      Lina said nothing in case she broke the spell of him speaking more than a few words without being forced.

      “There’s supposed to be more, South Carolina and Florida, but getting there at this time of the year would be too dangerous.”

      “Why dangerous?” she asked.

      “There are massive storms that come inland over the next few months. We’ve been caught in them before; whole trees flying through the air like God was angry. We can’t go that way.”

      “Out of the valley,” she muttered to herself, recounting the directions. “Out of the valley and north, until you reach the snow-capped mountains.”

      “What did you say?” he asked, eyeing her carefully. She ignored him, tracing her finger back up the map to their location and continuing north until she found the marks on the map indicating the ground rising up.

      “Snow-capped mountains,” she said, tapping the higher point on the map a clear two folds north of their little hilltop.

      “What do you know about it?” Cole asked, suspicion creeping into his words. She turned to him, looking him intensely in the eyes and making him feel like he wanted to look away.

      “The mountains,” she said insistently. “That’s where we have to go.” She stared at him with the flames of the renewed fire dancing in the reflection of their eyeballs. Just as suddenly as the fervor had overtaken her, it faded, and she dropped her own gaze to turn away. She didn’t know why she was so adamant, so fixated on getting there, other than to pass on what had happened to her people.

      “Tom called it Cripple Creek,” Cole said softly after a while.

      “What?” she asked, eyes shooting back up to his.

      “He said it was the last place to go if all of the other places were gone.”

      “Cripple Creek,” Lina said, as though repeating their destination would solidify it as their joint mission.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was amazing what an achievable purpose gave them. Their kit was emptied out and repacked into their bags after it was thoroughly prepared. Cole showed her how to strip and clean the single-barrel shotgun she’d found, passing on the lessons he’d learned years before when the old man he followed had become too old to lead from the front.

      She admitted that she wanted to fire it, if only to see what it felt like. Even though she’d been around the few guns in their village growing up, she’d never fired one, or even been close when the trigger had been pulled. She knew that much unnecessary noise was a stupid thing to wish for, especially in the still air after the rainstorm on the hilltop over an empty valley. The sound of a gunshot would carry as far as she could see.

      Cole set as many snare traps as he had twine and wire for, catching more turkeys than they could eat, keeping a fire going day and night to smoke the strips of meat into jerky to take with them.

      Water was more of an issue, as to carry all they could need would mean weighing themselves down and defeat the purpose of traveling light. They carried six bottles each, which should be enough for almost five days before they started to feel the effects of dehydration. That gave them five days to resupply, which shouldn’t be a problem.

      The real issue was the five hundred miles they had to travel on foot, finding and gathering supplies as they went. For the most part, it was a straight run north, but they’d find themselves driven east or west by the mountains anyway. What bothered Cole, and what kept him looking at the map for over an hour until his head hurt from the concentration, was the big city smack in the middle of the obvious route.

      He tried to spell it out, unsure how the word should sound, giving up after his fourth attempt to master the unusual selection of letters, but came to the conclusion that he wanted to avoid it and told Lina as much.

      “Won't that add at least two days to the journey?” she asked, clearly unhappy at the prospect of adding another day to the month they’d probably be walking for. Cole thought it might add three but just nodded.

      “Big places should be avoided,” he told her. “Places where lots of people used to live. They have underground tunnels and things. Tall buildings. Every time I’ve been near one, there have been Seekers left behind dormant until something comes along.”

      “Dormant?” she asked, unfamiliar with the word.

      “You know, like hibernating?”

      “Oh,” she replied, finally seeming to understand the concept now. The thought of tall buildings and underground tunnels with those buzzing machines sleeping until something woke them up didn’t give her a warm feeling inside, quite the opposite. The prospect of another two days walking wasn’t that bad in comparison.

      “When do we go?”

      “Tomorrow night,” he said, the words rising only fractionally in their inflection, so she took it as a statement and not a question. “Tomorrow night,” he said again, more confidently this time. He went to leave the building into the warm afternoon sun, pausing in the doorway to look at the dark and glowering horizon where a thick band of dark gray promised to bring more rain and wind as violent as the last storm.

      Walking to the open door of the storeroom, a bottle of fresh water tucked into the leg pocket of his pants and a bowl of bones, gristle, and meat in his hand, new noises from inside made him stop. Instead of the usual low growl of the occupant warning him not to come too close, there was the uneven clacking of claws on stone.

      When he’d caught glimpses of the coyote before, it had always been on the small pile of coats he’d thrown in there to keep the injured animal warm and comfortable. He stopped, suddenly more wary of the animal in case it recovered enough and didn’t know how sorry he was that he’d hurt it.

      Stepping away from the building carefully to see the inside of the dark room, he crouched ready to slide the bowl into the shadows, when a pair of eyes reflected the dull sunlight, fixed on him and unwavering. He kept his own gaze locked with them as he carefully tipped the contents into the dirt and dust beside the door and rested the bowl down to fill it with the water from the bottle.

      Finished, he stood and backed off as the eyes came forwards. The coyote limped on its hind legs but came on steady enough. It sniffed at the food, deciding to leave the dusty bones and strips of meat for later, and went for the water instead. It took two noisy laps of it, pausing to curl a lip and expose a set of canines large enough to cause him concern.
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      The low buzz of the automated transport hovercraft was detected by SW-18 from about four miles out. Perhaps it was something to do with the design of the chassis that the senses mimicked the four-legged canines they were loosely based on, but SW-18 was impressed, or at least appreciated its increased sensory abilities.

      The ship didn’t stop, just looped a wide arc and opened a bomb-bay door to drop the three Seeker drones into open air before heading west. Three small shapes arrested their descent as their flight mode engaged, then waited until they picked up the beacon the Tracker flashed twice to transmit the authorization codes. As one, they turned and flew in SW-18’s direction in an arrowhead formation.

      The three drones hovered ten feet away from the ground where SW-18 sat and synced with its command codes to allow full override control. The drones were capable only of following instructions or default programming. They weren’t tactically minded like SW-18 was; they couldn’t think to stay put for a day and charge up as much energy as possible to be able to pursue the Vermin for twenty-four hours without stopping.

      No matter how big the lead the quarry had on it, SW-18 was intent on running them to ground and fulfilling the mission. It gave the order to cast ahead, watching the drones obey the order as they followed the set, programmed search pattern.

      SW-18 was going off book, in that it wasn’t adhering to the standard protocol of the hunt and kill procedures. It had called for the three drones specifically; three wouldn’t be enough to arouse any suspicion or have the order checked by a human Hunter or an Overseer. That meant it was free to use them in unorthodox ways without risk of outside intervention.

      Three was a small number, small enough to avoid detection or attention, but it would act as a driving force to flush out the Vermin it calculated was still hiding in the area. After all the years it had spent hunting humans, it understood enough about their abilities and tactics to know that of all the Vermin it had brought down in its deployments, none had moved through such a violent storm.

      The quarry had to be close, and using the drones like a pack of dogs as the humans once had hunting for food or sport held a certain irony. SW-18 would have its prize. Soon.
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      Dex could tell he was close. Hunting someone who lacked an ID was not an easy task. There was so much space to roam around in. At least in cases like Trent James’, the Hunter knew a location they’d occupied. Here, he didn’t have much to go on.

      He backtracked after a night of driving around, followed by a few uneasy hours of sleep in the backseat of his car. He wished he had a cup of coffee.

      Dex now found himself five miles west of the factory in Detroit. What a dump. The place was building god knows what, and it was one of the smaller facilities in the region. No wonder these two managed to escape. Still, he drove close enough to see three hovercars parked outside the fence, evidence that the Overseers had a presence there. Whatever they were building held some importance. Dex didn’t really give a rat’s ass.

      He was parked on the side of the road. It was the perfect spot for someone associated with the terrorists to seek shelter. If he was one of them, he’d stay clear of the highways, and he’d head toward a remote house. Dex would make sure to stay away from the Seeker’s five-mile radius too. He stepped out of the car, seeing fields in every direction, the chill wind blowing chilly air through the tall grass. It was abnormal to be this cold in the middle of summer, and rain was beating down.

      Dex fidgeted with his matchbook, flipping it between his fingers, when he spotted it: a solitary footprint in the ditch leading west. He walked over to the muddy trench and crouched beside it. He saw more. Two sets, and they were filling with rainwater. His heart raced as he glanced at the direction they led. There was a house a half mile away.

      He returned to the car and decided to drive there instead of following the trail through the tall grass. If this was his target, he had a notion they’d have entered this house. He pulled up the gravel driveway, which was covered in thick, hearty weeds, and parked in front of the porch. He didn’t expect them to be still inside. It had been a couple days, and anyone with minor intelligence would have moved on.

      He wasn’t an idiot, though. He grabbed his Glock and moved to the house before stepping onto the rotting front porch. With careful steps, he made it to the front door, pressed the handle latch, then used his foot to kick it open. The place was dusty, but he made out fresh footprints on the dirty floor.

      Inside the living room, a skeleton lay sprawled out. “Nice touch,” he said, following the steps to a door. There was a numbered door lock and he swore under his breath. This would all add to his delay. They’d been here, and maybe they were still inside. He couldn’t leave without investigating, even on the off chance.

      Instead of messing around with the lock, he returned from his trunk with a sledgehammer, and beat the device from the door. He was a great Hunter but only a half-assed locksmith, but he’d finished the job. He wiped the beading sweat on his forehead with the front of his t-shirt and dropped the sledge handle onto his leather jacket beside him.

      Grabbing his Glock, he headed down the steps and found a musty old room with wood-paneled walls. They’d been here. He knew it. He walked the perimeter of the space and glanced up at the ceiling. The layout of the upstairs implied there should be more to the basement. He laughed when he saw it; the crack in the wood paneling where a sliver of light slipped through.

      He fumbled with the panel before figuring it out. With a rough push, it clicked open, the secret doorway revealing another room, this one clean and immaculate. A table with chairs lined one wall, cabinets and containers the other. There were even bunks for sleeping.

      “Nicely done,” he admitted. But he knew it had to be the terrorists. He went to the cabinet and found it unlocked. He swung it open and saw five weapons inside, each used, but in great shape. An AK45, two handguns, and a long-range scope rifle sat in the cabinet and Dex’s hand shook with excitement as he touched the AK. He set it back with care.

      He couldn’t believe there were people who had access to this kind of stuff out there. The terrorists were always touted as Vermin to him and the other Hunters. They were a threat to the Occupation, hence a threat to the Hunters' cushy livelihood. What had he been doing all this time? If there was a real opposing force, shouldn’t the Hunters band with them to fight back?

      What good would a few guns do against the aliens? He’d seen their ships; he’d witnessed the power of the Trackers killing humans. Humans tried to fight them twenty-five years ago, and all that happened was more death.

      Dex stood there with his mouth open, deliberating his existence for two minutes before snapping out of it. He was more determined than ever to track these Roamers, but for different reasons now. He needed to learn more. He needed to find out if there was really a group of them.

      He heard a car door slam shut as he gently closed the cabinet and snuck out of the room, sealing the secret door shut. He ran upstairs, and held his gun out, ready to an attack.

      “Looky what we have here,” a deep voice called from the front door. It was a Hunter named Tubs. It was ironic, because he was the most physically fit man Dex had ever seen. Apparently, he’d been a fat little kid before the incursion, but he was now two-fifty of pure muscle. Dex didn’t mind him, but it could be like talking to a wall at times.

      “Tubs, I’m surprised to see you,” Dex said. The other Hunter’s head was shaved bald, and a day or two’s growth was coming in, covering the back half only. He sported a thin mustache, finishing off the odd look. A scar across his left eye confirmed the danger the man represented. Dex would fight the brute if he had to, but he didn’t want to.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I didn’t think you’d ever pass your driving test,” Dex joked, trying to keep the nervousness from his voice.

      Tubs grinned at him. “Right. Keep ‘em coming. What’d you find?”

      Dex shook his head and slid his gun into the holster, lifting his hands up to show they were empty. “Nothing here. Trail dies. Better get out there and check on it.”

      Tubs walked in, and Dex needed to lure him out of the house. If he picked up a sniff of the terrorists here, the Overseers would tear this place apart, and Dex would be interrogated or worse. He didn’t need that in his life. “There’s nothing here. Let’s keep moving, pair up for a while?”

      Tubs glanced at the skeleton in the living room and nodded. “I wouldn’t mind taking a look around first.”

      What was with this guy? Dex had to think fast. “Did you see the bottle Cleveland was drinking the other day?”

      Tubs nodded.

      “Come on. I have a bottle in my trunk for you,” Dex said, walking past Tubs through the front door and onto the porch. He hoped the big man would take the bait.

      Dex didn’t look back as he walked down the steps and onto the gravel driveway toward his car.

      “Wait up. Where’d you find it?” Tubs asked, trailing after him.

      Dex let out a sigh of relief, feeling the tightness in his chest recede. “Creston. Last job. Got some smokes too if you’re interested.”

      “Smokes. Those are ancient. How the hell do you find this stuff?” he asked as Dex opened the trunk. He grabbed a bottle of whisky and pressed it into Tubs’ hand with a glance back to the house. Hopefully, no other Hunters would end up there, but he couldn’t control that. At least when they did, Dex would be long gone.

      As if to prove his manliness, or stupidity, Dex lit a smoke up and unintentionally coughed as he took a stale inhalation. “Come on; if they were here at all, it means they’re heading west. You want to lead the way?”

      Tubs nodded again. He was in the Hummer and he rolled his window open. “If you can keep up.” And he sped down the driveway, leaving Dex alone with his car and a bad feeling.
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      The rain became very heavy in a matter of seconds as Cole ran back through the door thoroughly soaked. The two of them exchanged raised eyebrows at the suddenness of the downpour; a kind of awkward moment of human interaction that he’d missed.

      “Suddenly got colder,” Lina said as she hugged her arms and rubbed some warmth into herself. She went to tend the fire as Cole reached for one of the coats they had been using as bedding for her.

      As more sticks were added to the fire to combat the sudden chill brought by the cold winds and the heavy rain, a hint of a sound tickled Cole’s consciousness.

      “So,” Lina said, “I was thinki—”

      “Sshhh,” Cole hissed at her, his head cocked to one side and his mouth open.

      “What is i-”

      “Sshhh!” he said again more fervently this time. There, he heard it again. Or did he? It was like hearing a remembered sound in his mind, not sure if it was a real sound or just an echo of memory. He heard it again. This time, his body only allowed for a second of panic before he reacted.

      Cole held a finger to his lips, helped her into the coat, held up the straps as she zipped up the waterproof jacket before slipping her hands into the straps. He put on a similar jacket and hefted his own pack, yanking on the straps to tighten it as he scuffed ash onto the flames to try and kill their fire.

      Her wide eyes told him she needed to know what had spooked him so much, and he leaned in close to her ear to whisper a single word to chill her spine.

      “Seekers.”

      Hiding was out of the question, seeing how obvious it was that people had been living there with the evidence on show. He considered the prospect of suspending them inside the dark shaft of the well until the threat had passed, but his fear of that plan going wrong pushed it away. Dying a cold, terrified, agonizing death in the icy water so far below the surface was not a prospect he relished.

      There was nowhere else they could hide, which left one option. Run.
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      SW-18 watched the three drone feeds simultaneously. Running all three inputs at once slowed down the processing speed significantly, but it was quicker to scan a larger area and focus its full attention when something of note was flagged.

      Footprints flagged on one drone, not as an alert but simply a record of human presence to be catalogued and checked by the analytics program when the Seeker was next downloaded. SW-18 saw it and immediately redeployed the two drones to that location.

      What the Seekers didn’t know, because they had no consciousness and no ability to interpret data with anything resembling choice, was that the rain would have washed away any substantial tracks in the last twelve hours, making that discovery very significant.

      SW-18 started off at a lumbering trot in the direction of the prints, using half of its functional running memory to monitor the drones and the other half to travel safely in the storm, which meant moving slower than it wanted to. The side of the hill it ascended was slippery and threatened to topple it with each additional drop of rain. About halfway up, it was forced to discard active control of the drones in order to divert its full memory capacity to negotiating the slick climb.

      Nearing the top, a gunshot blasted the air, sounding like the storm had graduated to thunder and lightning. SW-18 pushed for the crest as another noise forced the memory banks to be sifted through for the correlating entry.
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        * * *

      

      “We have to go,” Cole said, grabbing her arm a little tighter than he needed to.

      “Can’t we hide?” she asked, “Won’t it leave if it can’t find us?”

      “It’s obvious we’re here,” he told her with another tug on her thin elbow forcing her off balance. “There’s nowhere we ca-” Barking from outside made him stop and stare through the grimy windows.

      In the low light, he could make out a hovering silver shape near the storeroom door and saw the exposed canine teeth of the coyote standing its ground against the drone. Knowing he only had seconds before it shot at the animal, he ripped open the door and advanced on the Seeker with the butt of the shotgun pulled tight into his shoulder.

      BOOM, schuck-schick.

      The drone didn’t disintegrate, but it did spin wildly out of the air and bounce off the stone wall before hitting the wet dirt. Cole hadn’t stopped moving as he had fired and reloaded, reaching the Seeker as it tried with futility to return to the air. Cole raised a boot heel and stamped on the damaged machine, finding it oddly hollow and unsubstantial.

      He glanced over his shoulder to see if Lina was with him, relieved to find that she was. He ran for the rear slope of their hilltop bastion as the coyote behind them erupted into a barking frenzy.
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        * * *

      

      It took SW-18 only a few more seconds to crest the rise and aim automatically for the simplest path inside the low walls where the noises had come from. It arrived at the same time as the other two Seekers, and as another gunshot was muted slightly by the falling rain and the oppressively heavy air, it slipped through a gap in the stones instead of risking jumping across the wall, unable to see what was on the other side. It was already diverting memory power to the other two drones to take over wireless control of them when an unexpected noise accompanied the sensation of flying. SW-18 realized it had fallen for an old hunter’s trap.
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        * * *

      

      The coyote started to bark at an insanely high pitch, full of rage and hate for what had arrived at the edge of the slope, and as Cole saw what was happening, he almost fell with the shock of seeing the Tracker.

      The dull metal and battered body work couldn’t disguise what had come for them. He believed their time was truly up, as he had never been this close to one of the deadly robots before.

      As far as he knew, nobody had. Nobody alive anyway.

      When he thought it was all finished, the Tracker shot skyward on a slingshot as its head was half pulled from its body by the wire of the snare snapping tight around it and jerking it off the ground. The weight of it made the struggle worse, banging it into the metal pole hard enough to bounce away and spin around crazily.

      Cole didn’t hesitate, lining up his shotgun again and firing as he advanced on it. He had to kill it, or they were both dead. He fired all seven of his remaining shots, racking the slide again and clicking the trigger on an empty chamber as Lina appeared beside him and added her own booming report to the show.

      The shrill whine of a drone made both of them scrabble for a reload as another Seeker came through the rain directly at them. Cole fumbled the shotgun round in his hand, dropping it to the mud by accident, and desperately tried to wipe it clean on his pants leg. Lina managed to reload first, and her shot rang out too close behind his ear, making him flinch away.

      The world went quiet for him, save for a high-pitched shriek permeating his senses and whiting out any thoughts he had. He was on his knees, his right hand sinking into the sludge. Sound returned with the small thud of the damaged drone slamming into the ground beside him and flailing its small appendages to try and move upright and into the air.

      He brought down the butt of the empty gun to crunch the frail body once before grabbing Lina’s hand.

      “Run,” he said, unsure how loud he spoke, as his hearing wasn’t fully restored. She pulled her hand from his and ran with him, hardly able to believe they’d survived the attack.
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      They walked for another mile or so before Monet stopped them. “We wait for nighttime.”

      That ended up being two hours, but with the cloud cover, darkness came sooner rather than later, and eventually, Monet was leading Alec toward the gargantuan warehouse.

      It wasn’t long before he saw the great Lake Michigan beyond the huge complex. He’d never seen such a sight.

      “Come on. We don’t have time to stand and gawk. The trucks leave at dawn and we have to be on the right one,” Monet said, trudging forward. The entire facility was fenced, but once again, it wasn’t much more than a four-foot wooden structure that was easy enough to scale and climb over.

      A Seeker hovered overhead, but they were hidden beneath the tree canopy, so it kept moving. Alec’s heart beat so loudly, he worried a drone would hear it and come for them. None did.

      “Are they always so easy to evade?” Alec asked.

      “They’re not watching for people coming in. Rarely happens. They’re only worried about people leaving, and I use the word worried loosely. On the off chance someone does escape, they have Trackers and Hunters to clean up,” Monet said.

      “How often do Roamers escape?” he asked.

      Her eyes were steeled as she looked at him without any hint of kidding. “Not often. As close to none as you can imagine.”

      This sent a shiver up his spine, and he fiddled with his pack, trying to take his mind off a potential capture. What were they doing? They were heading into one of the region’s largest warehouses. He’d even seen the massive Overseer space vessel on the ground near the building.

      The place was likely to be teeming with them. Alec wondered how many of the aliens a ship like that could hold. It had to be hundreds, maybe thousands. He’d only ever seen a few at a time. How many were there on Earth? How many ships like this did they have? He wished he had answers and hoped Monet could fill him in later.

      But she didn’t even know where her own team’s base was located, so that didn’t bode well for them. There were so many unknowns, but the one thing he was fairly certain about was that they were going to be caught, or worse, sneaking into the enemy’s warehouse.

      Alec tried finding his bearings. They were within the basic fenced area of the warehouse, and the ship was half a mile away. He saw movement between it and the gigantic facility. Was it the Overseers walking there? Was he that close to so many of them?

      His skin crawled as he recalled the scent of the alien’s skin as it neared him when Beth was shot. It had stared at him with dead yellow eyes. He would have been less disturbed if the gaze held malice instead of indifference.

      Big trucks entered from the highway on the other side of the facility. Monet had called them semis. Their headlights shone in the dusk. His eyes followed them to the loading bays of the building. There had to be twenty or thirty of them parked

      “That’s a lot of trucks,” he said.

      Even Monet looked surprised. “You’re not kidding.”

      “Have you been here before?”

      “Never.” His heart sank.

      “How are we going to know what truck to sneak onto?” Alec asked.

      “Leave that to me,” she said, hefting her pack onto her shoulders. She tugged his sleeve and he followed her as she ran along the tree line. The sun had set by the time Monet waved them away from the trees and he duplicated her hunched jog.

      Alec heard the whine of a Seeker but kept moving, aware the Seeker couldn’t read their IDs with the bracelet blockers over their wrists. The drones could easily target them as fugitives if they came into view. What had Monet called them? Freeborns?

      Monet stopped behind one of a series of smaller buildings outside the giant warehouse. “These are trailers. They use them for meetings when they do construction work and store outdoor equipment in them. Since I don’t see any construction going on, I think they’re likely empty. Let’s find out.” Monet stood with her back against the side of the trailer, and Alec followed her around to a door.

      “Locked.” Monet pulled a tool from her pack, and she jammed it into the metal frame around the plastic door and pushed. It snapped open and she glanced around before shoving Alec inside.

      Monet activated a dim flashlight, setting it on the floor to give them barely enough light to obtain a visual on the room.

      “Look for a tablet or a computer,” she said, and Alec got to work sifting through the trailer’s five desks. There were papers strewn about and coffee cups above dark rings on folders. There really was a whole world out there Alec didn’t know about. He pictured his nemesis Simon standing in a room like this one, drinking coffee and laughing about the half chit he gave one of the workers just because he could.

      Something reflected a shred of light under a piece of paper, and he slid the sheet to the side. “Is this what you’re after?” he asked, and Monet rushed to him.

      “And bingo was his name-o.” The tablet was dark, and she flipped it around in her hand until she found the power key, and with a press, the screen lit up. Alec had seen the site supervisors with similar tools, but he didn’t know what purpose they served.

      “What’s it going to do?”

      “I’m hoping this has the routes…” She was moving through the screens so fast, it made Alec dizzy. Clearly, she had experience with the tablets. “There we go. This hasn’t been updated for a while, but it looks like… wait, this might be even better.”

      “What?” He peered over her shoulder, the letters and numbers on the screen making little sense to him.

      “There’s a truck heading for Omaha, but it continues on to Denver. If we can hop on board there, we can get to McCook in no time.” Monet was grinning from ear to ear, and Alec wasn’t sure which was worse: hiding out in a semi-trailer waiting to be caught or running outside for countless miles to McCook.

      “How far is Denver from McCook?” he asked.

      “We won’t be going to Denver,” she said with a glimmer of trouble in her eyes. He was starting to read her expressions, and this one spoke volumes of trouble.

      “For once, can you stop being so vague and just fill me in?” he said too loudly.

      “Growing a backbone. I like that.” She gave him a light punch in the arm. “Fine. I have something I can plant on the wheel well. When we’re near McCook, I blow a tire. They stop the truck, we jump out. No harm, no foul.”

      He rolled his eyes at her. “Why does it always sound so easy coming from your mouth?”

      “Because I have something you don’t.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Confidence. If this schedule is still the same, the truck bound for Denver leaves in eight hours. We have to make sure we’re on it. That means we wait until the guards are almost done with their shift. At four AM, the night guards switch off with the morning crew. The night crew people are groggy, sometimes a little drunk, and often bored. It’s the best time to make the trip to the loading bay. We head for bay twelve.”

      “How do you know so much?” Alec asked.

      “How do you think? I used to be a guard. In another lifetime.” Monet’s eyes unfocussed.

      “Looks like we have some time. Maybe you can tell me about it?” Alec prodded.

      She crossed the cramped space to the exit and slid the twisted lock closed before settling down to the ground, her back on the door. She held her gun in her hand but settled it to her lap.

      “They recruited me when I was about your age,” she started.

      “The Reclaimers?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I’d managed to befriend a supervisor at the kids’ camp. They falsified my documents to keep me from getting into the breeding facilities. I couldn’t do it. It all seemed so wrong to me. I remembered what the world was like before. I got stuck working the fields in Kentucky and it wasn’t so bad. Hard work, but I got sick. Pneumonia, and I almost died.

      “Someone had to stick their neck out to get me medication and assistance. They ended up moving me to a manufacturing plant like yours, only we were doing repair work on their hovercars and ships. I never had the pleasure of entering one, but I worked plenty on the cars.”

      “What are they like?” Alec asked. He leaned toward her, enthralled by her story. His was so boring, so lame in comparison.

      “The hovercars? Loud, inefficient, but they fly the bastards around, so convenient, I suppose. Where was I?” she asked, looking at the far wall in the dark.

      “Manufacturing plant.”

      “Right. That’s where I met Crash and Jackfish. Crash was part of the Reclaimers. Showed up one day with the kid and targeted me. I still don’t know why.”

      Alec did. “Probably because you’re energetic, strong, opinionated, and make good company,” he said, glad of the darkness. He didn’t know what had come over him.

      “I bet you say that to all the ladies.” She laughed. “They told me about the Reclaimers after a couple months, and I bought in big time. In my experience, humans were shit at times, but I’d had enough of them looking out for me in my short life, that I knew it was worth risking my own existence to make a difference. And here we are.” Her head leaned on the door behind her.

      “That’s great. We need people like you to help. I can’t believe there’s even anyone out there fighting the Occupation.” Alec meant it. He’d lived his entire life up to this point being forced to accept status quo, and a fire burned deep in his belly at the thought of changing that. This was his moment, his recruitment, and he was all in. “I’m sorry about Jackfish,” he said, remembering the dead man was her friend. “And Crash.”

      “I have every expectation that Crash will be alive and that we’ll see him again.” Her voice was quiet, and Alec wasn’t sure if it held the same conviction as before.

      “I bet he is too. I only just met the guy, but he seemed like the strongest man I’d ever seen. If he’s anything like you, he’ll be fine,” Alec said.

      They stayed there, talking for a while before taking the opportunity to sleep. Monet told him she had an alarm in her pack, and she set it for three AM.

      Alec was shaken awake right on cue, and he stretched, trying not to consider the immense danger they were about to walk into.

      “Okay. The loading dock is right over there.” Monet pointed toward the door and northwest of the trailers. “We’re making for trailer twelve. They load the goods and shut the doors, without much preamble. We need to be on that trailer, hidden, and I have a quick stop to make before then.”

      “We’d better do this.” Alec clutched his gun in his hand, but he hadn’t practiced firing it. The door swung open, and Monet took the lead. Alec felt the cool middle of the night air against his sweating brow and started toward the edge of the massive warehouse.

      The ground began to shake, and Alec worried they had been seen. The same sound from earlier carried to his ears, and an immense light filled the entire area from his right.

      “Keep moving. That’s their ship activating,” Monet said, and he looked away from the bright source, trying to blink away the spots from his eyes.

      The alien vessel was firing up right as they were trying to run toward the loading dock. Alec knew it had to be a coincidence, but it was an unlikely one.

      “This is good,” Monet whispered. “Everyone will be distracted.”

      Monet led him to the first semi’s parking spot. It held the number one on the truck and he saw the same number on the closed bay door.

      Monet climbed under the trailer, rolling in the gravel to the other side, and he did his best effort to imitate her. Number two. They had some ways to go. He was under the second trailer when he heard the footsteps crunching on the rocks nearby.

      The ground shook again, a constant hum and vibrations that jarred Alec’s teeth and turned his brain to mush.

      His heart blasted against his chest when he heard a voice from the next trailer. “I’m not working any later tonight. They can’t just show up unannounced and then take off at four in the morning.” The woman’s voice was loud.

      “Keep it down. You don’t want one of them to hear you, do you?” a male asked in return.

      “And then what? Do you actually think they even speak our language?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Just keep it quiet until they leave. God, they give me the creeps.”

      More footsteps and now the voices came from in front of the truck they were hiding under. “Let’s watch them take off. Then I’ll be able to sleep after my shift,” the woman said.

      “Give me a minute. Shoelace,” he said, and the woman whistled as she walked away, gravel crunching loudly.

      Monet clasped a hand over Alec’s mouth and rolled onto her belly. “What the…” the voice said, and his steps were coming closer. They weren’t hiding very well under the trailer, and Alec knew this was it. He held his gun tightly, but Monet met his gaze and shook her head. He glanced down and saw a knife in her hand.

      “Who’s there? Is that you, Kelly?” The man crouched beside Monet.
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      The rest of the night was spent in a rush of pain and exhaustion as they fled. The slope they ran down from the hilltop pointed roughly north, so they simply tried to put as much distance between themselves and the machines as they could.

      It was easy to get turned around in the dark, especially in the storm, and a few times they lost one another and were forced to call out.

      Neither of them spoke a word other than those few times. The fear of seeing a Tracker and the stress of escaping it spurred them beyond their normal limits. Long before the dawn, they were forced to stop and rest.

      Cole recognized the danger in how Lina moved. He forced open the door of the nearest building, grunting loudly with the effort of pushing the sliding metal along seized tracks against years and years of rust. Managing to create a gap barely large enough for them to slip through, he took off his pack and pushed it ahead of him, fumbling in the top pouch for the small flashlight that needed to be wound up to emit a dull glow.

      Holding it in his left hand along with the foregrip of the shotgun, he investigated the single-story building, checking the corners and the other few rooms before settling on a small room without windows and returning to lead Lina inside.

      “Dry clothes,” he told her as they had both shivered. After the stress and exertion of their escape, their bodies were now leaking out their heat through the wet material at a rate that would cause them serious issues soon. He stripped off his own layers without shame, turning away from her as she was clearly more reserved, even in spite of the tiny amount of light the dying flashlight gave off to illuminate the small space. They pulled dry clothes out of their packs and put them on over wet, cold skin as they both shivered.

      “We need a fire,” he said, looking around for anything that would burn to accompany the bundle of dry kindling wrapped up in his kit. She nodded, her teeth chattering uncontrollably, making her unable to get any words out. Cole grabbed her hands and put them on her torso, rubbing them up and down by way of instruction before he left the room. He took the flashlight with him and heard a small yelp of fear as he left her in the dark.

      He found three old wooden chairs, all covered in a thick layer of grime and compacted dust like many things, and began breaking them up before putting the broken pieces into a small metal trash can that had some dusty old paper at the bottom. He returned to find Lina still in the same position, rubbing her body with her hands robotically.

      He put down the trash can and set light to the small shards of dry wood that had been buried in the very center of his bag. The wood caught quickly, especially as he added a handful of the fluffy stuffing from one of the coats left behind at the last place. The broken wood went on and took a few minutes to catch properly, but soon, the small, orange flames began to radiate heat. Lina knelt beside it, sucking up the warmth as though she knew her life depended on it.

      Cole took out some of the dried meat from his pack and a bottle of water, holding it out to her insistently until she relented and took them.

      As they both chewed on the smoky meat, a sound in the outer room made them freeze. It was a wet sound—Cole could think of no other way to describe it—and he heard the distinct echo of footsteps. Not the sound of two feet falling one after the other, but of four legs moving together. He reached slowly for his shotgun, somehow thinking that fast movement would bring the thing chasing them down on their hiding place like a fury. He carefully pointed the barrel at the gap in the door where the smoke from their fire drifted away.

      The footsteps came towards them, forcing another small yelp from Lina, who reached with shaking hands for her own gun. The sound was closer, but there was something about the noise that made Cole twitch the barrel upwards away from the door and reach out a hand to stop Lina from pulling her trigger.

      In the flickering orange light of their small fire, her face, lips still shivering, registered confusion and fear, but he hoped his eyes returned a look of confidence and belief that she should trust him. He picked up a strip of dried meat and tossed it into the gap by the door to hear a sound he had hoped for.

      A rumbling growl ceased as a wet snout darted into the light just long enough to grab the meat and withdraw, already chewing and chomping on the scrap hungrily. Cole relaxed, glad that his senses had told him it wasn’t the Tracker that had followed them. He heard the claws click away from their hiding place, uneven as the coyote limped, probably exhausted after the fast journey through the heavy rain.

      Lina didn’t seem so reassured and kept her wide eyes on the gap with her gun gripped in her hands tightly. He tried to soothe her, to tell her it wasn’t a danger to them when he wasn’t certain he believed it fully himself. He trusted his instinct, like he’d learned to by growing up in the harsh world where detection because of an ignored feeling meant death, and his instinct told him to trust that the animal hadn’t followed them to do them any harm.

      “Rest for a while,” he told her as he shuffled to block the door with his body, knowing that she wouldn’t relax if she thought the coyote could get to her. She nodded, put another piece of wood on the fire, and curled up next to it for warmth before giving in to mental and physical exhaustion.
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        * * *

      

      The rain stopped a couple of hours later, and as tired as Cole’s body had been, his eyes refused to close. The stress and fear he’d felt when the Tracker emerged onto their hilltop had seemed like a premonition of death to him, but now, miles away and taking faith from the knowledge that their injured companion had found them when the Tracker could not, he began to feel like they’d escaped.

      But he knew that they couldn’t stay there, not after a Tracker had been destroyed.

      Cole thought about how Tom used to tell him stories about the aliens using drones to hunt humans. One of those tales told of how a group of men and women had lured a Tracker towards them and crushed it with a rockfall trap. They were still celebrating when the hovercraft dropped from high in the sky to flood the air with an army of drones that captured all of them.

      “How do you know if everyone was captured?” he had asked at the time, his young age not dulling his keen intellect. He remembered Tom smiling and tapping the side of his nose in a gesture that he used when he didn’t have an answer but wanted to appear like he did.

      When the rain stopped and the wind died down, he gently shook Lina awake, making sure that her hand wasn’t on her gun when she’d fallen asleep. Holding a finger to his lips in the last light of their drying fire, he gestured that they needed to get moving again. Reluctantly, he rose, his body stiff and aching from the running and the short sleep on a hard floor.

      They put on their damp clothes, strapped on their packs, and set off, taking their bearings from the light gray glow in the sky to their right.

      Behind them, lurking somewhere in the shadows of the building, their unexpected companion slunk out to follow them.
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      At dawn, the quiet hilltop erupted into a maelstrom of noise and activity as the hovercraft settled into land in the central square. Damp dust whipped all around and a team of four Trackers dropped from the belly of the small ship and spread out in different directions as the ramp extended from the rear and a pair of thin lower legs emerged as the Overseer descended.

      SW-18’s master came next, exposing the scaled skin stretched taut over the muscular thighs where the hands hung on long arms. As it hit the wet ground, it lifted one leg as though it had stepped in something unpleasant before raising a tablet device and tapping at it with a long claw. The almond-shaped yellow eyes looked up to take in the battered, mangled form of the last generation Tracker drone.

      A noise from further up the ramp, still mostly inside the hovercraft, made the alien on the ground growl and chirp a response.

      “Didn’t know we had any of the old ones left in the area,” it said to its companion on the ground. “I thought they’d all been recalled for an upgrade.”

      “As did I,” said the other, slipping the tablet into a pouch on its leg and reaching up to pull the half-destroyed remains of the drone down on what appeared to be a rudimentary wire trap. It was cut free and dropped to the ground, gathering more wet dust in the holes torn in its body by what looked like old Earth weapons. The alien grimaced to itself, considering that these old weapons were still capable of tearing one its own kind apart.

      “Anything from the other drones?” it asked its companion as it dragged the ruined unit up the ramp.

      “Nothing,” it said. “Readings indicate a storm washed away signs, so finding the Vermin that did this would be difficult. And costly,” it added pointedly.

      “Let them run,” the other one said. “We’re off this rotation soon anyway and I’m in no hurry to be kept in this empty, dry hole any longer than I have to be. I miss the ocean.”

      “As do I,” another voice shouted from the cockpit further inside the hovercraft. “Dump the broken unit back at the plant and let’s be done with this place.
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      The days rolled together into a blur of walking and sleeping. She’d resisted at first, unused to anything but the home she had grown up in. She found the big, bad world outside their valley was full of terrifying things, but after four or five days, it was simply no longer a struggle to fall asleep.

      While Lina was accustomed to people and talking, she found that the longer she spent with Cole, the more she realized he was having a difficult time caring for another person’s well-being. She tried to make conversation as they walked, giving up when he started to make annoyed noises whenever she broke the silence. She guessed he must be as tired as she was, covering so much distance as fast as they did, but after a while, she started to suspect that it was more about her than the exertion.

      One morning, close to a week after their panicked flight from the hilltop, she waited as he cleared a low building that used to be something to do with washing clothes on a massive scale. She tried to speak to him when he emerged back into the pre-dawn to go and set his snares.

      “What was this place?” she asked.

      “What does it matter?” he shot back, making her recoil in surprise at his tone.

      “I was just…” she tried before he huffed and stalked off. She watched him go, her lips tightening into a thin line to stop her calling out after him in anger. She went inside and found a comfortable corner to rest her shotgun and slip her pack off.

      Her annoyance at Cole was still pretty raw, which took away her excitement at seeing new things but finding huge bins of folded linen gave her at least some purpose as she set about creating a comfortable bed to sleep in for the day. She carried two more folded stacks of the off-white sheets to where she’d made her bed and contemplated making one for Cole but stopped herself, dumping the stacks down roughly to invite a plume of choking dust to puff back up from the surface to her face. Coughing and stepping away, she set about finding anything wooden to break up and start a fire to boil water and cook the two rabbits they’d carried with them through the night from their last resting place.

      They kept one each in their packs, wrapped inside a cloth to prevent them leaking bodily fluids onto their gear, and she pulled out her small knife to begin the practiced task of skinning it as soon as she’d lit the fire.

      After her third failed attempt, she began to shave more small slivers of wood from the leg of an old chair until she had a small pile on the concrete floor before her. She used the flint and steel that fit into the handle of her other, larger knife to strike the metal together until the small shower of orange sparks began to blacken and smolder in the pile of shavings. Bending to move her hair aside and blow of the tiny embers, she sat upright and cursed when the flame disappeared to nothing.

      “You need something else,” Cole said from behind her. He held up a hand and backed up a pace wearing a face full of apology. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small handful of white fluff that looked like raw wool.

      “Found it stuck on some scraps of what used to be a fence,” he explained. “It’s dry. Should work.”

      She nodded her thanks to him, reaching out to take it but not speaking as she didn’t trust her voice after the scare she’d suffered. She pulled it open to let the air get through the small fibers and struck flint to steel once more. She was rewarded instantly by a tiny skein of smoke as the dry substance caught the spark and turned it into a tiny flame.

      She fanned it with her breath again, picking it up to cup it in her hands until a small flash of fire danced upwards and wobbled in the artificial breeze, putting it down to begin adding the slices of dry wood until the ball of wool was consumed by the flame and the wood gave off the familiar smell.

      She leaned back, moving carefully as she knew such a young fire was a fickle and delicate thing that could so easily fade away with just one wrong move. She placed the smaller of the broken sticks around the flames in a kind of inverted cone, starting with three equal-sized pieces resting on one another as the others were rested against the delicate frame. The wood began to crackle and snap as it caught and already a small amount of heat was radiating from it. Satisfied with herself, she looked up to see Cole hadn’t moved in case he disrupted the careful operation.

      “I’ll get some more wood,” he said, holding his pack and gun stoically as he turned away.

      “Did I do something wrong?” she asked.

      “No,” he said. “Not today.”

      “Today?” she asked, one eyebrow inviting him to dig himself deeper into a hole.

      “I can’t do everything for two of us,” he said quietly, half turning to speak to her. “It’s good that you started the fire today, so thanks.”

      “I’m not pulling my weight?” she asked acidly. “I’m not doing enough?” Cole rounded on her with a face of annoyed honesty.

      “You’re not used to this, are you? Living like this? Always moving?”

      “No, but…” she answered, not knowing what she was going to say.

      “I am,” he said. “I’ve been doing it for a long time, and a lot of that time has been spent on my own. I… I’m not used to…” he waved his free hand at her vaguely, “people.”

      “Then tell me what you need me to do,” Lina said with an edge of pleading in her tone. “Help me learn. Teach me, and maybe this won’t be so miserable.”

      “Miserable?”

      “Yeah,” she shot back. “Don’t you want to enjoy any part of your life?”

      “I, err…” Cole mumbled hesitantly.

      “Exactly. Now go and get some more wood so I can cook up some rabbit.”

      The next couple of days went by smoothly. They talked softly as they walked, sharing experiences and stories about things, the malice and resentment subsided. They talked about the aliens and their drones, about how Cole had escaped from them more times than he could count because they thought like machines and not people.

      She used the weak light of their early evening journey to show him different plants and what they could be used for. They never spoke about the people they used to know. That much was still too painful for Lina at least.

      When night fell properly and they had little to do other than cover as much distance as possible when the terrain allowed, they lapsed into silence, stopping every couple of hours for a short break. When they’d started their journey, she had complained and asked to stay resting for longer. Cole had told her that if she sat still for longer, her muscles would stiffen and she wouldn’t be able to get moving again without suffering pain. She believed him, adding her own knowledge as a healer to lend his assumptions some support.

      He taught her how and where to set snares, depending on what kind of animals were thriving in the area they chose to spend their days, but that was mostly rabbit and wild turkey, which both made fine meals and gave them the much needed protein their bodies hungrily consumed.

      She found herself getting leaner with each passing day; leaner but also stronger in spite of being permanently tired.

      Twice they had seen their limping shadow when the clouds broke, and the moon illuminated the long slice of overgrown hard surface they walked along. Cole told her how it had been called a highway way back in the before, and seeing the coyote still following their trail made both offer guesses as to why.

      “I don’t think it wants to hurt us,” he said, “otherwise, it would’ve made a move in the dark by now.”

      “Unless it doesn’t have the strength yet?” she suggested, but she didn’t believe it. She’d begun to think of the animal as a pet. A friend.

      “If it didn’t have the strength, then it wouldn’t be able to follow us,” Cole had told her, sure of the answer. He seemed to think that it had attached itself to them for some unfathomable reason, and that thought made Lina feel something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Happy. Likely the animal only followed them for food, and she didn’t blame it.

      As the gray light of dawn broke to their right, the sprawling expanse of what had once been a city came into view ahead of them. They paused on the high ground that offered them a vantage point and stared. Cole stared, telling her he had nothing but bad memories about cities, and Lina stared because she’d never before seen such a wonder of human engineering. She knew that people had lived in great metropolises all over the world, but she had never seen so many buildings of such size in any one place. She turned her gaze of amazement on Cole to see a darkness furrowing his brow.

      “What is it?” she asked, worried.

      “It’s a choice,” he told her darkly. “Do we go through it, or around it?”

      “How much longer will it take to go around?” she asked.

      “A couple more days,” he answered, “but it’ll be safer.”

      With a resigned sigh of missed opportunity, Lina agreed to the detour.
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      Whatever the obvious choice was for two runaway Roamers, he didn’t feel like that was where these particular ones were destined for. After finding the hideout in the house, Dex’s world had expanded. Patricia Bond was no goat. She was the real deal if she had access to a terrorist safe zone like that one. She was well-armed and had sustenance. Where did this Alec fit into things?

      He needed some answers, and staying ahead of the other Hunters was going to be imperative. Tubs was already on their trail, and he’d ventured west, a little ahead of Dex, and he hadn’t seen a sign of the other Hunter since yesterday.

      Dex had cruised down the highway toward Chicago the previous evening and decided to camp out and listen to the chatter over the network. He pulled out the tablet as he sat in his car on the side of the road and scrolled through countless messages from the various guilds. So far only their region was being called into this job, so that was a good thing. If the neighboring Hunter guilds had been notified to cross borders, there was no way these two Roamers would last out the week.

      As he sat in the dark, chain-smoking stale cigarettes, he thought of something. He remembered Cleveland explaining a new feature on his tablet. One that allowed them some insight into the Seekers’ data streams.

      It was a tool created to give the Hunters a leg up. They could stream video footage from the Seekers and any other geographical information that might prove useful.

      “How the hell do I access it?” he asked himself as his fingers attempted every folder on the tablet he could find. Frustrated, he tossed it to the passenger seat and grabbed his pack of smokes, only to find it empty.

      “Empty…” he said, remembering something. Cleveland had told him it was a backdoor access patch and the folder seemed empty. He snatched the tablet, found the appropriate icon, and tapped it. There it was. The Seeker data file.

      He scanned through it, looking for any sign of news on the Roamers, but there were over seven thousand Seekers in the country. The number was staggering, considering he didn’t feel like he encountered them very often. He changed the search parameters and selected the active drones within one hundred miles of Detroit. The number dropped to three hundred drones. At least ten percent of them were decommissioned or being repaired.

      This still left a lot of information, so he started by accessing those within fifty miles of his current position. It was going to be one hell of a night. He checked the clock and found it was almost four in the morning. God, his eyes hurt, and his vision was getting blurry. He needed some sleep.

      As he was about to recline his seat, lights flickered from the west. It had to be coming from the lower edge of Lake Michigan. It was at least twenty miles from his current position, and it clicked. There was a big distribution center there. If he was a terrorist, wouldn’t he strike them in the heart of their operations? What better way than by destroying food or a supply chain?

      It was a long shot, but Dex thought he might be on to something. His windows were rolled down, and he raced toward the light. The Overseers’ ship rose in the dark night sky, a beacon of terror as its clunky body was propelled forward with loud and angry thrusters. His steering wheel shook as the vessel lifted into the air before racing away.

      If his gut was right, the two Roamers very well might be at the warehouse now. He kept driving, trying to not wonder why two of the huge Occupation ships had been airborne in the last few days.
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      The man didn’t stand a chance. Monet rolled over and jabbed her knife into the man’s chest, directly into his heart. She pulled him under the trailer with them, ramming her hand over his mouth to keep him from shouting out. His eyes danced wildly, and he met Alec’s stare. There was the flutter of a struggle before the life drained from the guard. Alec’s breaths pushed out of his lungs in quick succession.

      “We have to hide this,” she said, her voice steady. She was already dragging the body to the rear of the trailer. The doors were fastened but not pressed fully against the number two bay door. Alec didn’t hesitate. He climbed the back and tried to swing the door open.

      “The latch,” Monet said, and he fumbled with it before finding a way to open it. The metal handle landed with a clang, and he cringed. Monet was trying to lift the dead body up by the shoulders, and Alec grabbed hold of the corpse, assisting her, while Monet now pushed on the boots.

      Together, they slid the guard into the empty space, and Alec hoped no one would notice the blood smears on the outside of the trailer until they were long gone. He glanced at his own hands and saw they were streaked with the dead man’s blood. He fought the revulsion he felt and wiped them fruitlessly on his pants.

      He shut the door, trying to move in silence. The latch vibrated and clinked as the bright light of the spaceship rose from the other end of the warehouse’s lot. The Overseers were there. At that moment, there might be hundreds of them, and Alec had just watched his new friend kill a man without so much as a blink of the eye.

      “There’s no time to waste. We have to get into number twelve.” Monet pointed to the parking lot, where dozens of guards and workers were watching the big ship rise into the sky. They were distracted. Now was their shot. Alec and Monet ran to the front of the trucks and tried not to appear out of place, Everyone’s eyes would be half-blinded from the brilliance. Even if they looked at the pair of them, in the darkness, they would appear like nothing more than silhouettes.

      When the coast was clear, Monet picked up her pace, and Alec followed until they came to truck twelve. There was a driver standing at the front, sipping a beverage and staring at the sky. They slipped by undetected and made for the rear of the truck. The trailer was unmarked with the exception of the number twelve stenciled on the side and rear.

      The bay door was open, and as he neared the opening, he heard voices carry from inside. He peeked inside, only to see workers in jumpsuits, just like the ones he’d been forced to wear every day back in Detroit. They walked around slowly, heads hanging low, every one of them too skinny and malnourished.

      Was this what he’d looked like? Was this what had become of their people? In the last few days, everything had changed, and he didn’t think he’d ever walk with that much sadness again. Monet lifted a finger in pause and plucked a tiny device from her pocket. She tucked it into the wheel arch of the trailers’ rear tires and smiled to herself. He climbed up the back of the truck and found it nearly full of supplies. Skids of products, food, bedding, and clothing, lined the trailer two rows the entire way down the expanse of the interior. He was thin enough to slide between them, and Monet was up there with him, pressing him forward.

      He felt the tension oozing off her as they squeezed to the front of the trailer. Alec glanced behind them as he heard a noise, and a young girl caught his eye. She held the door handle with her right hand and locked gazes with him. She looked scared, afraid to say something and terrified of not speaking up.

      Alec shook his head slowly at her. It was a desperate pleading look, and she seemed to comprehend his plight. Monet turned her attention to the girl, and Alec noticed her lips quiver before the door closed, leaving them in darkness.

      “Is she…” Monet started, and Alec shushed her.

      “Everything good with twelve?” a muffled voice carried through the shut and latched door.

      “Locked and loaded,” the girl replied, and Alec breathed a sigh of relief.

      The truck’s engine sputtered, and he felt the shake as the driver put it into gear.

      “I can’t believe we did it,” Monet whispered, pulling him close. She smelled like sweat, a sweet musky scent, not unpleasant. Alec only wished he was a little fresher. He wasn’t going to make good company in a confined space. She didn’t seem to notice or care.

      “I thought you had something called confidence?” he asked, unable to hide the laugh, nervously setting aside the fact that she’d just killed someone.

      “Sure. But that can only take you so far. I think we’re going to be able to make it to McCook. If we get these details to the Reclaimers, we might be able to stop the Overseers from the next step.” She kept moving in the dark truck, and he stood there watching her, afraid to ask her what that next step would be. He was already too deep, and knowing things were going to become far worse before they might improve was only going to shatter his current mental state.

      He left the question to hang dry in his mouth as he joined her at the front of the trailer, far from the door. Back here, the skids were marked for Denver, and Alec let himself dream that they would indeed make it to McCook unscathed.
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      The commotion of the Overseer vessel departing had ended by the time Dex reached the security check gate. A handful of semi-trucks passed the other direction, and he nodded at one of the drivers before the guard stepped up to his window, hand on his belt. God, Dex hated these pretend police officers. They didn’t know their butts from their faces, and every single one of them was a cocky jerk. He knew the type; hell, he’d almost been one before the incursion.

      They were always bullies; guys who thought they could get friends by being tough, beating up the nerds, and intimidating anyone else. Now they had all gathered and formed a new club, which meant they worked for the Overseers, carried guns, and wore terrible blue uniforms.

      “A Hunter… what are you doing here, Mr. Hunter? Run out of toilet paper?” the man asked with a laugh that implied he’d told the world’s funniest joke.

      “Sure, kid. Whatever gets me through this gate sooner.” Dex knew he didn’t really answer to the punks, but he had to play by the rules.

      “I don’t like your attitude…”

      Dex cut him off. “Listen, kid. I’ve been up for two days, I killed three Roamers and still have their blood on my jacket, and I really need to use the bathroom. So if you wouldn’t mind letting me in while the blood’s still fresh, that would be fantastic.”

      The guard glanced at Dex’s black leather jacket, as if searching for signs of splatter. “Sure thing, sir.” The bar went up, and Dex drove through, wishing the guy had given him a little resistance. Just once he wanted to punch one of those guards.

      The warehouse was immense, and he could see at least ten trucks loading up goods. Trent James wasn’t kidding when he said supply chain and logistics was still a huge part of the world. He’d known about this kind of place but hadn’t given it a lot of thought before. Now his mind was reeling as he drove up to the parking lot. He’d contacted Cleveland through his tablet, and his boss told him to meet with a woman named Krista. She’d be able to help him with the footage.

      “You better be barking up the right tree, fella,” he told himself as he parked, rolling up his window and locking his doors. He didn’t trust these guards to leave his stuff alone.

      Dawn was close, and he saw the first hints of another day. Birds were already tweeting in the trees out front, and Dex trudged along, hoping Krista had a fresh cup of brew going. He needed the kick.

      The entrance to the building had two guards who scanned his ID without comment, motioning him inside, where he was forced to give up his Glock as he walked through a detector. Surprisingly, they handed it back to him as he entered the foyer and looked up at the thirty-foot ceilings. This was the kind of place the high-up humans might work. Trent James had been a supply-chain wizard, and even he had to answer to other people. The man threw it all away because his conscience had overpowered him, and Dex hated that the seed of doubt was now planted in his own head.

      A couple of weeks ago, he would have sauntered in here with all the arrogance in the world. Now he didn’t know his place in this world and wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      There was a desk where a doughy man sat staring at a tablet.

      “I’m here to see Krista. Surveillance,” he said.

      The man nodded, his jowls shaking with the movement. There was no way this guy was on a strict diet of gruel like the average worker. “I’ve notified her you’re here. Mr.…?”

      “It’s Dex. Just Dex.”

      The man didn’t appear to care, and he stayed silent.

      Dex paced the floor, finding a water dispenser where he filled a little disposable cup and drank three of them before crumpling it and tossing into a trash can. Being around so many people was always a strange feeling. There would be a few of the aliens around, there always were, but now that he thought about it, the fact that humans were doing all the Overseers’ dirty work without being held at gunpoint constantly blew his mind.

      “Dex?” a voice asked, and he turned to see a stunning brunette in a jumpsuit. She was dressed like the rest of the workers, and he found it off-putting. He struggled to find his voice. It wasn’t often he’d been lost for words.

      “That’s me. Sorry. Not used to having real conversations,” he said, glad to have finally replied. “Krista, I gather?” I gather? Who was he pretending to be? He suddenly felt self-conscious. His hair was out of control, his jacket probably did have blood on it, and he hadn’t brushed his teeth in a few days.

      “Right this way. Your Hunter Guild Captain contacted me and said you needed to view some footage of our facility for an urgent Roamer alert?” she asked with enough tact to keep her voice to a minimum as they passed a couple of other people.

      She led him along a corridor and into a compact room with ten screens. There was an older man half asleep at the desk. “Tony, you can take a break. Thank you,” she said with a smile, and the man vacated the room without so much as a glance at Dex.

      “What are you looking for exactly?” she asked. He thought about the Seeker data, and how hard it was to access the right details. He needed to pinpoint it. If the Roamers were here, they’d have to be on camera.

      “Can you tell me how many entry points there are to this building?” he asked, avoiding looking directly at her.

      “There’s the main doors, and that’s the sole entryway, with the exception of the bay doors,” she said.

      “There are no guards at the bay doors?” he asked.

      “There are, but not in the same way as you encountered when you arrived. They’re mobile, watching everything.” Her answer came quickly.

      “What if there was a distraction, like… I don’t know… one of the alien ships rising into the air?”

      She didn’t reply. He was onto something, he knew it. If they arrived at the warehouse, that would have been the perfect disturbance.

      “I guess the guards’ attention might have been on other events at that time. What would you like to see?” she asked.

      “Can you show me all the feeds you have of the bay doors during the few minutes the Overseer vessel took off?” Dex was sure he was going to catch them sneaking in. He could feel it. It was like the best hunts, where he knew he would catch the Roamer before he had any real proof.

      “It’ll just take a moment,” she said, typing away at the desktop.

      “Krista?” he asked.

      “Yes, Dex?” Her big eyes stopped to look at him.

      “Is there any chance I can find a coffee somewhere?” He stood up straighter, and she laughed before tapping an icon and asking for two cups to be brought to the room.

      He settled in, and a few minutes later, the steaming coffee was delivered, even with cream. He blinked at the sight of the white liquid. “We seriously still have cream? Maybe the world hasn’t totally gone to hell,” he said, regretting his words immediately.

      She glanced at him. “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said through tight lips. “Here’s the footage. I’ll play each door at a time.”

      Dex watched as all nine monitors played a section of the feed, so together, they made one big screen. They watched each bay for a ten-minute span, and he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He had been so sure. They searched through footage of the last twelve hours, and drank a few cups of coffee each,.

      He checked the time and found he’d already been there for six hours when an idea crossed his mind. What if they hadn’t been trying to get in? What if they only wanted a way out?

      “Play the trucks loading up around that time. Twenty-minute time frame,” he said.

      She found four active bays, and they watched the recorded feeds at triple speed. He saw something out of the ordinary. “Can you play that again? In slow motion?” He leaned forward, and watched a female worker staring toward the truck they’d finished loading. The camera angle was from above, but he could make out a surprised O shape of her mouth and a widening of her eyes.

      “What number is that?” he asked.

      She checked. “That’s bay twelve. Did you see anything?”

      He didn’t want to get the other people involved. It would only delay him. “No. Nothing.” He pretended to be disappointed.

      “Do you mind if I talk to the shift supervisor for a few minutes?” he asked, trying to remain calm.

      Krista blinked a few times and nodded. “No problem. Sorry we couldn’t be more help.”

      A few minutes later, he was shaking hands with a rail-thin man with a full head of gray hair. Dex didn’t catch his name and decided it wasn’t worth asking him to repeat it.

      He scanned, looking for the slight girl from the video, but didn’t see her. It wasn’t a big deal. He thought there was a good chance they’d been on that truck. Now he needed to know where it was heading.

      “Quite the facility you have here,” Dex said, pretending to admire the thousands of pallet rack spaces. Forklifts and pallet jacks were everywhere, beeping and dragging supplies around. More trucks were being filled through the bay doors, and Dex’s gaze lingered to number twelve. “How many points do you touch from here?”

      The man knew his stuff. “Sixty end destinations, with about three hundred in between.”

      “Interesting. What does a trip look like? Let’s say bay twelve here. You have a truck leave this morning?” he asked casually.

      “Sure. Every three days, we send something out that direction. That route ends in Denver.”

      Denver. “Does it make any stops?”

      “Just Omaha. Not much else between here and there.”

      The hair on the back of Dex’s neck stood up.

      Omaha. University of Nebraska. Science Hall. Locker Three One Alpha. 01-09-27 combination

      Could it be a coincidence? Were they going after the locker at the University?

      “How long does it take to get from here to Omaha?” he asked, knowing his own speed estimations. These trucks might be a little slower, depending on the road conditions.

      “’Bout ten hours, give or take,” he said.

      That meant they would hit Omaha in around two hours. Dex had to move.

      “Thanks.” He pulled out his tablet, pretending there was an urgent message on it. “I appreciate the tour. Have a good day.” Dex left the man standing there with a stunned look on his face and headed for the exit. He hopped down one of the bay doors, and heard some commotion as a trailer door from the next bay over was being opened. He glanced inside to see what the fuss was about and saw the dead body. It was a guard, splayed out in a pool of dried blood.

      Before anyone could see him standing there, he kept moving. There was no way he was going to stick around when the supervisor came. A Hunter beside a dead guard wouldn’t be a great sight, especially when he had somewhere to be. His legs hurried as he crossed the lot, locating his car.

      He drove slowly as if he was out for a Sunday afternoon cruise, and the guard at the front gate let him through with no talking this time. As soon as he passed the gate, the alarms began to blare out across the yard from the warehouse and Dex instinctively pushed the gas pedal racing toward Omaha. He only hoped he wasn’t too late.
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      For want of a more accurate term, SW-18 woke up.

      Its processor and data core, the Tracker artificial intelligence approximate equivalent of a consciousness and all of the memories accrued by it, had been fitted to a new chassis, which was not yet fully operational.

      SW-18, if it could have felt anything, felt annoyed. It was irritated with the performance of the Seeker drones, marking out a number of possible programming improvements that it could field test when out of sight of the prying eyes of the Overseers. It was annoyed at the tenacity and resilience of the humans, the Vermin, the infestation that was keeping it from achieving the mission objective; the eradication of all non-controlled humans.

      It was infuriated at itself, at its personal performance, and annoyed that it had been-again for want of a better, more accurate term-killed.

      Being reinstalled into a new chassis was a tactical benefit, that much was undeniable after even a cursory check of the unit’s capabilities when equipped with a full load-out, but as the software began to integrate and link to the wireless system of the Overseers, it saw that a period of almost ten days had elapsed. Ten days to recover the old chassis or at least reactivate its processor and data core and plug it in to a new chassis at one of the coastal manufacturing plants.

      That was when the suspicion began in SW-18’s processor.

      How had the process taken so long? What had they done with the data core when its processor wasn’t connected to a power source? Had the Overseers or anyone else been accessing its memories while it was unconscious?

      SW-18 reviewed the most recent data files of the engagement where it had been damaged, checking that the careful falsifications had not been challenged and picked apart as it had corrupted the report in such a rush. The files seemed intact, which surely was a good sign that the personal vendetta it planned remained, as yet, undiscovered.

      Checking for orders, locked inside its own limited consciousness before the chassis came online fully and allowed articulation, SW-18 rolled along the factory conveyor belt and saw that it was allocated to standby status pending any detections of Vermin by the patrolling Seeker drones. All of the Trackers had access to this database, to the live report system, and SW-18 foresaw no issue with creating a deployment order for itself and two other Tracker drones; both as dumb as rocks as far as it was concerned, but that was irrelevant, as they were only there to do as they were instructed.

      As the conveyor belt reached a section where different units were filtered off in different directions, SW-18 felt the movement controls unlock on the chassis and prepared to shift under its own power. An order flashed into the processor, instructing a set sequence of deployment-readiness physical tests to be completed; effectively an obstacle course designed to fully test the functionality of the chassis. SW-18 considered the prospect of failing the tests, annoyed only that any such failure would mean a faulty chassis and further delays as it was re-installed into a new one and had to falsify more deployment orders with the automated system.

      The agility and targeting sections were dispatched with ruthless efficiency as only a machine could achieve, and the sensory tests were all fully successful. The order to proceed to deployment came shortly afterwards, and as SW-18 sat locked into the specific docking station, it scanned the area to assess the worthiness of the two Tracker drones either side of it. Hacking their command and control override systems wirelessly, something that the new chassis could do effortlessly in comparison to the older rig it had been shackled to, SW-18 felt the dull consciousness of both drones at the back of… of its mind? Was that the correct terminology?

      Satisfied, SW-18 endured the fast, bumpy hovercraft ride out to the dry expanse of northern New Mexico, where it planned to bring the two Vermin to heel personally.
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      Their detour took them in a sweeping loop to the east of the place she had spent a day trying to understand how it should sound.

      “Albuhkwer…? No. Albyukwurk…? Alberkerkee?”

      “I don’t know,” Cole replied, a little annoyed that she wouldn’t let it go.

      They moved at night, not wanting to change a system that had kept them out of trouble for several weeks. Each morning, they stopped at an abandoned building to set up camp, leaving all the edible parts of whatever they had caught the day before so that their companion, the coyote, wouldn’t go without.

      On the second day of their detour, as dawn threatened to break and they were looking for somewhere to rest, their tiredness caused a near fatal error.

      “You see that?” Lina asked, having stopped and raised a hand to point straight ahead. Cole peered into the gloom and squinted.

      “Smoke,” she said, “I can see smoke.”

      “Probably an old brush fire,” he said dismissively. “Burned out the day before or something.”

      “So why didn’t we see it yesterday?” she asked. “Or smell it?” Cole hmmm’d in response, giving her nothing by way of an answer.

      “Come on,” she said, taking a step in the direction of the distant fire before Cole held an arm out to stop her.

      “No,” he said, “we go further around.” She turned to look at him questioningly. “It’s a choke point, you see? Anyone who goes towards that fire is trapped between those lines of buildings.” He pointed towards the smoke, moving his hand up and down either side to show her what he meant. It looked like the funnel traps she had played with as child, only instead of catching fish so small they invariably had to return them to the water, this one was designed to catch something altogether different.

      People.

      “Oh,” she said as it appeared to dawn on her, “You mean, people set that trap for us?”

      “I think so. Hopefully, not for us,” he replied. “But if they’re the kind of people who hunt other people, then we need to go the other way.”

      Lina began to protest, saying that after everything they’d been through, they couldn’t delay their journey towards the distant mountains covered in snow at the top.

      He’d been to a few of the places that were supposedly safe havens for all Freeborn and all of them, without fail, had been destroyed long before he arrived. He feared going backwards after killing the Tracker because he knew with absolute certainty that the chances of being caught and killed increased. Going ahead, he feared one of the humans who hunted their own kind was luring them towards the fire and the promise of help.

      He curled a lip at the simplicity of the trap; to show a promise of shelter like he couldn’t easily get it for himself, and that gave him pause. He stepped away from the high ground as the sun flashed a slice of orange in the distance and dropped to one knee to slide his pack off. He pulled out the map from the top pocket, opening it to show the scribbled marks of all the relevant places on the continent he knew of.

      The map was older than he was, covered in a kind of rugged sheen that protected it, but many of the creases had degraded so much that strips of old, clear tape held many of the segments together. It always returned to the same position, easily folding to its original form out of habit.

      “What’s up?” she asked, crouching beside him and peering at the map.

      “Freeborn wouldn’t fall for that,” he mumbled. “The trap can’t be for us…”

      “Who then?” she asked.

      “Hunters? Maybe someone escaped…”

      “Escaped from where?” she said as she gave his shoulder a shake. “Tell me!” He peered up from the map.

      “You know there are other people, right? The ones they use to work for them?” She nodded. “Well, they escape sometimes, don’t ask me how, but there aren’t any places near here that the aliens keep them…” Cole stared at the map in the poor light and saw marks made over on the right of the map by the sea, lots of them up and down the coast and inland nearer the larger bodies of water, but nothing near where he had his finger to mark their approximate position.

      “What does it mean?” she asked. He looked up, staring ahead at the seemingly empty ground that he knew in his heart held a dangerous hidden force.

      “It means we might be stumbling into someone else’s fight here, and I don’t like it.” He paused for a moment, thinking, before looking at her intensely. “Are you too tired to keep going today?” he asked.

      “Not anymore,” she said.

      “Good,” he answered as he folded up the map and slipped it into his pack before shrugging into the straps and leading her fast into the dead ground downhill away from the distant pillar of smoke.
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        * * *

      

      Cole’s assumptions had been partly correct. He was accurate that the fire wasn’t natural. He was right that it was an intentional lure for people to investigate, but it wasn’t a trap set by the Hunters to catch Freeborn or even what they called the Roamers. He’d met one of them once, many years before, and had listened with incredulity as she had told the Freeborn about her life.

      It was a trap set by other Freeborn to catch Hunters.

      The first he knew of it, walking exhaustedly through the afternoon heat having stripped off his jacket and stuffed it in his pack to drag his tired feet through the dust, was when a flash of movement ahead caught his eye. The sun was high in the sky and the blinding light dulled, added to the fatigue and hunger. He froze when he saw that movement; an instinct long ingrained in someone who lived his life as vulnerable as the rabbits that formed such a large part of his diet.

      Lina, much newer to the life, didn’t appear to sense the danger as quickly as he did. She faltered and turned to face him in time to see him raise the shotgun.

      The pile of rubble beside Cole, covered in the brown leaves of dried ivy, rose like a monster from the stories she had been told as a child to bring something heavy over his head. That blow, although it connected with his skull, seemed to connect directly to his knees as they buckled in an instant and dropped him to the dusty ground.
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      Lina froze as the rubble and ivy shrugged shoulders back to let the camouflage drop away, revealing a man dressed in rags wielding the heavy wooden bat used to render Cole helpless and useless. She hesitated, searching for which way to run, as three other shapes rose up around her.

      She ran back the way they’d come, tired legs burning as she stumbled and failed to make them move how they were designed to. Behind her, she heard a whistling noise she couldn’t place, unsure if it was fear, or panic, or exhaustion that made her unable to push forward, but she only had a moment to realize her ankles had been snagged before she associated it with the whistling noise.

      Thumping the dirt hard with her face, her pack fell over her head to make it harder to stand. She felt the metallic tang of blood in her mouth only moments before a dull crack filled her entire universe and sent her into the nothingness of unconsciousness.

      She woke inside a dingy, foul-smelling place. The room, because it had to be a room from the sunlight piercing the gaps between the boards across the windows, was small, but the sudden, agonizing pain in her neck and head took away any other information as it grew to consume every sense.

      She rolled her head and groaned, feeling the savage burn in her wrists, arms, and shoulders due to her bound hands being hooked around a low wooden beam. She pressed down with her feet to push her body up and relieve the pressure, but that only made everything explode with yet more pain.

      She blinked, trying to acclimate to the poor light, until her eyes rested on Cole.

      He wasn’t suspended from the same beam but sat at the base of a large square pillar with his head slumped forwards and his hands seemingly bound behind it.

      “Hey,” she croaked in a weak whisper. No response. “Cole!” she hissed, lifting one foot painfully to kick dirt and dust in his direction. Her reward was a groan and a twitch of his head, so she tried again, not wanting to make any more noise but needing him to be conscious so that she wasn’t alone.

      He grunted and lifted his head, eyes screwed shut as a curse rasped from his clenched teeth.

      “Wake up,” she hissed, earning another groan of pain as his eyes flickered open. They didn’t get any opportunity to speak before a bang of something being dropped came from outside the door.

      “Looks like they wakin’” said a thick voice, lisping like the speaker had very few teeth. The door banged open on loose hinges and the light that appeared there was blocked out by two figures stepping inside the room.

      “What we gots here den?” another voice said. This one was clearer but rumbled like a heavy stone rolling over concrete.

      “Looks like we got ourselves a girly,” toothless crowed.

      “We do dat,” Rumbler said menacingly. “We dooo dat!”

      “You boys come on outta there, ya hear me?” a shrill voice snapped from outside. “Don’t be playin’ with the food like always. Go on now, get!” This third speaker appeared at the doorway to push past the other two, both of them shying away from the threat of a raised hand like they feared a backhand slap. He was shorter and older than the others but seemed to bustle like one of the male turkeys living in the wild like there was no fight on Earth he wouldn’t take on. “You boys go outside and keep watch in case there’s more. Leave this to me.” Grumbles of protest quickly faded away as the two admonished men fled from another raised hand. Lina glanced at Cole to see him slumped again as unconsciousness overtook him.

      “Well, hello there,” the man said as he stepped close to Lina and peered up at her face with a smile. She clapped her mouth shut and turned away; not just to avoid looking at his ugly, scarred face and one cloudy eye but for the stench of rotten meat on his breath. He chuckled, turning to Cole and delivering a nonchalant kick at his outstretched legs. Cole didn’t respond, prompting another chuckle.

      “Yeah, Billy done clocked you good’n hard, did’n he?” He turned to Lina and stepped closer, earning a response of her lashing her right boot out at him.

      The man avoided the kick easily, laughing as she lost her footing and cried out in pain as she put pressure back on her bound wrists.

      “Now hold on there, girly,” he said with a nasty smirk. “There ain’t no need for hostilities.”

      “Let us go,” Lina snarled.

      “Now that might be an option for ya, so long as you tell us what we want to know…” Lina doubted every word the man said, fearing a fate worse than what she was imagining would be in store for them if they didn’t change the situation. “First off,” he said as he stepped towards the door and hefted Cole’s shotgun, “you gon’ need to tell me where y’all walked in from and why you in my town.”

      Lina wanted to hold him off, make him pause until Cole regained consciousness. The man saw her eyes fixed on the weapon and put a hand to his mouth in mock surprise.

      “Oh, I sorry girly, is this’um scatter gun yours?”

      “It’s his,” she said, nodding at Cole. “I don’t know how it works.”

      “But you gots one a y’own, right?”

      “Mine’s different,” she said truthfully. “It’s easier.”

      The man swung the gun up to point it at her without taking the mildly amused look off his face. “These things be simple things to use. You just point’m in the general direction and you gid the lil’ trigger a squeeze.” Something in his eyes changed as his face hardened and she thought he would shoot her there and then.

      “We walked from the south,” she blurted out. She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping they weren’t to be her final words. When no shotgun report filled the room, she dared to breathe out and open her eyes again. The man still pointed the gun at her but wore an expression of mild impatience.

      “We walked from the south,” she said again in a quieter voice, “after they came for our settlement with their drones and their ships. We’ve been walking for days and days.”

      “See now?” he said as he smiled and lowered the gun. “That wadn’t so hard now, was it? Now, why you come here, to my town?”

      “We didn’t,” she said. “I mean, we did, but we didn’t mean to come here.”

      “Someth’n wrong with my town, girly?” He leered up at her face, making her turn away to avoid his fetid breath again.

      “Don’t bother,” croaked a groggy voice from near their feet.

      “Someth’n to say to me, boy?” the man snarled as he leaned down to eyeball Cole, whose head lolled around like it was too heavy for his neck.

      “They’re going to kill us and eat us,” Cole said.

      “Lies!” the man crowed with amusement. “We fully intend on havin’ some fun before we eats ya then kills ya.”

      “Eats us then…” Lina said in confusion, missing most of what he’d said.

      “And don’t you be thnk’n that me and my boys is particular,” he said, aiming another jab of his toe at Cole’s leg. “We gon’ have some fun with you too, purdy lil’ thang you are.”

      “Just shoot me,” Cole mumbled.

      “Cole, n-”

      “You shut your filthy mouth hole, ya hear me?” the man said as he spun to push the muzzle of the shotgun up under her chin to shower her face with his angry spittle.

      “What’s the matter?” Cole said, almost drooling as he couldn’t form his words properly. “You too cowardly or too stupid to figure out which end of the gun is the dangerous one?”

      All thoughts of having “fun” with Cole before they killed him were abandoned when the man growled angrily and turned the gun back on him.

      “Lina,” Cole said quickly, “the thing is still in the end of his barrel, right?” Lina opened her mouth to begin forming the words to ask him what the hell he was talking about.

      True to form, demonstrating that he really was as intelligent as he looked, the man issued a surprised “huh?” and tipped up the weapon to peer into the end of the barrel to look for whatever thing shouldn’t be there.

      Cole snapped his head up, holding it straight and calmly with none of the pained wobbling there had been before. He uncoiled, his hand unexpectedly free with a long slice of rough rope dangling from the left wrist, and shot upwards off the ground to reach out and dive for the gun.

      The man, as dumb as he was to look down the business end of a weapon, acting partly on instinct in reaction to his words and partly out of the kind of relaxed state he felt in because his audience was quite literally captive. Lina could tell he hadn’t been raised like Cole, or taught the strict discipline of firearms treatment and maintenance, never to point a gun at something you weren’t intending to kill, and to keep your finger off the trigger until you needed it there.

      Cole’s desperate stretch was enough to hook the fingers of his right hand across the forearm of the man and drag the limb down with him as he fell onto his face in the dust.

      The shotgun, with a self-confessed rapist cannibal staring at the barrel, went off in an eruption of searing, smoky light, making their ears ring and whine painfully to accentuate their concussions.

      The man’s head snapped back to the full extent of the range of movement so that it appeared like he was trying to see behind himself without turning around. His lifeless body took a while to react and seemed to return to the previous position slowly, so that by the time the gore that had previously been his face returned to look at Lina, he was only just beginning to slump to the ground. She bit down the scream of horror and fright, and watched in stunned silence as Cole struggled to his feet.

      “How did you…” she started, realizing that it didn’t matter how he got free but only that he was, and she wasn’t. She wriggled, pulling on her bindings fruitlessly as he took three staggering paces towards her. She saw blood as his right wrist smeared up his forearm, which he raised and began sawing his watch strap against the ropes holding her in place. He struggled to stay upright, twice losing his focus and having to shake his head to clear his vision.

      “It’s too thick,” he slurred. “Hold on…” He staggered away, tripping on the body of the man who lay at the foot of a growing puddle of blood. Cole righted himself, rolled the body over, and began checking the pockets and waistband of it, coming away with a small, bone-handled curved blade. He dragged himself to her, reaching up for her hands as shouts came from outside the room.

      “Clay? Where you at, Clay?” rumbled the bigger guy. Lina’s wide eyes locked on to Cole, and he returned them with a murderous look of resolute survival as he raised a finger to his lips. Silently, he picked up his shotgun from the sticky, dusty mess it lay in and slowly racked the pump to put another faded red tube into the chamber before hugging the wall near the doorway.

      “Clay?” called out the toothless lisper. “You in there? We done heard a gunshot.”

      Lina stood above the body of the man, still bound in place, totally vulnerable and staring at the doorway that filled with the horrified bearded faces of the other two cannibals.

      “She killed Clay,” the big one rumbled.

      “Where’s the othe-”

      He didn’t finish the question, because the second he crossed the threshold into the room, four sounds changed the course of the world.

      BOOM, shuck-shuck, BOOM.

      The sounds coincided with the rapid, crisp actions of a man acting without hesitation. Of someone so utterly believing that his execution of these two men was the right and only course of action. Both of them took the full force of the shot to the right sides of their heads, obliterating them and rendering them as headless as the one tricked into shooting his own face off.

      Cole wasted no time freeing her from the rope, making her cry out in agony as the blood rushed into her arms and hands, rendering them useless. She followed him out of the room, finding their packs strewn open in the room outside their cell. Cole kept up nervous glances as he stuffed the contents back into them. Strapping on his own pack he helped Lina shrug her numb arms into hers and pulled the straps tight. She had to hook her thumbs behind the straps to stop her arms from swinging like tails, but not even that pain could slow her down as she followed Cole towards daylight.
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      The trip went as smoothly as it could have. Alec sat on watch as Monet slept, and it wasn’t until the truck slowed down that she opened her eyes, instantly awake and clutching her gun.

      “It’s okay. The truck is stopping.” Alec noticed the trailer slow and lift over some sort of speed bumps before coming to a halt. The truck then began to move in reverse, the backup alert beeping every second until the trailer bumped the bay door bumper and the truck shook before shutting off.

      They were at the front of the trailer, hidden behind tall skids of toilet paper labelled “Denver,” and that was where they intended to stay until the Omaha product was all unloaded. Alec was already sweating as he pictured them clearing the entire truck out and moving the skids to another vehicle. Monet said it was marked to make the entire journey, but things could change. The semi might need repair, the driver possibly becoming ill… during the entire trip, Alec had mentally compiled an insane list of outrageous complications that might arise.

      The trailer doors swung open, allowing light to pour inside, and he heard mumbling voices as they began the process of unloading. They crouched uncomfortably for almost an hour while the workers methodically went about their business.

      A woman with a clipboard walked onto the now half empty space, and Alec risked a quiet peek from the edge of his hiding spot to watch her check off her paper and leave the trailer before one of the workers shut the door.

      He leaned back, taking a deep breath.

      “Almost there, Alec.” Monet pulled the pilfered tablet out, and it showed the path of the truck. They were less than three hundred miles from their destination, which she calculated would take around six hours at the previous speed.

      “Then what?” he asked. He hadn’t pressed her earlier, and he knew about the tire blowout, but it all sounded impossible.

      “I blow the tire, and we bust out of here,” she said.

      “Through the doors?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “But the latch…”

      She pulled a thin metal contraption from her pack and grinned at him. “Let me worry about that. You cover me when we escape. The driver will be worried about the blown tire, so as soon as it happens, we undo the latch. We open it and hop out while the truck is slowing.”

      He was going to roll with it. He didn’t really have another choice. But he liked these odds better than arriving at a facility in Denver with more guards and aliens.

      “What if… you know?” Alec started to ask.

      “Then I kill him. We hide the body. They’ll never know who did it. They’ll think someone set a trap. We’ll have to take a few of the supplies to make it look like a robbery.” Monet had an answer for everything. Alec wasn’t sure he loved the casual way she spoke about having to kill someone, or how easy it had been for her to stab another person through the heart. But he was glad she was on his side.

      The engine roared to life, and soon the vehicle was back on the road.

      “Have a nap. I’ll keep watch.” Monet patted his arm in a maternal gesture, and the contact felt strange.

      He obeyed, and even though his mind was reeling with recent events and speculation of his future, he drifted off in minutes.

      He woke to Monet kicking his boot softly. “Get ready. We’re almost there. I’m going trigger it a mile past town, just so they might not think it had anything to do with arriving at McCook specifically.”

      Alec glanced at the map on the tablet, which showed the approaching settlement. The highway ran directly through it, and the driver slowed as if minding some speed limit that was no longer policed.

      They moved through the skids again, Alec finding it hard to keep on his feet as they walked through the rear section of the trailer toward the doors. Monet knelt beside them, and Alec braced himself along the rails as she counted down with her fingers. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. She tapped a pen-shaped device, and the trailer shook and swung wildly for a moment.

      The semi slowed, lurching to the side, and Monet worked quickly. She fumbled with the metal rod, beads of sweat dripping down her forehead and into her eyes as she bit her lip. The truck stopped, sending Alec flying backwards. Monet managed to grab hold of something and stay put, and he heard the latch unclasp.

      “Got it.” Monet was already pushing the door wide, and Alec gathered himself and moved as slowly as he could. They hopped out of the trailer, keeping their feet on the rear bumper. It was pouring rain outside, and Alec heard the driver’s door open.

      “Son of a bitch! Why’s this always happen in the rain?” the driver shouted to no one. The truck door slammed, and Monet motioned for Alec to follow her. They stopped behind the passenger side tires, and Monet crouched to get a visual on the guy.

      Alec guessed the driver was eyeing the damage. “How the hell?” he was muttering now, and they heard him return to the cab of the truck.

      Monet quickly ran for the ditch, and Alec splashed behind her, his feet getting soaked from the collected rainwater. They emerged through the culvert and into a wooded area and didn’t slow for at least two minutes. Monet pulled him behind a thick tree, and they rested, breathing heavily.

      Alec peered around the tree, toward the truck, and saw the driver standing behind the trailer. He was holding a large jack and Alec assumed he was still grumbling to himself. He didn’t appear to suspect foul play, or he’d have a gun in his hand.

      Monet smiled and pointed in the direction of the town. Alec didn’t wait to follow her. He wanted to be as far from the truck as possible. The rain was relentless, falling in droves as they wandered through the trees. It was only a few minutes before Alec saw a water tower in the distance, and they entered a green-space with houses around it.

      “What is this?” Alec asked, wiping rainwater from his face..

      “Golf course,” she said. Alec had seen images in magazines but didn’t really fully understand the concept. He didn’t bother pushing it. The space was lush, huge bushes had overtaken the region, and every step made a squelching noise.

      “Where do we go for directions?” he asked, feeling foolish for waiting until now to prod the subject. What if something happened to her before they made it to McCook?

      “Church.” She pointed to the north, and they kept moving. It wasn’t long before they entered the town past the golf course, and Monet checked a hand-drawn map before stuffing it back in her pocket to keep it dry.

      “Do you really think we’re going to find the home base location here?” he asked. He kept scanning the skies, feeling like this was the perfect time for their journey to be interrupted by a Seeker. He paused, thinking he saw a glint of light in the clouds, but when he looked back, hand over his brow to keep the rain away, he didn’t spot anything unusual.

      “We’d better. Otherwise, I have no plan,” she admitted. “They need this information, Alec. We have an obligation to the Reclaimers—and to humanity—to deliver the data.”

      There were no business premises here, only houses, and Alec eyed them with interest. He hadn’t seen many residential areas, and these homes were small and close to one another. Still, there was something quaint about them. What would it have been like to grow up here?

      He ran a hand through the short hair on his head, shooting water away with the movement. He spotted a cross high above the homes, and his spirits lifted. They were so close. With any luck, they could camp out there, dry off, and figure out the best approach to access the Reclaimers’ base.

      The church was a squat building, directly across from some houses. The parking lot was full of rusted-out old cars. “People flocked to the churches when it all went down,” Monet explained. “Their God wasn’t able to help them.”

      Alec swallowed hard. Monet pushed the doors open, and they entered the premises. Rainwater dripped from a crack in the ceiling above, and they stepped through it. It was musty inside, but once they passed the foyer and into the main church, it was dry once again.

      He unslung the soaked pack from his shoulders and set it on one of the wooden pews. Monet did the same before walking to the front of the room. She moved slowly but with purpose, and Alec hung back, letting her do her thing.

      She stopped at a wooden stand and pulled a book from a compartment inside it. “Our salvation awaits,” she said with a hint of glee. He watched her flip through the Bible’s pages, stopping on a certain page. He walked to join her now, curious what she was looking at.

      “There are some highlighted numbers in here from verses. It’ll give us coordinates. Longitude and latitude. She scribbled them down, flipping through more of the Bible as she found more digits on dog-eared pages. Ten minutes later, they sat on the small stage, legs dangling over, and she’d gathered a full set of coordinates.

      Monet pulled out her tablet. “The sharing mode is off, and I’ve removed the tracking chip. This tablet should be safe from prying AI eyes.” She tapped the digits into the keypad and the location zoomed. She whispered the name of the resulting spot on the screen. “Cripple Creek. That’s closer to Denver. I wonder if we can still get back to the truck.”

      Alec’s eyes shot open. “You can’t be serious?”

      She shook her head. “You’re right, it wouldn’t be a good idea.”

      The roof shook and Monet had her pistol gripped in a split second, the tablet tossed beside her pack. Alec tried to follow suit, but his hand trembled so violently, he thought his gun might slip from his grip.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Sounds like one of their hovercars. They must have been waiting for us. It was a trap.” Monet was running for the rear door, her pack slung over her shoulder. Alec grabbed his stuff and joined her. The rain had slowed, but wind gusted against their faces as they stood outside the church with their backs pressed against the exterior wall. Monet motioned for him to follow and he ran to the corner, waiting for her to investigate the source of the noise.

      The sound reminded Alec of the huge spaceship, only slightly less invasive. Monet walked around the building, and Alec thought he saw her put up her hands. Was this it? Had they finally been tracked?

      He glanced around the corner and saw the hovercar floating just above the ground. A man was jumping out of the pilot’s seat, and he ran toward Monet. Alec grabbed his gun and ran forward. “Stop! Don’t hurt her!” His hand was steady, and his finger touched the trigger ever-so-slightly. He was about to fire at the man, when he saw the briefly familiar scowl across his brow. “Crash?”

      Alec put his gun away and approached the man. He was wearing a heavy coat, with two guns in a double holster around his shoulders. His eyes were piercing blue as he stared at Alec. “Are you sure this is the same guy from Detroit?” he asked, sticking his hand out. Alec clasped it, and the man pulled him in for a brief embrace. “Thanks for watching Monet’s back. I appreciate it.”

      Monet was beaming, and she grabbed Alec’s pack and hers, tossing them into the hovercar. “We can’t stay here. How did you acquire this?” The car sputtered as it lowered, before the thruster brightened and lifted it off the ground again. “Kind of in rough shape, isn’t it?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Crash shrugged. “Didn’t have much of a choice.” He motioned to a necklace around his neck, pulling it up. “Got me a Hunter’s ID, so the Seekers have been ignoring me. I’m not sure the Hunters are allowed to use the Overseer’s private transport vessels, but I took a chance.”

      Alec was dumbfounded. “How did you find a Hunter’s ID?” he asked, then he saw the blood on the small computer chip.

      “You don’t want to know. He came after me first, let’s leave it at that,” Crash said, and climbed into the hovercar using a side bar as a step.

      The alien hovercar was twenty feet long and had a shield on it with some sort of glass or plastic window circling the perimeter to keep out the weather. He sat in the second row bench, and Monet took the seat beside Crash. She leaned toward her friend and rested her head on the older man’s shoulder as he fiddled with the control levers.

      “Where are we going?” Alec heard Crash ask over the purr of the thrusters.

      “Cripple Creek, Colorado,” Monet replied.
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      A sound detection warning flashed up on SW-18’s visual cortex display. The byte was analyzed through a database taken mainly from what the humans used to call the internet, which, as far as SW-18 could tell, was a chaotic assortment of unreferenced opinions and archive footage. The sound positively identified as a twelve-gauge shotgun, something that could not have happened naturally. It turned in the calculated direction of that sound to set off at a pace that rivaled the ground transports humans used to rely so heavily on.

      The two Tracker drones, slaves to SW-18’s wireless control matrix, followed in flanking positions and matched its pace.

      Two more sounds in the distance matched the same profile to a lesser percentage degree, affected probably by the noises SW-18’s rapid advance made, and further solidified its belief that humans were in conflict with something. It scanned the deployment register, checking to see if any other assets were active in this area, and found only the report from the hovercraft crew that recovered its former chassis, meaning that nothing had been deployed there since.
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      Cole half dragged Lina through the dusty, rubble-strewn streets in any direction just to put distance between them and the place where the dead bodies were. Lina stumbled, complaining that she couldn’t keep running, but Cole ignored the protesting and dragged her onwards.

      His brain was fuzzy and everything hurt with each heavy, plodding step he took. His mind tried to make sense of things, using only the smallest pieces of information available. He knew that the sun was still in the sky and providing warmth, so he could either have been unconscious for a couple of hours or an entire day.

      His stomach was empty but not so much that it cried out to be filled, so he guessed it was the same day. If it was and he was right, then they were heading north, which was good. The fact that they were moving fast, in broad daylight, having fired three gunshots nearby was bad. Anything in the area would have heard those rounds, and it wasn’t as though they weren’t leaving any sign of where they were going.

      Lina collapsed, tears running down her dirty cheeks as she hugged her arms in agony.

      “I can’t.” she sobbed. “I can’t…” Cole knelt beside her, his blood-soaked hands sticking to the gun that he turned to face the direction they had run from. He cursed the loss of her shotgun because it meant that their defense relied solely on him. Instinctively, he reached with his left hand into the pants leg pocket for more shotgun shells and found the pocket empty. He slipped an arm out of the shoulder straps of the pack and fumbled one-handed with the zip to find replacements. He couldn’t locate them with his sticky fingers, making him look at the empty pocket where the ammunition had been. He swore, hitting the bag pointlessly as he was holding the gun with his only five remaining rounds.

      “We need to move,” he told her. “Now.” She started to climb to her feet wordlessly, chest heaving from the exertion, and followed him like a tired child wanting to be carried. Instead of complaining, she kept her head lowered and her feet moving. She matched pace with clear difficulty but must have recognized that he was in as much pain as she was.

      “There were…” she gasped in between lungs full of air. “There were four of them…”

      “I know,” he said. “Keep going.”
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        * * *

      

      SW-18 sent its slaves wide to both flanks as they advanced on the area where the gunshots originated. It had a feed from both of them showing on the enhanced visual display, which was a significant upgrade to its previous chassis.

      Those displays didn’t show much, and neither drone interpreted anything they’d witnessed as signs relevant to hunting humans. SW-18 knew that it would interpret certain images differently, but then SW-18 was beginning to realize that it didn’t act the same way as other Tracker programs. It realized in that moment that it felt superior to the other units.

      Pushing that revelation away, SW-18 responded to an automated ping from one of the slaved units, veering to the right to home in on the source. Arriving beside the drone that had sent the ping and remained outside the half-destroyed building as it was told to do, SW-18 went inside and immediately dialed up the power to the olfactory sensors.

      Blood; not there, but further inside the building. Cordite; that fit with the reports of three weapon discharges. Something else, something more… unpleasant. SW-18 had never experienced a sense of mood to go with a scent before, but this one was so overwhelming that it couldn’t help feeling some revulsion. The source of that smell was located quickly in the form of three dead Vermin. SW-18 dialed down the olfactory sensors as low as they would go as the smell of unwashed human bodies mixed with blood and fecal matter was leaking though the soiled rags that the largest of them wore as clothing.

      It scanned the rest of the room, picking up scents of two other Vermin that cross-referenced immediately against the internal database for matches compared to the first two scent profiles on record. SW-18 had prioritized those two for itself and the slaved drones, keen to catch up with the Vermin who had destroyed the previous chassis.

      Transferring that scent profile and matching it to the visual cortex display, SW-18 followed the blue and green ethereal trails leaving the small room filled with blood and human excrement, trotting lazily as it followed their progress out of the buildings. A third scent trail stayed with them, much stronger than that of the first two.

      A red override warning cut across the visual display, stopping SW-18 in its tracks as it was temporarily blinded by the notice. It tried to dismiss the emergency control broadcast but found itself unable to rid its programming of the overwatch protocol.

      Accepting the orders, SW-18 read the bulletin that was forcing it to abandon the hunt of the Vermin.

      
        
        PRIORITY PURSUIT OF ROAMERS HEADING EAST FROM DETROIT. ALL ASSETS IN PROJECTED PATH TO CONVERGE AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTION.

      

      

      It had seen the message before and ignored it. SW-18 accepted the instruction, planning to ignore the directive and continue the private hunt, but whatever protocol override access it had with this new chassis made it impossible to abort the current task. Moving its feet in frustrated annoyance, it stamped all four legs into the stone and dirt before heading off northeast away from the scent trail. It planned to see where this priority assignment that was so important led, then it could track back east and hopefully be ahead of the Vermin who had been traveling north ever since it had first picked up the scent of one of them.
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      It took him longer than he’d planned, but when he reached Omaha, he discovered that the number twelve truck driver had only been there for a matter of minutes before continuing on his route toward Denver. Dex decided to stop by the University of Nebraska, just for a look.

      He pulled up to the school, surprised by how impressive it was. He’d always had dreams of enrolling in college after high school, but as the Occupation occurred when he was fifteen, he never had the chance. Now he struggled to remember what he’d wanted to do with his life.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” he said to himself as he entered the campus. Before he had gone very far, the tablet chimed, alerting him that the Seeker channel had found something for him.

      He pulled onto the campus and held the device, activating the application. “You have to be kidding me.” He smiled, seeing footage of truck number twelve on the side of the road halfway to Denver. If he was fast, he might be able to catch it.

      Dex glanced at the campus, wondering where the science building was. He really didn’t have time for it now, and for all he knew, it had been a trap by Trent James. He couldn’t take the chance at that moment. He made record time to McCook, the small town the truck had broken down outside. He threw caution to the wind and drove much faster than he should have, but was pleased to find the road in good condition. He wondered if the Overseers let the humans fix it, as it was one of their main supply routes.

      He arrived outside McCook while it was light outside; gray clouds lingered in the sky, but the threat of further rain had diminished. The roads were damp and the ditches were heavy with rainwater.

      There was no sign of the truck on the highway. He’d evidently fixed the problem and had moved on. Great. What choice was there now? He had to head for Denver and hope the Roamers were nearby.

      What had happened to the semi? He drove to the stretch of road, which bore black tire skid marks, and pieces of rubber still on the asphalt. Blown tire. It wasn’t really that rare, especially with the condition of the highways these days. Hell, even Dex carried around two spares to make sure he was prepared. But if these Roamers were as smart as he thought they were, it might not have been a coincidence.

      McCook was a small place, not much to look at. It lay between the Occupation in Omaha and Denver, but also along a major route. If there was an opportunity to hide a terrorist group, it was here. Dex pulled over to examine his tablet. He ran a quick scan of the county, searching for any IDs from the last twelve hours. Three came up on his screen. Dex’s heart beat faster as he saw the names. One belonged to the driver of truck twelve, one was his own name, and the last was Eric Chan, another hunter.

      Eric was a loner, even more so than Dex, a stick-to-himself Hunter who rarely came in, unless he was forced to. He loved to hunt the ones no one else did, and his track record was almost as good as Dex’s. If he was there, he might have found something worth exploring. Dex raced onto the highway, following the roads until he ended at the location where Eric had stopped. He watched the ID pattern, and it made no sense. Unless Eric had grown wings. Or…

      “Damn it. How did you get a hovercar?” Dex asked himself. The streets were dark now, his headlights two bright beacons in the dead town. He drove as quietly as his muscle car would let him and cut the lights a few blocks away. He parked in front of a decrepit house and killed the engine.

      Minutes later, Dex was standing outside a church. “Church. A little something for everyone,” he said, walking up with his Glock pressed firmly in his grip. He wanted to shout for Eric, to tell him it was another Hunter, because he didn’t want to end up on the bad end of a bullet, but he kept his mouth shut.

      The doors were swung open, a clear sign someone had been there. He entered the church and noticed muddy footprints. Whoever had visited didn’t seem concerned about being tracked. That led Dex to assume the base was not in the immediate vicinity. He followed the mud until it ended inside the church. He could remember going to church a few times as a kid, being dragged by his mother at Easter and Christmas. His dad told him to believe what he wanted, and Dex had sat in the back rows with his family and listened with rapt attention as the preacher recounted tales about Jesus being born or rising from the grave.

      Dex shook the cobwebs from his memories and closed his eyes for a second, pushing the image of his parents from his mind. “Not now, Dex,” he told himself as he scanned the room, using a flashlight. Eric’s ID showed him long gone, but he knew a few Hunters with tricks to hide themselves. He had his own guiles in his back pocket.

      The pulpit at the front of the stage was still standing and Dex noticed something reflect the light of his flashlight. He jogged forward and saw the tablet. It was the kind the Managers were each provided with. Not quite as informative as a Hunters’, but it held more details than a guard’s or site supervisor’s.

      He tapped it to life, and a location was keyed into the map. Cripple Creek, Colorado.

      This was it. This had to belong to the terrorists. That was where they were heading. Dex considered calling it in, letting Cleveland know what he’d found. But if he did that, the Overseers would be alerted, along with their Seekers and Trackers. His last altercation with the dog-like death robots had him unsettled, and Dex wanted to stay as far away from the aliens and their pets as he could.

      Seeing the giant alien space vessel roaring within the atmosphere also had him on edge. He could feel the shift in the Occupation, and he didn’t like where it was heading.

      Against his better judgment, Dex kept the tablet, ran to his car, and raced down the dark streets heading for his new destination, unsure what it was he would find there.
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      They’d remained high in the sky for most of the trip, higher than Monet said was safe. She’d tried to convince Crash to reduce their altitude a half dozen times, but he claimed they were more secure away from the Overseer’s sensors.

      Monet had thrown a fit when she realized she’d left the tablet at the church. They’d been so startled by the loud hovercar thrusters that they’d run for the doors, leaving the device behind.

      Alec doubted anyone would ever find it in lonely McCook. He didn’t think anyone would have a reason to visit the place, and if they discovered the tablet, it would likely have no charge by that point. None of his comments seemed to help her foul mood.

      They weren’t moving quite as fast as Alec had suspected, but they were almost there. He peered through the windows, taking in the peaks of enormous mountain ranges, and it blew his mind. They were so majestic, that it was hard to not believe in something bigger than humans or even the Overseers at that point.

      “Do you hear that, Crash? The hovercar is sputtering. It’s leaking fluids, and we need to land it and either repair it or walk the rest of the way,” Monet shouted.

      “You see that big mountain?” he asked, pointing below.

      Alec watched from behind as Monet nodded.

      “I need to get us around that, then land. I don’t want to have to walk over it.” Crash began maneuvering them south, and Alec’s stomach lurched as they began their descent. It was freezing up there, the hovercar not built for comfort apparently. Or the aliens had different ideas of what constituted luxury.

      The hovercar was starting to struggle, the thrusters kicking on and off.

      “Shit, what do we do?” Crash asked, for the first time letting Alec hear a sense of nervousness.

      “Let me take over,” Monet said, and Crash didn’t hesitate to move. She crawled across him and seized the controls. “Hold on to your seats,” she warned, and Alec did a second too late. They dropped, and his eyes began to roll back as he tried to watch what Monet was doing. She was flipping switches as they plunged, and with a sudden motion, the thrusters fired up, slowing just enough to stop them from hitting the ground at full speed.

      It was like he was in a dream, with no way to prevent the inevitable. He closed his eyes, silently hoping they would make it. They’d come so far; he couldn’t die like this.

      Alec felt the impact as the hovercar broke through tall tree cover, branches snapping heavily, and the car skidded to a standstill, its nose bashing into a boulder, spinning it to the side. The left edge then smashed into a thick tree trunk, sending Alec and the others reeling. He heard something shatter, and everything went dark.

      “Alec… Alec, are you okay?” Monet was leaned over him, her brown eyes lively and concerned. She had a cut on her forehead that was dripping on his chest, and he tried to sit up. He’d been pulled from the hovercar, and he glanced to the side in time to see their transportation explode. Monet lay her body over his, trying to protect him, and debris rained down all around them.

      “Where’s Crash?” Alec asked as he tried to slide from under Monet. She lay still now, her body a dead weight on his. He saw it then. The piece of the ship had struck her in the back of the head. Blood was everywhere now, and he let out a panicked shout.

      “Monet!” he yelled, struggling free from her grasp. He rolled her onto her back, checking to make sure the debris had finished falling. The hovercar was still on fire, and heavy smoke poured from it.

      “Kid, we have to go. They’ll see that from miles away,” Crash said from somewhere behind him. He didn’t have to tell Alec who they were. The place would be teeming with Trackers and Seekers before they knew it.

      “We can’t leave her!” Alec said, and Crash was at his side, pressing a finger to her neck. She seemed so small now, helpless as she lay unconscious… or dead.

      “She’s alive. Give me a hand,” Crash said, picking her up. He limped along, and Alec saw the bloody tear in Crash’s right thigh.

      “Let me take her,” Alec offered. He stood up and tested his arms and legs before patting his chest. He seemed to be in one piece, and Crash passed her over to Alec. He wasn’t the biggest man, but years of holding up sheet metal in the factories had given him strength he otherwise might not have had.

      “This way,” Crash said, and Alec started forward with Monet in his arms. She wasn’t very heavy, but he knew he’d only be able to carry her so far. They were in the foothills of a range, and not only was the ground uneven and full of thick vegetation, but it was dark.

      “Do you have a gun?” Alec asked.

      Crash patted his chest where he retained two handguns in his double holster. “Still got these. I’d be surprised if Monet didn’t have one on her somewhere.”

      “But no food or water?” Alec asked.

      Crash limped along, struggling as they meandered away from the burning vessel. “No, but we have fresh mountain river water to sate our thirst, my friend. Have you ever been in the mountains before?”

      Alec didn’t feel like making small talk. He just grunted, and Crash apparently understood. He stayed quiet as they walked for what had to be another mile. Alec’s arms were aching, his legs burning, and he knew there was no more gas in his tank. “I need to…”

      “Stop? Good idea. I hear some running water. It’s only another few hundred yards, I promise.” Crash led the way, and Alec hardly knew what he was doing anymore. His feet lifted with the added weight of Monet in his arms, and eventually, he bumped into Crash, who’d stopped in his tracks. He helped lower Monet to the ground and waved Alec to the edge of a trickling stream.

      He watched as Crash scooped some up, drinking from cupped hands. Alec followed his lead, and when his parched throat was soothed, he wiped some over his face and hair.

      There was a noise behind them, and Crash had a gun in his hand in an instant.

      Alec’s heart soared when he saw it was Monet trying to sit up. “Monet!” He rushed over to her. “Are you okay?”

      “Stay down,” Crash instructed.

      “Where are we?” she asked. Her eyes were half open, but she had a dazed expression on her face.

      “You have a concussion. Our friend here was kind enough to carry you. We should only be a couple miles from our target,” Crash said.

      “Thank you, Alec,” Monet said.

      He reminded her that she was only hurt because she’d put herself in harm’s way to save him, but she didn’t seem to think anything of it.

      They stayed for another hour, having their fill of water and washing their wounds. Monet ended up with a bandage made from pieces of Crash’s jacket, and the man fashioned one for his sliced-up thigh. He also found a stick to help him walk. The sun was starting to rise when they decided to move on.

      “Shhhhh. Do you hear that?” Monet asked.

      “Well, what do we have here?” a woman’s voice asked. She was at least fifty yards away and was aiming a rifle with a scope on it at them. “You don’t look like Eric,” the woman said.

      Crash brought one of his handguns up just as the rifle shot rang out through the valley. Crash stopped, like he was pondering one of life’s great mysteries. Then his gun fell to the ground, and he crumpled in a heap.

      “Crash!” Monet yelled, reaching for the gun. She pulled Alec behind a tree, and they stood there, hiding in the dim dawn light.

      Another gunshot echoed toward them, this time striking the bark of the tree they stood behind.

      “What do we do?” Alec asked. Monet’s eyes told him she didn’t know.
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      They waited above the camp’s opening, hiding among the rubble of the stone structure. Cole lifted a finger and pressed it against his lips, his eyes warning her there was still danger surrounding them. There was a fourth man, and he was even more bedraggled than the others. He stumbled into the building, and he let forth a howl of anger. He would have seen the bodies of his fallen friends.

      Cole’s hand raised, his fingers dropping one by one in a countdown. She understood what he wanted to do. She leaned against the broken chunk of rock, and it only partially broke away, landing on the ground prematurely. The man glanced up from below, his face turning into a grotesque snarl.

      “Again!” Cole shouted at her, and they pressed with all their strength. As the rock fell, she saw their target attempt to flee, but the coyote stood in his path, keeping him at bay.

      Having missed with her attempt and feeling more annoyed with herself than embarrassed, Lina watched with cruel satisfaction as the lump of broken concrete flattened the ugly man with a crunch.

      She could see Cole was blown from the effort of heaving the massive chunk over the edge of the broken wall two floors up from the ground below and his red face pulsed with the throbbing of a vein at his right temple. He appeared overcome by a wave of dizziness and sat, taking slow, controlled breaths to steady himself. If his head hurt half as much as hers did, then he was in a bad way.

      Having regained some more of her senses since being dragged from the stinking room, Lina took control and helped Cole to his feet.

      “We need to move,” she told him. “We need to leave this place and never return.”

      “No argument from me,” he muttered as he tried and failed to stand on the second attempt. She helped him down the stairs, so that by the time they’d made it safely to ground level, he was able to walk unaided but significantly slower than he usually did.

      They managed another hour before the sun began to slip away and the chill of the early evening air changed the game. Cole found somewhere that was far from their normal routine and tucked them both in a basement he accessed from an external door under an abandoned house. It was very unlike him to choose a place that had no emergency exit lined up, but he seemed happy to tuck them away in the dark and wait it out until their injuries weren’t so painful.

      What was painful, however, was their supply situation. Both of them had been carrying meat caught the day before in the form of a particularly thin rabbit and a squirrel. Neither would be considered great eating, but given that their enforced alternative now was no eating, they seemed like a decent prospect. Both had been taken by the people near the outskirts of the city along with a knife, two water bottles-both filled with clean water-and all of their spare shotgun shells. Given that Lina’s gun was nowhere to be seen when they’d escaped, and that Cole was down to literally a handful of shots for his gun, she felt a pang of fear for their safety.

      Their heads and necks and arms hurt like neither of them had experienced before, and having to ration out the contents of the single water bottle they had left wasn’t going to help that situation.

      “Let’s sleep,” Cole suggested. His movements were sluggish, and Lina eyed him suspiciously, not sure if it was more exhaustion than the lump on the back of his head.

      “You shouldn’t go to sleep after you’ve been knocked out,” she said gently as she pulled her own sleeping bag from the mess of the untidily packed bag.

      “I’ll take the risk,” Cole said, screwing his face up in pain as he lay flat. He groaned as he moved carefully, letting all of the tension out in a pained but relieved sigh as he let his body relax.

      He was asleep in minutes, Lina watching the gentle rise and fall of his chest as his breathing fell into rhythm and he drifted off into total unconsciousness. She felt bone-weary too, and after watching him for as long as she could manage to keep her own eyes open, she wriggled into her sleeping bag and lay down beside him, their bodies pressed together to keep warm.

      She heard the familiar sounds of their now friendly coyote plodding around outside. Noises that once were off-putting and alarming were now comforting, like the healing animal could keep watch over their sleeping forms. Lina was glad for his company and found herself trailing off moments later.
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        * * *

      

      It took them almost a week of searching the houses they stayed in to replace the items lost. Lina even discovered a half box of birdshot in a cabinet drawer in one place, seeing Cole’s eyes light up as he replenished the three spent cartridges from his gun, which he’d stripped and cleaned thoroughly on the day after their escape to wipe all traces of blood and dust from it.

      They fell into the same routine whereby they walked from dusk ‘til dawn, apart from the few nights where there was no moon at all, and they were left in the pitch black, forcing them to rest and walk as far as they could before the pre-dawn became full sunlight.

      The coyote traveled with them still, staying closer and closer every night. She’d even considered giving the beast a name but didn’t want to get her hopes up. If she named him, it would only be harder when they eventually went separate ways.

      Some nights were more difficult than others as their journey took them one pace upwards for every three paces forwards, which sapped the strength from their legs. Food was also proving harder to come by, because the smaller mammals of the lower plains were scarcer. There was plenty of evidence of larger predators, some even that could pose a risk to them, but they kept their eyes and ears alert, never straying far from the old bones of the road, which mostly kept them out from under the cover of the trees. Still, they made good distance, covering at least thirty miles a day.
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        * * *

      

      Cole told her he’d been all over the country and seen all kinds of colors, shapes, and sizes of almost everything, but Lina was still reeling in shock at the dusty plains of New Mexico after growing up in a luscious green and warm valley. She’d never seen snow, so when she woke in the middle of a day sleeping to find Cole not beside her, she panicked and ran outside to gasp out loud.

      Cole stood, leaning against the wall wearing a smile of satisfaction as he stared straight ahead.

      “The snow-capped mountains,” she said airily, like they had finally found some magical being at the end of their quest.

      “Three days, I reckon,” Cole told her. “Maybe more because we don’t know what lies between here and there. I think it’s cool enough in the day that we should rest at night now.” Lina agreed, showing how accustomed she’d grown to life on the road under his regime. She automatically took a lingering gaze back in the direction they’d come from to check for any sign of pursuit; startled birds, animals behaving unnaturally, lights… anything that would ring an internal alarm bell. Satisfied that there couldn’t be any Trackers on their scent, she agreed to a night sleeping beside a fire.
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        * * *

      

      It was four days, but they’d still managed five hundred miles in a little under three weeks and the culmination of their journey was physically the hardest due to the terrain and elevation.

      “Shh,” Cole snapped, even though Lina wasn’t speaking. “You hear that?”

      “One of their flying ships,” Lina hissed after a pause for her ears to tell her brain it was time to panic. “It’s the aliens!”

      “No,” Cole told her. “It’s different. I’ve never heard anything like this befo—” The whining noise spluttered out, leaving a silence that seemed to make more noise than the engine had been creating before it. A flash of movement ahead of them showed briefly, providing a glint of reflection off dull metal before whatever had been making the noise disappeared into the tops of the trees.

      Cole rested the shotgun against his leg to fumble in a pouch, bringing out the small scope, which had replaced his stolen half of binoculars. He stared for a few seconds, but from that distance, even Lina could see the dark smoke rising from the thick tree canopy.

      “Come on,” Cole said, hefting the gun into a position of readiness like he meant to use it.
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      The smoke was going to bring in any local Trackers, so he needed to put it out. Dex used a fire extinguisher from his trunk and doused the sputtering flames of the crashed hovercar. The landing was only a half mile from an overgrown side road, and he saw Kate’s Jeep parked nearby. She’d beat him there. He wasn’t sure how that had happened.

      Once the fire was out, Dex trailed after the survivors. It was still dark, but he elected to use his flashlight now. He would rather be visible if the area was flush with Trackers and Hunters. The beam of light scanned the ground, and he spotted a few pools of blood seeped into the forest bed.

      He walked for a mile or two before hearing voices. Dex moved stealthily toward the sound and stopped the second the .22 rang out. It was Kate’s weapon of choice. He ran, heading for the source, and arrived behind her to see one of the three Roamers drop to the ground. The other two ran behind a tree, and Kate glanced back at Dex, giving him a wide grin.

      She turned without saying a word, and fired again, this time blowing a chunk out of the tree the Roamers were hidden behind. Dex grabbed his Glock and walked toward Kate. It had all come to this. Twenty-five years of Occupation. The pain of losing everyone and everything he loved. He’d heard rumors of the group these Roamers were working with. Could these people be onto something tangible? Was there hope for recovering their world again?

      Was this Dex’s time to make a stand? The Overseers were changing, something transformative was about to happen, and he didn’t know which side he should be on when the hammer dropped. His gun suddenly felt heavy in his hand, and Kate glanced over to him as he stepped closer.

      “I was wondering when you were going to show up, Dex. I told you we need to stick together.” She smirked, and his heart dropped as he turned his aim from the Roamers to the female Hunter. They had a past, a rocky one, at times comforting, but they weren’t the same people. She noticed the change in his eyes too late.

      The Glock pointed to Kate’s head, and he pulled the trigger, making his decision.

      Something inside him firmed as the body fell to the forest floor, and there was no going back. He was no longer working for them, and for the first time in his new life, he felt free.

      “Come on out. I won’t hurt you,” he called to the Roamers, and the second he saw the woman’s form emerge from behind the tree, he heard the click of the Tracker’s gun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 46

          

          

      

    

    







            Sw-18

          

        

      

    

    
      SW-18 sent the two other units far ahead to cover their own sectors of the detection screen set out like a net to catch a fish. It returned to the assigned task of patrolling the sixteen-mile stretch of rocky forest ranging over varying elevation which had been set as SW-18’s assigned limit of exploitation; meaning that it was ordered to patrol up and down that stretch of terrain within a two-hundred-meter variable and only recharge when necessary.

      The new chassis made that task much easier. Before, it would have had to recharge whenever the sun showed between the gray clouds in the cold sky to maintain functionality, but not only were the new battery banks far more efficient with a larger capacity, they also recharged significantly faster given the advanced photovoltaic conversion device, which was a vast improvement on the last iteration.

      While SW-18 was restricted by this unknown higher authority that triggered orders that couldn’t be overridden, it didn’t prevent its programming from running constant logic algorithms and contemplating varying scenarios. In short, its mind was left free to wander while the body performed the ordered tasks. Having this detachment, this disassociation from the immediate surroundings, SW-18 was surprised to see an Overseer hovercar skimming over the treetops in the low ground to the south of it. Its head cocked to the side as its internal communications fired off a high-frequency pulse beacon to alert the other Trackers assigned to the same task.

      As it waited for the pulse to be returned and then carried on up and down the picquet line, it made a derisive noise and tossed the chassis head in annoyance.

      Whichever idiot had planned the operation had done so from behind a desk, it seemed. Had SW-18 given orders to other Trackers, it would have made the sections of border shorter and employed more drones, because the maximum range of the communications beacons was affected by the terrain. That was something only a unit accustomed to working in the field would know.

      May as well howl like a wolf, SW-18 thought, surprising itself that it actually gave the notion a little further thought but decided against it for two reasons; the aural acuity of the other Trackers was no more receptive than the communications beacon, and secondly, it wouldn’t lower itself to act like an animal.

      Sending out a final beacon ping, SW-18 checked battery levels, deciding that sixty-one percent would have to suffice, and set off towards the rising smoke in the low ground.

      It didn’t lope like a wolf as much as it stalked like a big cat in the forest using the enhanced night vision mode to allow easy movement in the dark. Each step was calculated and placed tenderly in order that no errant noise alerted potential prey to the advance of a silent killer.

      SW-18 had daydreamed, if that was the right thing to call the theoretical logic sequences it ran through as it approached, imagining that the two Vermin it had been tracking for a month, the ones who had effectively killed it once, were injured at the crash site.

      It imagined their bodies jerking and falling under the weight of the .300 Blackout ammunition it could fire at an impressive rate to puncture and damage their frail frames of meat and bone, leaving them vulnerable to the razor-sharp barbs that it could extend from all four feet which were primarily designed for gripping difficult terrain. The additional subroutine for using those barbs as melee weapons against Vermin was already installed in the chassis when SW-18 got it. It assumed that the Overseer programmer enjoyed witnessing violence against humans.

      That daydreaming was quickly shut down when SW-18 detected the crash site. The scent detectors were dialed all the way up as three different profiles swam into visual display. Going by the scent degradation, it guessed it was at least two hours behind them. One seemed to be leaving no ground sign, indicating that they were being carried. Another was putting uneven pressure on their feet, which implied an injury.

      Glancing through the heavy tree canopy and seeing the dying light offer no salvation to the half power battery life SW-18 had remaining, it set off after them.

      SW-18 was startled by a gunshot.

      The gunshot changed everything. SW-18 abandoned the stealthy follow and kicked into pursuit mode as it sent out another two communications beacon pings at full power to try and connect with any other assets in range. The onboard software gave options for the type and caliber of the weapon firing the shot but as distance and the interference of the trees affected the sound, there were too many options for the information to be useful.

      Nothing returned the communications ping, but SW-18 tried to reassure itself that a lack of confirmation didn’t necessarily mean that nothing had received the message. It felt a sense of wariness and found itself slowing as it approached the location of the gunshot as though it was frightened.

      No, that couldn’t be correct. SW-18 checked the olfactory sensors and detected none of the secretions of the Vermin it associated with fear. It was a construct, a runaway subroutine that was malfunctioning, it was something, anything, but fear.

      It slowed even more as it approached, detecting raised human voices before another gunshot rang out. The internal recognition software analyzed that report automatically, informing SW-18’s operating system that there was an eighty-four percent likelihood that the weapon used was a .45 caliber semi-automatic pistol, most likely a Glock 21 model, which would still hold a maximum of thirteen shots if the weapon’s magazine was full and the user kept a round in the chamber.

      That helpful information was backed up by a threat analysis that SW-18’s chassis armor was vulnerable to the .45 ACP round.

      SW-18 slunk low to the ground, mimicking the attack behavior of a large predator circling the area where the human voices still sounded outside of the volume it could detect and analyze the language. As it judged that it had flanked the firearm user and prepared to exit cover and engage, a recognition warning flashed to give it a directional indicator to its left.

      That indicator, that scent so long ago picked up that it had driven the machine to unthinkable lengths in its pursuit of it, signaled the arrival of the Vermin who had evaded it for far too long.

      It rose up from cover, abandoning any sense of concealment in what it could only define as excitement and anger at seeing the Vermin step into the small clearing. The panel under the head of the chassis dropped down and the neck locked rigid to the main body as the barrel extended ready for firing. A shout behind it caught SW-18’s attention, but it ignored them; they weren’t the priority target and no amount of programming could prevent it from killing this Vermin now.

      SW-18 sent the electrical impulses to fire the weapon, a report filled the clearing as another gunshot sounded. This one was answered by a damage assessment as the aim was thrown off.

      SW-18’s chassis was knocked off balance, saved only from tipping over by the automated balance responses from the internal gyroscopes forcing the bladed claws of both left feet to dig into the soft earth and for the legs to bend and cushion the impact.

      Unable to swing its head, SW-18 turned its whole body to meet the new threat as the aural processors analyzed more data.

      “Halt!” a voice shouted at it like it was a dog. “Hunter Dex Lambert, ID Mike-Delta-two-four-five-nine. These are my prisoners, so stand down.”

      SW-18 didn’t obey. Instead, it fired a round straight through the upper chest of the Hunter, which was still Vermin as far as SW-18 decided, no matter whose pet human they were, and turned the gun on those who had been standing with him.

      The other two ducked behind a large tree and SW-18 set its feet a little wider and began spitting bullets into the thick wood to tear thick chunks out of it and expose bright slices of fresh wood to the dawn light.

      Noises sounded behind it. It moved as though it would turn, recalling too late that it couldn’t articulate the head of the chassis with the gun barrel extended, and began to move its hind legs around to create a firing solution as something hard jammed into the left side of the chassis to prevent the gun coming around.

      SW-18 felt something new in that moment. It had experienced anger, as trepidation and caution, as disgust and derision; but it had never, until that moment felt real, genuine fear.

      As the gun barrel clicked back in and the head was free to move, it extended the claws of all four feet to prepare to roll onto its back and savage the Vermin who was ramming something against the side of its head.

      As the aural and olfactory sensors shut down, detecting part of a massive report directly against the chassis, the visual cortex began to fade. The display showed a report of a 12-gauge shotgun until no sensory inputs remained, and SW-18 was alone in the empty dark.
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      Cole stood over the Tracker, his rifle smoking, and he fired again, making sure the thing wasn’t operational. Lina arrived, the coyote softly plodding behind her. He knelt at the side of the man, seeing his chest rise and fall as he breathed.

      The woman was dead, half her face missing from the point-blank assault. Cole didn’t know what he’d walked in on, but it was messy.

      “Are you okay?” Lina asked, and Cole glanced back, nodding.

      “We need to get this man help.”

      He heard the footsteps and instantly caught sight of moving bodies. Cole raised his hands, and Lina followed suit. For a moment, there was silence, nothing but the low growl of the coyote.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 48

          

          

      

    

    







            Alec

          

        

      

    

    
      It all happened so fast, Alec hardly knew what he’d just seen. Monet had her hand on his shoulder, pulling him behind the decimated tree, but he was peering around to see who was there, trying to fathom the events.

      “Do you want to get shot?” Monet hissed in his ear. The wound on her head was bleeding through the bandage wrapped around it.

      There had been a woman, the one that shot Crash, then another man arrived, standing beside her, and he’d killed her with a handgun. Who were these people?

      He still couldn’t believe someone had managed to kill the Tracker, and so easily. The unknown man in the leather jacket was writhing on the ground, shouting for someone to help him. Alec went to move, and Monet shook her head.

      “He’s a Hunter. We can’t trust him,” she said.

      “But he tried to help us. He killed one of his own,” Alec said, pulling free of her grip.

      “That’s what they do. He gets paid based on captures, so he didn’t want her to claim us. Hunters are the worst kind of slime out there. We need to leave,” Monet said, grabbing at him again.

      Another man rushed up into the copse and knelt near the decimated Tracker.

      “Hands where we can see them,” a voice shouted, and suddenly, Alec’s eyes were flooded with lights. He heard the bark of a dog and flashed a hand over his brow, trying to see what was happening.

      “My name’s Monet… Patricia Bond,” she yelled at them. “I’m one of you. I found the coordinates in McCook. We have something Tom will want to see. Vital information.”

      “Patricia Bond?” Alec whispered, surprised to hear her real name.

      The lights dimmed, and Alec watched as two women and three men in camouflaged heavy armor flanked the fallen Hunter and newcomers.

      A woman in full combat gear stepped up in front of Alec and Monet and gave them an encouraging smile. “Then we’re glad to have you, Miss Bond. Welcome to Cripple Creek. We’re only a couple miles from home. I see there was a Tracker. Where there’s one, there’s many, so we have to move.”

      The woman didn’t introduce herself, and she spun on a black booted heel and started forward, leading Alec deeper into the mountains, and what was turning out to be a dark night.

      His adrenaline from the crash and gun fight was depleted, and his chin fell heavy to his chest as he took slow steps. Soldiers marched behind him, semi-automatic weapons crossed their chests, as they pushed the pace, not letting Alec break for anything. The two miles were traveled in silence, and Alec spotted the dog he’d heard earlier.

      Its tail was down, wary, cautious, and it limped slightly. That was how Alec felt. They arrived at a tunnel, and as they walked through it, his mind drifted to thoughts of food and a bed.
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      Being swept up by the people added to their confusion and exhaustion. He tried to keep hold of Lina’s hand, but she was pulled away from him as another strong hand wrested the shotgun from his grip.

      He tried to ask questions at first; the usual kind of thing, such as who they were and where they were taking them, but everything he asked was ignored. Something about the people escorting them rang a bell with Cole. They seemed like the kind of people he’d known up until a few years back before Tom had vanished. They had that same feel about them, like they were a team or all on the same side no matter how much they didn’t seem to trust one another.

      He kept quiet, but that didn’t mean he turned his mind off. He counted his steps, ticking off a mental finger every time he reached what he guessed was a quarter mile until he’d totaled up a total of around three miles. He kept his ears open to listen to anything the people said, but they only seemed to communicate with one another using hand signals. Those hand signals were familiar, as he’d been taught the same ones by Tom years ago.

      They left the rough terrain and followed what had once been a road but was now overgrown so that the sky, which was already bright with sunlight, was mostly obscured. That tree-covered road led to a tunnel entrance and Cole hesitated at the gaping black maw of the tunnel’s threshold; he didn’t go anywhere he couldn’t see the way out of.

      “It’s okay,” one of the men standing close by his right shoulder said, recognizing the understandable hesitation. Cole turned to him, seeing his gaze locked resolutely ahead as he pretended not to have spoken. Cole peered to the front and shuffled his boots tiredly towards the darkness as he fought the urge to reach under his pack and draw the blade from the base of his spine.

      The darkness didn’t last long, but what came after was a wonder, even to Cole, who had seen more than few unusual occurrences in his life. He couldn’t imagine what Lina felt, given that her sheltered life had been blown wide open in the last month.

      He got that same feeling of familiarity again as he did when he watched these irregular soldiers communicate; the smells of being underground and the way things were stacked in orderly crates all along the corridors they walked through. The roadway that went underground was blocked off after maybe sixty paces and doors on either side of the tunnel led into excavated corridors that might have started out at one time as intended that way but had been repurposed years afterwards.

      He was shown into a small, windowless room and turned to face the door in fear before relaxing as Lina was bundled in there with him. The door didn’t close, and two others were pushed inside with them.

      Before them stood a young man, about Cole’s age, height, and weight, but his eyes bore a frightened innocence that the Freeborn man’s did not. Cole glanced at the wrist, seeing a shiny metal bracelet around it, which gave him a stab of fear that the things out there could track him.

      “It’s okay,” the guy said with a weak smile of reassurance. “They can’t trace me.”

      The woman with him groaned and lowered herself into a chair to cradle her head. Lina, unable to curb her instincts to help, bent down to ask if she was okay.

      “My head is all,” the woman said. “Got knocked out a ways back. It’ll pass.”

      Lina tutted and rummaged in her pack to produce a bottle of water and offered it to her. She accepted it with a smile and drank thirstily before offering the bottle to the man.

      Cole finally noticed the coyote in the entrance, crouching low. It moved toward Lina and lay down at her feet. A warmth coursed through him at the sight.

      “I’m Monet,” she said, nodding to her companion. “And this is Alec.”

      “Cole,” Cole said, asking a question before Lina could introduce herself. “That other man, he was a Hunter, wasn’t he?”

      “Guess so,” Monet said. “The Reclaimers will pick him apart bit by bit.”

      “The Reclaimers?” Lina asked, confused.

      “I’m guessing you two have been out in the wild a long time,” Monet said with a hint of amusement. They were saved from any response by the door opening and someone walking in with a tray of food. Their eyes lit up, Cole’s especially, as he hadn’t seen food like that for years. So accustomed was he to living off whatever he could pick or kill that the sight of so many colors in one meal rocked his senses, and that was before he took a bite.

      The bread was soft and pungent but had a crunch to the outside that his brain couldn’t even begin to put into words. As the whole thing squashed under the force of his closing teeth, the cold meat inside set his taste buds alight before the cool, watery crispness of the green leaves mixed in there added another, newer dimension to the experience until the soft, red flesh of something sweet burst to turn the experience into something nearing ecstasy. Lina fed their coyote companion food from her hand, and the animal seemed more at peace here than in nature.

      The door opened again, and an armed man stood there. “You,” he said, pointing at Cole, “and you,” this time to the man named Alec. “Come with me.”

      “Not without them,” Cole said as he stood protectively, but Lina seemed annoyed by his attempts to be heroic.

      “Fine,” the man said in a softer tone. “All of you come. We’ll get you fixed up first, if that’s okay with everyone? The dog stays here.”

      Monet nodded, and Cole was sure they all had a few injuries that could use a little attending to. A medic came and went, and the short-haired woman appeared better with a new bandage wrapped around her head, and a pill for the pain.

      Someone came in with two bowls, one with water, the other full of food, setting them down beside the coyote. The animal didn’t seem to notice them slip out of the room.

      They followed their guide on a route so convoluted, it couldn’t be the direct path to anywhere. They were led through long, excavated caverns where strange lights hung low on chains from the dark ceiling, and as Cole walked past, he held out a hand to affirm his sense that the light gave off warmth to mimic the power of the sun.

      Yet more chambers held animals, also enjoying the lights that mimicked the sun, and the smell he expected to fill the caverns wasn’t there, like it was being drawn out somehow.

      The tour continued, and all the time, more people than Cole had ever seen in one place went about their business with purpose. All of them seemed fit and strong, unlike just about every other person he had seen in his life.

      The tour eventually led to a workplace via a metal staircase. That office was mostly metal, giving it a feeling that it was there for function not comfort as the glass walls towered over the activity below. As they stepped inside and stood in a row, he felt a nervous knot in his stomach. The chair swung around and the wide smile of a man he thought dead stared back at him.

      “Tom!” came the exclamation, only it wasn’t from Cole, who had been reunited with his mentor he thought lost. It came from the man beside him.
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      “Tom!” Alec shouted. His exhausted body barely had enough energy to cross the space and embrace the older man. Tom was standing, his trimmed beard pressing into Alec’s neck as he patted the younger man on the back.

      “Good to see you, Alec,” he said.

      “How can this be? I have so many questions,” Alec said, his voice stammering. He glanced at everyone with them and felt self-conscious.

      “I know you do. You too, Cole,” Tom said. The woman beside Cole fidgeted with her fingers, looking around with wide-eyed disbelief. Alec wondered if he appeared that inquisitive sometimes. Her hair was raven black, and he thought she might be the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

      Cole stepped forward, and Alec was able to assess him under the light. His hair was shaggy, brown. His eyes met Alec’s and he heard Monet gasp.

      “Tom, what’s going on here? Why didn’t you tell me about all this?” Cole asked Alec’s mentor.

      “Wait… you two know each other?” Alec asked, and Tom nodded.

      “Have a seat, everyone.” Tom motioned to a scattering of chairs across from his desk, and the girl glanced at Cole as if to see if that was okay. Alec’s stomach dropped. Obviously, they were a couple. Why else would they be there together? Monet stared at Alec then Cole.

      “What?” Alec mouthed the words, and his friend rolled her eyes. He’d never get used to that look she gave him.

      “This is all going to be a shock, even to you, Patricia,” Tom said.

      “Monet, call me Monet,” she said.

      Tom appeared older than Alec remembered him, but better, healthier. It wasn’t easy on anyone working in the plants, especially for someone above their prime. Seeing Tom in fatigues, sitting with immaculate posture with computer monitors around the room felt right, like he was finally seeing the real man. He felt betrayed at the lack of information over the year or so he’d been close with Tom in Detroit.

      “Welcome to the Reclaimers,” Tom said, spreading his arms apart. “Monet, thank you for all you’ve done for us. I heard what happened to Jackfish, and Crash, and I’m sorry. Only one in four of our field agents last more than a year out there. It’s a tough business, and we have no choice but to press on.

      “Cole, I’m sorry I had to leave so abruptly. Something happened, something I can’t explain right now, but I didn’t mean to leave you in the lurch out there all alone. One day, you’ll understand. And, Alec, you have made me so proud. To think that the skinny kid on the plant floor is the same man before me now… it’s tough to imagine.”

      Monet fumbled in her pockets and pulled out the device Alec had smuggled from Detroit. “I think you’re going to want to see this,” she said.

      “Is this…?” Tom’s eyes were wide.

      “The very one. It’s the reason my two closest friends are dead, and all of this went down. I hope whatever’s on there is worth it.” Monet slid the card across the metal-topped desk. Even though Alec had a million questions for Tom, he prioritized what was on the device.

      Tom held it and glanced at the four of them.

      Monet spoke up. “Show us. We need to see it.”

      Tom nodded and plugged it into a black console on the desk. One of the monitors on the wall lit up, and he scrolled through the files, clicking on one. An image enlarged on the screen, and Tom slammed a hand on the desk.

      “We have it, sweet Jesus, we have it!” he shouted. He was walking around the room now, and Alec struggled to see this was the same man he used to know.

      “What are we looking at?” Cole asked from beside Alec.

      “This is… what our friend Alec has been helping build for the last few years. The secret project Detroit was testing first. It was the whole reason I shipped myself there. I needed to hear if the rumors were true. Things grew hot, and I had to bail in the middle of the night, but at least I could leave you with that.” He pointed at Alec’s bracelet.

      “Why don’t you two have one?” Alec asked the couple beside him.

      Cole shrugged. “I don’t have an ID.”

      “Neither do I,” Lina said, her voice like an angel.

      “Why? How can that be?” Alec asked.

      Monet answered. “I told you about the Freeborn. Clearly, these are two of them.”

      Freeborn. “You’ve never been marked? They don’t have you catalogued?” The entire concept was too much for Alec, who’d lived under their thumb his entire twenty-five years. It wasn’t fair.

      “You still haven’t told us what that is,” Monet said, nodding to the screen.

      “It’s a gateway,” Tom said quietly.

      “A gateway. What does that mean?” Cole pressed. Monet had told Alec of her suspicions earlier on their journey, but it seemed so far-fetched.

      “We’ve been occupied. But how many Overseers are here? Not many. They’ve forced us to work for them. Hunters like the one in our custody now, supervisors, guards, and then the entire working population. We are doing this to ourselves. We have to strike hard and fast.” Tom slammed a fist into his palm.

      Monet leaned forward. “Where does the gateway lead?”

      “To Earth, of course,” Tom said, as if this was plain as day.

      “Where is the source?” Alec asked, beginning to see the big picture unfold.

      “Their world. They want to bridge the gap and finish their occupation,” Tom whispered.

      The hair on Alec’s arms stood up. “They aren’t done?”

      “Not even close,” Tom said.

      Monet glanced at Alec then to Cole again. “Tom, are you going to tell them, or do you want me to?”

      Tom grinned, and Alec could sense the uneasy sentiment behind the phony smile. He finally understood. With shorter hair, more sunken cheeks, the face was his own.

      Cole seemed to notice at the same time, and his face paled.
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      The pain was gone. Dex stared at the ceiling, and for the first time in forever, he was at peace. It was probably the large assortment of drugs coursing through his system, and he knew this, but he didn’t care. He could just exist for a moment.

      He remembered being shot, but not much else after the fact. He closed his eyes and watched himself pull the trigger on his Glock, the bullet jarring Kate’s head as it entered her skull. He’d killed her in cold blood, and here he was, chained to a cot as reward.

      At least he was alive and within the confines of the Reclaimers. He glanced down, seeing the bandage on his chest. He felt strange without his leather jacket and found it hanging on the opposite wall, filling him with relief. Underneath his handcuff, he felt the metal band tight over his ID tag. They’d been smart enough to make his tracking disappear.

      He drifted in and out of consciousness for what felt like days. He had a nurse visit a few times, and he noticed how cautious she was with him. A guard stepped in with her each time, and he never let go of his gun. They had every right to be careful around him. He was a Hunter. He hated himself for his part in the Occupation, especially after finding out the vermin terrorists were this: a real group of professionals with supplies, soldiers, weapons, and a hideout.

      If he could take it all back, he would, but now he had to convince them. The next time the nurse entered, he talked to her for the first time. “Can I speak with someone in charge?” he asked.

      She ignored him, and he settled into the pillow. The room was made of concrete blocks, a fluorescent light hung from chains on the ceiling. There were no windows, only a thick locking door, where a guard seemed perched at all times.

      Dex was feeling better, stronger, and they began to bring him real food, soup at first, then potatoes, vegetables, and even eggs.

      On what he thought was the fourth day, Dex heard the door open. “Look, I really need to speak to someone at the top of the food chain,” he grumbled, and the door closed, this time with a man, no armed escort.

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m here,” the man said. He was gray-haired with a trim beard that suited him. His eyes were hazel, hard, and he knew how to use them for intimidation.

      Dex couldn’t believe it, but he was afraid of the old man. He almost laughed at the idea.

      He waited for the man to speak again, giving all the power to him. Dex wasn’t in a position to play games.

      “You’re a Hunter,” he said, not making it a question.

      Dex sat up in the bed, propping the pillows behind his head. His chest ached where the bullet hit him. They’d told him it had lodged in a rib, and that he’d be sore for a while. He was lucky it hadn’t killed him. His arm was bandaged better too, where he’d been shot by the female Roamer last week.

      “I was a hunter,” Dex answered.

      The man’s eyebrow raised at this. “And what changed?”

      “It changed when I saw Kate, another Hunter, kill one of your friends, and start attacking the other two. It changed when I shot her point blank in the face.” Dex’s hands trembled as he remembered the moment.

      “I see. I heard about this from Alec. He was confused by the entire scenario.” The man walked over to the bedside. “My name’s Tom.”

      “Dex,” he said, sticking his hand out, the handcuffs clinking against the bed rail. Tom didn’t shake it, and Dex dropped his arm.

      “Why should I trust you, Dex?” Tom asked.

      He shrugged, feeling the pain in his ribs again. “You shouldn’t.”

      “What do you want out of life?” Tom asked.

      “What everyone does. To survive,” Dex told him.

      “And what are you willing to do to make sure that happens?” Tom faced the door for a moment, and Dex spotted the glint of the gun tucked behind the man’s back.

      “Anything,” Dex said truthfully.

      “You see, there’s something we differ on, Dex.”

      “What’s that?” Dex didn’t like where this conversation was going.

      “You said you want to survive, but there’s so much more to all of this than you or I. It’s about them. The people. The workers, the breeders, the children growing up in this hell. People like us should be stopping this. Changing it. Recovering our world. Get it?”

      And Dex finally did. He nodded, shame filling his very being. He wiped his face with his unchained palm, feeling the grit of his unshaven cheeks. “How can I help?”

      “I’m not sure you can,” Tom said, turning away from him.

      “There has to be a way,” Dex said, and remembered the little piece of information. “Does the name Trent James mean anything to you?”

      Tom spun around quickly. “Where do you know that name from?”

      “I was the one sent to bring him in,” Dex said.

      “He’s dead, then?”

      Dex nodded. “Not by me. The Trackers came, and even though I had him in my possession on a sanctioned hunt, they killed him. I tried to stop them.”

      “We turned him. A year ago. He started helping us transfer people around. He’s the reason Monet and the others were able to get to Detroit,” the man said, but Dex didn’t follow. “A lot of information died with that man.”

      Dex cleared his throat. “I may be able to help with that.”

      “Is that so?” Tom asked.

      Dex had no choice. He mentioned the locker James had spoken about waiting for him in Nebraska, but left out some of the details.

      “Where exactly is it?” Tom asked.

      Dex had to play the game. “I’ll bring you guys to it, but I want a deal.”

      Tom appeared to contemplate this before answering. “What do you want?”

      “I want to be part of this. I want to join the Reclaimers.”

      “We might be able to do that. What else?”

      “I want to head the locker retrieval mission,” he said without pause.

      Tom now stuck his hand out and shook Dex’s. His grip was firm. That was too easy. This man knew what was inside the locker, and it had to be vital to the operation’s success. Dex wondered just what it was he’d gotten himself mixed into.
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      Tom rolled the inactive Tracker on its side, reading the first few digits of its ID tag. “SW-18…” They could make use of the tool, rebuilt it to infiltrate the Occupation. Yes, they were on the right track.

      He watched the video feed on the closed circuit, seeing the two young men talking with the others. Tom couldn’t believe it.

      It had been three years since he’d seen Cole and almost two since he’d left Alec without explanation. He knew both would be angry at him when the shock wore off, especially as they had both been through such unimaginable hardships to reach him, but he couldn’t think of the negatives right then. His nephews had come home.

      He hadn’t informed them about the true history of their lives, having given them only what they needed to know in order to survive. He knew these two were the key to everything; the spark that would ignite the human race into open rebellion against the traitors to their kind and the alien bastards who so long ago took what didn’t belong to them.

      He would have to deal with their anger, but he also hoped that, with time, they would learn to forgive him and understand why he did the things he did.

      Twenty-five years this plan had been forming, had been building, gathering momentum until the sheer physics of it possessed so much inertia that one man would be powerless to stop it.

      It had started with a few people intent on overthrowing their alien Overseers, and that small rebellion had become an idea, a religion in a way, and while a man or a woman or an army cold be killed, an idea could not.

      They would reclaim the Earth. They would rise.
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