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   How long would it take for the entire planet to starve to death?
 
    
 
   This was the question asked that set in motion the chaos that would lead to the death of over six billion people in just a few short years.
 
    
 
   It was only a matter of time…
 
   
  
 



1
 
    
 
   Radiant flakes of snow drifted along the landscape and exaggerated the already lifeless skyline between the two distant mountain ranges. Wind pulsed through the open valley and slammed into the treeline at the base of the looming forest, distributing the frozen slivers that signaled the approaching season. Normally more than three months away, again this year it had come early.
 
    
 
   His head pounded and his shoulder felt as if it was being pulled from his torso. The pain radiating from his left thigh and deep into his hip ran a close second to the vomit-inducing cramps he presently battled. Flat on his back, he stared at the frozen precipitation drifting in from the east. Squinting through the pain, he rolled gently to his right side, using what little momentum he created to push up onto his hands and knees. Dry heaving as he clutched the tracks, the pain that ran along his left side began to dissipate into a dulled numbness, as if half his body had fallen asleep.
 
    
 
   Dragging his feet along the ice covered wooden planks, he attempted to stand, and without warning was sent face-first down the short embankment as his weakened limbs buckled under the added weight. Sliding to a stop, he came to rest alongside a sprawling field of debris, dominated by a recently downed object that held roughly the same proportions as a small vehicle from decades earlier.
 
    
 
   The punishing cold began to bite at the exposed areas on his face and neck as he pulled himself onto the dreadful slab of downed scrap metal. Twisting side to side in an attempt to breach the stiffness running the length of his neck, he scanned the area, finally pausing on the massive object that rested less than two feet away. Motionless and dumping fuel onto the grim terrain, he began to recall what this was. He just had no idea why it was here and where it had come from.
 
    
 
   He felt empty, almost hollow. His mind battled his subconscious for dominance as it slowly revealed bits of the present day, exposing the hell he’d been trapped in for the last thirty-two years. As he attempted to stretch away the building lactic acid that harassed every muscle in his body, the damage was beyond evident. 
 
    
 
   He removed his right glove and ran his bare palm, first along the inside of his coat and next down both legs, before checking his face and neck. Without any indication of serious injury and very little of his own blood spilled, he collected the contents gathering in the back of his throat and spat what remained onto the black metallic surface, watching as the steam rolled into the air. 
 
    
 
   Finally standing and with each step carefully calculated, he walked the perimeter of the metallic beast lying broken at his feet. No distinguishing marks or significance as to its rightful place, he struggled to remember anything from the last thirty minutes of his life. Details were unclear, although he knew three things for certain. 
 
    
 
   The embattled drone he now leaned against hadn’t come here alone.
 
    
 
   Not quite fifty yards away, something awaited him at the edge of the forest.
 
    
 
   Her name was Sarah… and she was gone.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   The backpack sitting twenty feet away was also vaguely familiar to him. A quick internal debate ended with him making the decision to retrieve it. Each step carried with it a reminder of his previous beating as he stepped carefully around and through the lightly dusted metal debris field. Snow began to drop at an increased rate and was fueled by the driving wind as he stood over the bag and looked skyward. Bending at the waist appeared be the lesser of two evils at the moment and dropping to a knee to retrieve the backpack would have been all but impossible. 
 
    
 
   With one hand on his lower back, he leaned forward, clenched his teeth, and exhaled through the searing pain along his left side. In one motion, he quickly snatched the pack and with his right hand, slung it over his shoulder. As his vision began to transition into grey halos and the fear of nausea rapidly returning, he righted himself and started back toward the tracks. With each new stride, the pain relented, if only to allow him to attempt another step forward. Within three feet, he extended his arms and let momentum carry him to the edge of the fallen drone. 
 
    
 
   Tossing the bag onto a flat surface at waist level, he unzipped the worn backpack, and removed the protruding three foot section of metal. Wrapped tightly in leather on one end, indicating a handle of sorts, the remaining section revealed this to be his first line of defense. Rusted from end to end and streaked with deep gouges, the heavy section of pipe told tales of the previous battles he had yet to recall. 
 
    
 
   Raising the weapon to shoulder level, something about it felt natural. Tightening his grip and slicing through the late afternoon snowfall, his movements were instinctual, almost fluid. He slammed the weapon down into the arrow shaped behemoth and enjoyed the way it made him feel, even if the pain only afforded him less than a half dozen strikes. As the snowfall parted and his vision crystalized, he was able to make out the details of the object that bore his still inexplicable rage.
 
    
 
   From the size and shape, he assumed it was aerial based. With its matte black finish and lack of angular features, he believed this was something that was never supposed to be seen or heard. He imagined it traveling less than a thousand feet off the ground, undetected as it ventured out in search of whatever it was that brought it here. Moving to the opposite end, he used his gloved hand to wipe free the drifting snow that began stacking itself with increasing intensity along everything it touched.
 
    
 
   Near what he considered to be the nose section, he noticed a small and somewhat irregular shaped depression that ended somewhere inside the devious flying machine. He retrieved the only familiar item he’d seen since waking into this hell and found that the weapon fit easily into the slot, obviously made for another tool of similar size. His first attempt at prying open the rectangular shaped door forced him to his knees as a lightning rod of excruciating pain shot from the point of resistance into his rotator cuff.
 
    
 
   Righting himself and looking into the distance, he sensed the intruder along the edge of the forest had covered half the distance between the two, and in less than thirty seconds he’d have to face the unknown. He wasn’t ready. He figured if whatever was out there was somehow related to this machine, they’d probably be less than ecstatic about his attempt at dismantling it. He didn’t care, although he had no idea why.
 
    
 
   To his feet once again, he maneuvered under the metal pipe and gripped the handle. He placed it atop the opposite shoulder and squatted to the snow packed ground. He took a deep breath and after a long moment of hesitation, he used every ounce of coiled energy to explode upward, shattering the lightweight composite door into hundreds of pieces. 
 
    
 
   Movement at the treeline again. He turned in the direction of the disturbance and crept slowly into the clearing as the weather again heightened its fury. Shifting the thirty-six-inch lead pipe into his right hand, he shielded his eyes from the blinding whiteout. Not quite close enough, he took another few steps forward, clearing his throat as it began to constrict with fear, the unknown eating away at his every thought. 
 
    
 
   Another twenty seconds and he stood ten feet from the darkened treeline. Whatever had come for him must have either moved back into the dense forest or out of the area altogether. He hoped for the latter. Stepping forward once again, he heard the girl’s voice. Faint, although clear in her request.
 
    
 
   “Please don’t hurt me, please—”
 
    
 
   The words echoed through him and dislodged whatever was holding back the memories. Washing over him like an out of control wave at high tide, he remembered. He remembered who he was, where he was, and why he stood ten feet from the girl now begging for mercy. He knew what the object at the edge of the tracks was and how it had come to its final resting place. 
 
    
 
   He also remembered the love of his life being ripped from this valley minutes before.
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   They shouldn’t have been this far east with the approaching cold right against our backs… they’re getting sloppy, if not a little desperate. Why?
 
    
 
   The events of the past thirty minutes raced through his head as he put pressure against his temples in an effort to relieve the incessant pounding. Now completely engulfed under the low hanging canopy of the surrounding oak, he leaned into the nearest tree, giving his vision the opportunity to clear. As the images began to materialize in waves of fear and panic, he dropped to his knees and began to recall every horrific detail. 
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   As the snow began to fall, she turned to him, arching her brow and looking into the distance. “How much farther?”
 
    
 
   “It’ll be fine; we’ve got at least a few hours before we need to worry.”
 
    
 
   “How far?”
 
    
 
   “Sarah, trust me. We’re only a mile or so outside of District Two, and there’s nothing to worry about.” He knew better than to lie to her and if his placement was correct, they’d be able to sleep in an actual bed for the first time in twelve days. He’d lived just outside this area shortly after the turn and hoped above all else that someone would remember him or his family from before the incident. Either way, it was strictly against District policy to exclude any non-threats. He and Sarah could use fictitious names to petition for residency and even if turned away, they’d at least have a few nights to rest. 
 
    
 
   “I’m trusting you, and you’d better remember what happens if I catch you stretching the truth, young man.” Sarah moved in behind and getting a grip on his shoulders, leapt onto his back. “You get to carry me the rest of the way.”
 
    
 
   He smiled and in craning his neck backward, kissed her hard. “I don’t know if I’m more afraid of that or running into another group of—”
 
    
 
   The sound was distant, maybe a mile or two off, although completely unmistakable. Sarah released her grip and slid to the ground, both feet planted on the slight decline as she met his gaze. Awaiting his reaction, she covered her mouth and followed his eyes to the treeline in the distance. With less than a hundred yards to the base of the forest, Sarah ran. She didn’t wait for him to tell her, she just ran. 
 
    
 
   The smaller drone appeared first above the trees, then dropped into the valley at a rate much too fast, and narrowly avoided the first bridge. It appeared to be fighting itself to accelerate and rise at the same time. Three seconds later, it collided with the second bridge, coming to rest in a smoldering heap twenty feet from where his wife now stood, frozen in place.
 
    
 
   Already in a full sprint, his stomach dropped at the sight of the next drone coming over the trees. Matching the exact shape and design of the downed craft—although much larger and with a holding bay built to accommodate large numbers of passengers—it shook the earth as it descended. The light dusting of snow filtered away as it came to rest and the first of ten soldiers exited the rear compartment. They marched through the vortex and straight toward his wife as she called out to him. Her words were obliterated as they left her lips, crushed by the thunderous jets overpowering the valley.
 
    
 
   Dropping his pack, he withdrew the lead pipe and moved in quick, taking the first man to his knees with one massive blow to the torso. Number two was even less trouble, as a single strike ripped the man’s helmet from his head, sending him backward and into number three and four. The three men stumbled backward and landed with such force that it alerted the others of his presence.
 
    
 
   As he turned to face the others, the injured helped one another to their feet and started back to the drone, as only three stood between him and Sarah. Two of the men, dressed head to toe in black, had Sarah by the arms. The first, well over six and a half feet tall and weighing close to three hundred pounds, tossed her onto his back without much trouble. She kicked furiously and with a closed fist, pounded into his lower back, although he barely noticed as he stomped back to the open cargo door.
 
    
 
   The remaining men formed a semi-circle, each pulling their weapon. They looked at one another as if to confirm their well-devised plan before moving in unison toward him. His next attacker lunged forward with his stun baton, although he was shocked at having his weapon knocked out of his hand as it came to rest ten feet behind. As he moved to retrieve it, the last two men came for him.
 
    
 
   Angling the attack, they moved as a unit and struck at the same time. Swinging quickly, he was able to deflect their first strike. Twisting to address the last threat, he was caught with a direct strike from the assailant’s stun baton. A blinding shockwave arced from the entry point just below his left shoulder, forcing him to release his own weapon. As he fell to the tracks and shielded his face, another strike from the baton shoved into his hip, ending the struggle. The paralyzing current took over control as his mind began to fade, as did his will to fight. 
 
    
 
   Lying flat on his back as the men strode away, he watched a second woman, younger than his wife by ten years, being dragged out of the trees. Her head slumped forward and her shoeless feet left tracks through the new snow. She’d obviously been on the losing end of the second team’s batons and had also lost her resolve. Attempting to raise his head from the frozen earth, he only got far enough to watch his wife being pulled into the transport drone. As the doors closed and consciousness began to fade, he watched her mouth her final words. She called out to him. 
 
    
 
   “Benjamin Rath, I love you.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   She was gone… and he was going to get her.
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   “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
    
 
   He attempted to convince the girl he wasn’t there to do her any harm. The pain slowly lifted as he knelt in the thick underbrush and studied the girl for signs of injury. Extending his hand, she craned her neck from behind the tree and slid forward. “My mother… they took her. They took her. Please help me find her.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes darting side to side, she moved from behind the tree, still uncertain of her next move. She reached back behind the tree, dragging out her backpack and a pair of badly worn running shoes, obviously left behind by the woman pulled from the forest moments ago.
 
    
 
   If they were going to survive the storm clawing at their backs, they’d need to get moving. His original destination, and most likely her home, District Two wasn’t much more than a mile south. As rapidly as the temperature would drop in the next hour, his main concern was finding them shelter.
 
    
 
   Not more than seven or eight years old, her shoulder length sandy brown hair and peaches and cream complexion were flawless. She wasn’t damaged enough for someone that’d been living on the road for any length of time, and the fact that she wasn’t a walking skeleton told him she’d been fed on a regular schedule. The District he assumed she was migrating from was close. A tear began to form in her eye as she stepped out from the shadows afforded by the low-hanging branches and into the light of day.
 
    
 
   For the first time in twenty-one days, the sun touched the earth. He hadn’t the slightest idea how long this would last and although the heavy flakes continued to fall, he was mesmerized by the depth of her blue eyes. For as long as he could remember, everything through the tinted frames of the goggles he wore turned to grey. Today, her eyes were a reminder of the world he lived in as a child, a place before everything died. As blue as the ocean he remembered, they possessed hope.
 
    
 
   He extended his arm. “Sweetheart, my name is Rath. I can help you.”
 
    
 
   He forced his own emotions down as she ran the short distance to him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and buried her moist face into his jacket. She cried hard and her body heaved as he hugged her back. Finally pulling away and looking into her eyes, slivers of red moving across the whites, he brushed the hair away that began to freeze to her face. “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   She let out a delayed sigh. “My name is Chloe. Those men took my mom; there is no one left. They took them all this time.”
 
    
 
   He told himself she was in shock, partially from what had just happened and also from the rapidly decreasing temperature. “Chloe, we need to get going. It’s going to get very cold soon, and once night comes… well we just need to get inside soon.”
 
    
 
   He helped Chloe gather her things and toss them into her backpack. Turning back toward the tracks, something caught his eye, and as he moved closer it became clear. One of the men who’d exited the transport drone must have returned without his weapon. Rath clutched the baton and was surprised at the weight. For something with only half the mass of his pipe, the power it packed was something that would be useful in getting back to his wife.
 
    
 
   Moving back to the scout drone alongside the tracks, Rath returned to finish what he’d begun minutes before. Removing the remaining pieces that shielded what he was after, he unlatched the device and depressed the unit, watching it spring from its home. With the intricate piece of technology still illuminated, he wrapped it in a dry cloth and carefully placed it between the items at the top of his pack. Scanning the area for anything he may have missed, he called to the girl now sitting at the base of the bridge. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   The rigidity he’d felt upon waking along the tracks began to dissipate with each step. The sun disappeared as fast as it had come and he squinted through the snowfall, expecting to see their destination off in the distance. He torqued his neck side to side and moved both arms in circles, slowly flushing the stiffness from his wrecked muscles. He smiled through the soreness as he watched the girl, now five paces ahead, begin to mimic his movements. They followed the tracks for what he felt was much more than a mile, and every few minutes Chloe turned to look back the way they’d come. 
 
    
 
   Rath assumed his internal odometer was off and increased his pace. Catching and overtaking Chloe, he nodded in the direction of the upcoming bridge and began to jog. She followed his lead and as they continued to move, their pace quickened with each passing minute. His lungs began to burn, although it had nothing to do with the exertion they were under. Familiar black smoke lifted above the distant treeline as the reality of their situation began to take shape.
 
    
 
   She recognized the outcropping of scorched trees and the downed gate a hundred yards ahead. Chloe stopped running and yelled something into the storm as Rath began to sprint, withdrawing his weapon as he stepped over the fallen oak branches. Stopping at what was left of the entrance to District Two, Rath turned to find he’d lost his co-pilot. 
 
    
 
   She sat along the narrow path between two large oaks with her head in her hands. As he made his way back to her, she was already wiping the tears away and brushing the frozen mist off of her sleeves. She took his hand, stood and without either saying a word, made a wide arc around the front of the deserted village.
 
    
 
   Weapon in one hand and Chloe holding tight to the other, Rath lead them through the gates and into the interior. The events that took place here couldn’t compete with the realization of what this meant. The resources and people that lived behind these walls were the intended target of the transport drone that also had taken his wife and the mother of the child holding his hand. 
 
    
 
   Then it hit him. This was her home.
 
    
 
   Fifty feet in and the District’s main building sat in ruins, the devastation more than anything he’d yet witnessed in the two weeks he’d spent on the road with Sarah. The usually well-maintained city streets that indicated District uniformity were today littered with the bodies of those who’d fought to save their loved ones from abduction. The glow of spot fires dotted the backdrop, casting an ominous glow over the area as the pair continued on to the far end of town. 
 
    
 
   He already knew the number, although he counted as they walked, and of the twelve structures that lined the main road through town, only one stood untouched. Everyone in the area was either captured, killed, or…
 
    
 
   Rath stopped and knelt next to the girl. “Chloe, you lived here…” He framed his words as a statement more than a question.
 
    
 
   She was confused. “Yes?”
 
    
 
   Even in her abbreviated answer, he could sense she wanted to tell him more. He continued, “Is this where you were running from? Were you here when they came?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   He began to form his next question, when the all-too-familiar sound came from outside the District walls. The pair turned to one another, confirming what they both knew was already happening.
 
    
 
   Gripping her hand tight and glancing back at the fallen gate, Rath said, “They’re coming… we have to hide.”
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   Her head felt like a vice was slowly clamping down and with each passing minute, the pain jumped a few notches. Disorientation had set in within minutes of lifting into the sky and the restrains that bound her wrists to the arms of the chair had already drawn blood. The cargo hold reeked of body odor and scorched skin as the black cloth was lifted from her head. She turned to see the woman to her right, slowly emerging from whatever sedation she’d been given. Blinking free of her trance, the woman quietly began to weep and through her deepened sadness, called out to her daughter.
 
    
 
   Her vision adjusting to the darkened passenger cabin, Sarah watched as others turned to one another in bewilderment, attempting to comprehend what had taken place. Six long rows of head-high, black chairs sat back to back, all but one seat occupied. The men dressed in black, unable or unwilling, stood at ten foot intervals, refusing to make eye contact or respond in any way to the requests for explanation. The muted whispers of only minutes before began to escalate into disgruntled shouts of protest. The men in black simply continued to stand four feet from their prisoners, staring into oblivion.
 
    
 
   A quick head count revealed that, not including the men dressed in black, the rear cabin held ninety-nine restrained passengers. There was one seat still unoccupied next to her at the end of the last row. From her vantage, Sarah could only make out the tops of the heads in the first two rows that were facing away from her. She determined there were twenty-five men and seventy-four women. The overwhelming ratio was something she feared, although she didn’t yet know why.
 
    
 
   She closed her eyes and reached back into her mind and found the image that she’d need to get through whatever was to come. Her husband on the day they wed and the joy on his face as she made her way down the center isle of the makeshift hall the District commissioner had allowed access to. Sarah hadn’t updated her journal in the last few days, although she knew exactly what day it was. Seventeen days from today would have been ten years since she spoke the words they’d made as a couple and he said, “I DO!” Those words sat in her ears as fresh as if they’d only occurred moments before. She promised herself she’d see his face again and hear his rugged voice, knowing those thoughts would somehow have to get her through.
 
    
 
   She calculated they’d been airborne for just over three hours as the descent began. The others must have felt it as well and chatter in the cabin began once again. Their voices echoed the thoughts she’d had since they pulled her from the snow covered hillside. Where are they taking us? Why were we chosen? Who are these people? What do they want?
 
    
 
   Gripping the arms of the chair and pushing once more against the restraints, Sarah forced the twinge of anguish rising in her gut back down, voicing her final thought. “Rath, where are you?”
 
    
 
   Shaken from her own grief by the unusually timed question, the woman to her right finally acknowledged Sarah’s presence, as if just now realizing she wasn’t alone. She sniffled twice as she said, “Excuse me?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry; I was talking to myself, my husband—”
 
    
 
   Unable to control her grief, the woman locked eyes with Sarah and interrupting said, “My daughter is still out there. She needs me. She won’t survive another hour in the cold. I need to get out of here, right now. I need to get back to her…PLEEEEASE!” She whipped her head back to center, addressing the man in black who wasn’t fully focused on anything in particular. She screamed, “LET ME OUT OF HERE, RIGHT NOW!” 
 
    
 
   The man just feet away seemed to finally acknowledge her tirade. He turned his gaze from the interior’s ceiling and looking directly into her eyes, stepped forward. He moved from his position and motioned for another man in black, much closer to the front cabin, circling his index finger above his head. 
 
    
 
   The woman, unfazed by his gesture and what it meant, continued in a slightly less aggressive manner, almost to the point of begging. “You don’t need me. I am of no use to you and my daughter is out there alone. You can’t be that heartless. Please just let me go.” She turned back to Sarah as if looking for a friend, an ally. “She’ll die out there; please tell them to help me.”
 
    
 
   The idea of partnering with the most vocal passenger aboard whatever this flying machine was had less than an appealing ring to it. Sarah wanted to help, although she also wanted more than anything else to stay alive. Her only thoughts were of seeing him again, smelling him… feeling him. Doing what was right for this desperate woman may get her killed, even though the right thing was always what she found herself doing. 
 
    
 
   Sarah’s only option was to get her to understand their plight, to calm her and get her focused on something else, if only for the moment. As two of the men dressed in black near the forward cabin huddled around, no doubt discussing their options for the out of control passenger, Sarah leaned in and whispered to her neighbor. “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   As if awoken from a dream, she slowly shook her head and turned to Sarah, squinting through the confusion as she refocused her attention. “I’m sorry?”
 
    
 
   Sarah responded immediately so as not to lose her attention to the men, now obviously at the far reaches of their tolerance. “Your name… what is your name?”
 
    
 
   “Lauren, my name is Lauren.” Her head on a swivel, she turned back to Sarah. “I need to get out of here, can you help?”
 
    
 
   Sarah wished her hands were free; she wanted to connect with this woman, if for no other reason than to keep her quiet. The guards or whatever these men were had already taken an adverse interest in her, and Sarah had no intention of letting their anger spill over into her lap. Looking at Lauren and back to her restricted arms, Sarah said, “Listen, I can help, although you’re going to have to stay calm.”
 
    
 
   Lauren’s eyes narrowed and she let out a long deep breath. She bit her lower lip and attempted to restrain the fury building in her core. “My daughter, she is out there.” Looking back to the large cargo door, she continued. “She is out there in the cold by HERSELF. Can you even comprehend what I am saying?”
 
    
 
   The men in black turned their attention back toward them once again and concluded their discussion. Two of the men moved swiftly in their direction as Sarah leaned in, once again pleading with Lauren. “I’m begging you, please lower your voice; these men are going to—”
 
    
 
   Six chairs before reaching the women, the two guards changed direction and moved along the middle isle to another disturbance two rows away. One of the few men aboard seemed to have the same fire in his belly and decided now was the time to vocalize it. His voice carried, although over the shouts from the other passengers, all that could be made out was that he wanted off this vessel.
 
    
 
   The first guard to arrive pulled his stun baton, adjusted something on the handle, and shoved it into the man’s forearm. Retracting it, he glanced down at the end and turned to the others, motioning for the rear door. A trail of blood dripped from the baton as the passenger clutched his arm, wincing in pain. 
 
    
 
   As the cargo door at the rear of the cabin began to lower, every eye moved to the opening and watched as their position in the sky was revealed. Through the thick cloud cover, the earth raced along below. Sarah guessed they were somewhere over the vast desert that lay somewhere outside what used to be known as Las Vegas. 
 
    
 
   The guards removed the man’s restraints, pulled him to his feet and tossed him to the floor, five feet from the opening. From his knees, the man took a few wild swings at his aggressors that flew wide as they stepped back. He struggled to stand as the first shockwave from a stun baton crippled his forward progress. The next two strikes sent him to the edge of the now horizontal door. 
 
    
 
   The largest of the three guards latched the carabineer from one end of the oversized nylon strap to the metal rung on the wall and the other to the five point harness he wore. As the man lay on his side at the edge of the opening, he clawed at the diamond plated door, attempting to right himself. The guard took two steps forward, placed his boot on the man’s torso and kicked him out of the opening at ten thousand feet.
 
    
 
   Seated nearest the door, Sarah looked away at the sight of the man’s horrified expression as he grabbed handfuls of nothing and tumbled out into the frost bitten backdrop.
 
    
 
   As the door began to climb back to its original position, the guard turned to face the now paralyzed crowd; he waited for final lockdown and spoke for the first time since they’d been forced aboard. His question was short and direct. “Speak now; who else wants to leave?”
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   With nightfall less than an hour off, those left for dead out in the open would attract the Andros and he needed to get Chloe as far from the area as possible. He’d witnessed firsthand the devastation wrought when these people moved through an area. They killed without thought or remorse and were much more violent than those of any other colony or district. The world they lived in was ruled without justice or obligatory laws. They were nomads, and spoke only to one another in muted and incoherent tones. They resided along the wastelands, uninhabitable by anyone else. They were also cannibals.
 
    
 
   Her face ashen and the palms of her hands already beginning to moisten, Chloe used her free hand to point to the last home on the left side of the street. “We can hide there.”
 
    
 
   Still attempting to assess the direction from which the horde was heading, Rath closed his eyes and let the shockwaves of the ravenous crowd move from the earth and through the soles of his boots. The force with which it reverberated his entire body, he figured the numbers to be somewhere north of fifty. He turned back to Chloe. “Can you run?”
 
    
 
   Rigid as a rusted hinge, his first few steps were pronounced and deliberate. Chloe had a five stride lead on him by the time they reached the front yard of the home and she appeared to be accelerating. He followed her through the snow covered side yard and watched as she tore off around the stacked firewood and to the back of the home. 
 
    
 
   His legs burned and his heart raced, less from exhaustion than anticipation. Rath turned the corner and began to slow. Surprisingly, the fire in his shoulder had gone quiet and the pain along his left side antagonized him much less than minutes ago. He almost felt whole, except for the nausea settling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    
 
   Stopped between two homes, Rath peered around the corner at the downed main gate and saw the first ten enter the interior and sprint straight for the fallen residents nearest them. This scene had played out too many times for him to assume any other outcome. They were on the bodies, fighting one another for position, and were consumed with the bounty they’d come upon. 
 
    
 
   Rath watched as two of the largest Andros he’d ever laid eyes on walked calmly through the main entrance. He estimated the smaller of the two at just over seven feet tall. These beasts were well muscled and must have weighed in excess of three hundred pounds each. They appeared to be avoiding eye contact with the others as they carried a gargantuan cast iron grill, two-inch thick handles jutting out from either end. The earth shook and fresh powder billowed away as they dropped it to the ground and pushed the others away from the bodies that they began to stack nearby.
 
    
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding; they’re planning on setting up shop here?”
 
    
 
   It was time to move. The crowd nearest the center of the district began to spread out in search of additional prey and from the ravenous look displayed among the crowd, Rath sensed their last meal must have been a distant memory. Turning back to check on Chloe, he was surprised to find she’d already found a place to hide and was waving him over. 
 
    
 
   The former underground shelter and makeshift cellar must have been used by the children of this District as their hideout. Off-centered, hand-drawn pictures hung on the wall without a care of placement or uniformity. Brightly colored plastic cups from decades past sat along the table, whose legs had been cut off to accommodate the smaller bodies of the youths of the town, and simple lesson plans were scribbled on the wall nearest the entrance. This area was obviously designed by children. 
 
    
 
   Sitting on the fourth step, Rath paused before closing and securing the hatch as Chloe paced nervously back and forth across the ten foot square room. He watched as three smaller Andros entered the side yard and moved in their direction. Sealing and double bolting the hatch, the interior lights blinked to life and he could see she’d again begun to silently cry; her heaving back told him just enough of the story. 
 
    
 
   Thirty seconds. Not enough time for anything other than a defensive posture. Eight to ten of those things out in the open and one at a time gave him pause, although with well over fifty, he’d ride this one out hidden below ground with his new friend. “Chloe… I need you to stop crying right now. I know you’re scared, but those things can hear us and we need to stay as quiet as possible, at least until they leave.”

She wiped her face and moved back into the light spilling across the middle of the square room. “I’m not scared. Those things don’t scare me.”
 
    
 
   Rath assumed this was her attempt at showing him how brave she could be. He’d seen it in the eyes and on the faces of the children in his own District many times before, especially when the cold came through. He knew it was only a matter of time before she broke down and the frightened little girl in her surfaced. “It’s okay to be scared of those things. It’s what will keep us alive.”
 
    
 
   Chloe signed heavily. “Sir… I’m really not scared. My mother told me you would save me. I was scared before, but when you found me in the trees, I knew she was right.”
 
    
 
   He scratched his head and as he began to respond, the rapid footfalls overhead halted his words before they were voiced. He simply leaned in and held his index finger over his mouth. Chloe nodded, acknowledging that she understood, and sat at the table massaging her eyes, the red streaks evident as she removed her hands. 
 
    
 
   They sat in silence for what seemed an eternity as the trio in the yard above moved through the area, twice shuffling across the grass covered hatch above. With little more than a passing curiosity for the homemade jungle gym set farther back on the property, the Andros made quick work of the backyard and reconvened near the house. Within five minutes, they’d cleared the area and moved to the home next door.
 
    
 
   With no indication of movement within the last thirty minutes, Rath slowly released the locks and opened the hatch door a few inches, just enough to scan the area. The heavy snowfall from only an hour ago had given way to nightfall and with it a mere three-inch drift atop the grassy landscape, backdropped against the carbon black twilight sky. 
 
    
 
   Having long since lost interest in anything outside the four concrete walls keeping her safe, Chloe had turned inward and had started to scribble away at the only piece of paper she could find. She hadn’t noticed him trying to get a glimpse of what it was until he stepped away from the short staircase. 
 
    
 
   “I think we’re okay now. They probably won’t come back here tonight, whadda ya drawing?”
 
    
 
   Chloe twisted to the right and covered the picture, her cheeks bright red, and for the first time a smile slid across her face. “Nothing…I’m just… just writing some stuff.”
 
    
 
   He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to her earlier answer than he knew. “Chloe…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
    
 
   “Chloe, my friends call me Rath. You are my friend, right?
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “Good… earlier you said that you weren’t afraid.”
 
    
 
   “Uh huh?”
 
    
 
   “And you said your mother told you that I would help?” 
 
    
 
   “When those bad people came from the sky and took her away, she told me not to be scared. She said someone would come find me and take care of me.” Chloe folded the piece of paper, shoved it in her backpack, and turned back to him. “I’m not afraid of those bad people. You are good and my dad told me before that good always wins.”
 
    
 
   Rath kneeled down beside her. “I thought because you were crying earlier, that—”
 
    
 
   “I was crying because I miss her.”
 
    
 
   “Your mother?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
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   More than a few hours had passed as he sat in darkness watching her sleep. The cramped underground concrete box held the cold at bay just enough that he was able to remove his thick down overcoat and lay it across Chloe. She hadn’t moved since he turned down the lights and she’d crawled onto the makeshift cot in the opposite corner. Only her slight whimpers and the thoughts of what was happening less than a hundred yards away kept him from nodding off. 
 
    
 
   The events taking place in center of District Two forced him to stay put for the moment. He’d have to get her out of here at some point, although heading over the west wall without anything but the clothes on their backs was a certain death sentence. Rath closed his eyes and rested his head against the rutted concrete wall. The realization of what he needed to do accentuated the already hopeless situation he’d found himself in.
 
    
 
   Before losing his wife, he and Sarah had been awake for just over a day and a half. They prayed the next District they came across on their journey west would be spared whatever devastation befell theirs and many others. His eyelids, like heavy warehouse doors, blinked closed more than a few times. With less than six hours before sunrise, the welcoming hand of slumber descended upon him. 
 
    
 
   Sarah’s face was the first he recognized as the warmth enveloped him. 
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   The first time in two hundred eighty days that the sun touched the back of his neck couldn’t have come at a more appropriate moment. July had rarely brought more than two or three days of temperatures above sixty degrees since the day the earth’s orbit was forever altered. Most of those still drawing breath today were born long after the events that changed the face of humanity in ways few could understand. The long strands of sunlight fell from the sky and filtered around her silhouette, warming the earth where it found its home. An afternoon this perfect may have been a regular occurrence thirty-two years ago, although today he understood its absolute rarity. It would be a sin to let its perfection slide into tomorrow without taking advantage of it.
 
    
 
   Sarah sat atop the swing he’d built on the front porch of their home. Her perfectly shaped golden brown calves folded under as she held tightly to the left armrest he’d carved her name into. The day spent creating something that unlocked her smile was a day well spent. The intricate details he’d spent hours sculpting into the single piece of untreated southern yellow pine, ran a distant second to the beauty that was his wife. It took him twelve separate days outside the security of the walls of District Nine to secure the piece of wood suitable for his project, although it took him nearly thirty years to find her. She was worth every second.
 
    
 
   Rath stepped from the shadow of the low overhang and pointed to the gate. “Let’s go!”
 
    
 
   Sarah narrowed her eyes, matching his gaze. “What… go where?”
 
    
 
   “The river, I’m sure it’s flowing today. It has to be. Last time I was out, it was so close and today is the day.”
 
    
 
   The contentment of only minutes ago leaving her smile, Sarah shook her head. “Are you serious? The last time you went that far you almost left me a widow and you had eight other men with you… who all had weapons.”
 
    
 
   Rath ached to convince her that this was a good idea, even though he knew she was right. The thoughts of how dangerous it would be outside the gates were clouded by his yearning to create a memory as beautiful as she was. “We can go for just a few—”
 
    
 
   “Andros,” she said. “Forty-one is what you told me. What’s the plan going to be if we’re sitting by the shore, drinking lemonade, and forty Andros show up and they’re ready to eat?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll tell them to talk to you for five minutes… I think they’ll end up losing their appetite.”
 
    
 
   “Very funny; you know as well as I do that the wall surrounding this District and the men behind it with weapons are the reason we can live a halfway normal life. There’s no reason to play with fate.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, darling I know. I’m one of the men keeping this place safe and realize how serious it is, but I wanted to make this day perfect.”
 
    
 
   Sarah’s smile returned. This time much deeper. “It’s already perfect.” 
 
    
 
   Her voice began to trail off, soft and distant. He could no longer make out her features, only a vague profile of her face.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Her tiny hand tugging at his sleeve, he’d slept longer than he wanted to, although less than he needed. “I’m awake, I’m awake.”
 
    
 
   Stepping back, Chloe handed Rath his jacket. “I’m hungry.”
 
    
 
   The pressure against the right side of his head built into a slow pounding beat. He used both hands to drive the sleep away from his face and pushed his thick black hair away from his eyes. The thought of food, contrasted against what he’d have to do to get it, added to the pressure building at the back of his neck. “How long have you been awake?”
 
    
 
   She grimaced. “I don’t know, sir.”
 
    
 
   “Chloe, you can call me—”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” Chloe said shaking her head. “Mr. Rath, I don’t know, but I am really hungry.”
 
    
 
   As Chloe moved back to the cot, Rath sat forward, stretching the effects of yesterday’s events out of his battered joints. “Me too… I could eat a horse.”
 
    
 
   Confused, Chloe turned from her backpack. “Eat a what?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a figure of speech,” he said, a slight grin moving across his face. “I’m just agreeing with you. I’m really hungry as well.”
 
    
 
   The exit stood between the two and Rath leaned in, holding his hand in front of the handle as Chloe moved to the overhead door. He asked, “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   Again looking confused, Chloe sat on the third step, near eye level with Rath as she formed her response. “Mr. Rath, this is my backyard and my house is right there. My mom has food in the kitchen and I’m going to get it. You can come with me. I’m gonna need some help reaching the bowls.”
 
    
 
   Rath finished working the stiffness out of his neck and arms and began sliding his pack on. “Sweetheart, there’s no way you’re going outside. We were very lucky that we weren’t found last night and if those men are close by, they may find us if we both go out. You need to stay put. I’ll get inside and get us something to eat. Okay?”
 
    
 
   “My mom said you would save me and keep me away from those men. I told you I’m not afraid.”
 
    
 
   “Those people… you need to be afraid of them. It’s what is going to keep you and I alive. You need to stay here and keep very quiet.”
 
    
 
   “Mr. Rath,” she said stepping away from the stairs. “You promise you’ll come back?”
 
    
 
   He pushed the remaining three pieces of blank paper and a few colored pencils across the table and making his way to the exit hatch said, “Draw me a picture and before you’re done, I’ll be back… I promise.”
 
    
 
   As Rath broke the seal and yesterday’s snowpack fluttered through the void, Chloe whispered, “I already finished your picture.”
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   The temperature had risen ten degrees within the last fifteen minutes and although the passenger cabin remained completely silent, she knew what the others were thinking. Avoiding eye contact with the guard now stationed within arm’s reach and turning her back on the woman to her right, Sarah lowered her head to her chest and closed her eyes; her thoughts were hundreds of miles away. 
 
    
 
   As the first bead of sweat ran from her brow, down her cheek, and dropped to the seat below, she sensed the massive drone banking hard to the right. Moments later, they were descending rapidly out of the sky and the largest of the three guards nearest her stumbled backward into the door to the forward cabin. On his knees, the hulking man in black crawled to the first chair he could reach and pulled himself to standing position. He turned and looked for someone other than himself to blame. No one matched his gaze.
 
    
 
   Suppressing the rage and contempt that continued to build, Sarah took three long breaths and tried to picture his face. She dug her fingers into her thighs, channeling her anger away from what her heart was telling her to act on. Stay within yourself. This isn’t your fight—This. Is. Not. Your. Fight. 
 
    
 
   The drone dropped again and decelerated even more rapidly than before. The guard nearest the door motioned to the others, and one by one they started for the forward cabin. Sarah turned her attention to the men as they filed out and watched as they strapped into the individual seats before slamming the door closed. Sarah turned to the woman on her right who’d yet to make a sound and nodded toward the rear door. 
 
    
 
   “I think we are landing… please try to keep it together.” She waited for Lauren to at least appear to understand before continuing. As much as it troubled her, Sarah feared more for her own safety, by way of association, than for the woman sitting to her right. Sarah leaned in again and whispered, “Lauren, can you do that? These men don’t exactly look like they care what we have to say; you’ve seen that. Promise me you’ll stay calm, at least until we figure out where they’re taking us.”  
 
    
 
   The cabin began to shake as the drone pitched hard to the left and then back to center, righting itself. Slowing once again, Sarah guessed that the massive aircraft had finally reached its destination and that she and the other ninety-seven captives were about to realize their fate.
 
    
 
   The door to the forward cabin and the massive cargo door breathed to life simultaneously. Lauren’s blank stare transitioned back into the terrified look of only a few hours before. Before she pulled enough air into her lungs to begin her verbal assault, Sarah intervened. “Lauren, stay with me, we have to be strong. Not for us, but for those we left behind.”
 
    
 
   She wasn’t sure exactly why, although something in what she said finally seemed to force a wedge into Lauren’s psychotic path to self-destruction, a subconscious retaliation for being separated from her daughter. Her features softened and her eyes lost their hardened appearance as she looked at Sarah and for the first time actually saw her. Speaking quietly as the guards moved quickly past them and to the rear door, Lauren said, “I’m sorry. My daughter is out there somewhere, all alone, and I’m scared beyond myself. But you’re right; it won’t do her any good for me to get myself killed. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”
 
    
 
   The men in black began unstrapping the others two at a time. Then using the same heavy nylon restrains, they bound them together in pairs, by the ankles. Bodies tossed to the floor as the guards forced their will on the unsuspecting travelers and those who resisted were readily dealt with. It only took a half dozen or so strikes from their stun batons on the initial group to get the remaining passengers to comply.
 
    
 
   The guard who’d thrown the man from the cargo hold earlier removed his baton and struck the woman lying at his feet once more. As she convulsed along the floor for all to see, he shouted one final directive. “Any more trouble and the rest of you are going to pay the price. Stay calm, it’s going to be over shortly.”  
 
    
 
   Like a demented version of a three-legged race, the terrified passengers were marched through what appeared to be sand, into the early morning air. 
 
    
 
   The men laced the strap so tight around Sarah’s ankle that she could feel her pulse slamming into the thick fabric. They pulled Lauren to her feet and used the remaining length to bind the pair into one awkward unit. The larger of the remaining guards shoved Sarah forward and down the gradual incline of the door turned ramp. Both women narrowly avoided the fate that befell many others who misjudged the transition from drone to earth and ended up with a face full of sand as a chaotic welcome into their new world.
 
    
 
   Lauren steadied herself against Sarah’s right shoulder as they stepped around another pair of women who began assaulting one another over the right to be the first to stand. Rounding the left edge of the enormous wing, Sarah paused, pulling Lauren to a stop as well. Lauren turned; her eyes growing wide as she also began to also realize what this was. 
 
    
 
   More bodies than either could count lay face down in the sand, black bags over their heads, unmoving. Sarah held back her anguish, although Lauren was overwhelmed by the scene. She lurched backward, both women falling to the sand in the process. They were instantly retrieved by the guard standing feet away, pulled back to their feet and again shoved forward.
 
    
 
   Sarah took note that of the thirty plus bodies littering the sandy dune, most were men. A quick count of those still standing revealed that only fourteen of the original twenty-five who first exited the drone were spared. 
 
    
 
   Again Lauren’s instinct was to flee. She pulled hard against the forces drawing her forward as Sarah made her final plea. “Lauren… stay close and don’t fight them. No matter what they do, just remember you need to get out of here and back to your daughter in one piece. Let’s just do what they say and wait for our time.”
 
    
 
   “Our time for what?”
 
    
 
   “To escape.”
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   The yard was quiet and the short trip through the light dusting of early morning snow was quick. Rath entered through the back door without making a sound. The fact that the door was already partially opened only slightly concerned him. His boots leaving a trail of wet footprints as he made his way through the kitchen and into the living room, he found the first floor to be only a tad warmer than the outside. Blowing out, he watched his frozen breath float away and vanish as he rounded the staircase and paused.
 
    
 
   Transitioning from the carpeted hall onto the slated oak hardwood flooring of the entry, Rath’s weight pushed in a loose section and with it came the first sound he’d made since entering the home. The squelch it made echoed through the family room and into the other downstairs rooms. He closed his eyes, held his breath, and waited for a sign that he may have company on the upper level.
 
    
 
   After thirty seconds and with no other activity within the deep reaches of the home, Rath delicately removed his foot from the plank and headed back to the kitchen. Setting his pack next to the door leading to the pantry, he took only the edible items that he could carry and two plastic bottles from the cabinet. He shoved them into his bag and began digging through the cabinets for anything they may find useful on the trip he knew they’d have to make.
 
    
 
   His bag at full capacity, Rath pulled his weapon and moved back to the living room. Glancing out the front window and into the street, he nodded his head. “So predictable… feed all night, sleep all day.” The half dozen Andros he could see from his perch alongside the overturned couch were sprawled out in the street and partially covered in the morning snow. Unmoving other than the quick rise and fall of their chests, he never understood how their kind adapted so quickly to their altered world. “Live among beasts, I guess you end up turning into one yourself.”
 
    
 
   As the last hushed syllable left his tongue, the energy of the blow from behind nearly caused him to bite the end of it off. Thrown to the ground with such force that he smashed the antique coffee table into hundreds of pieces, he instinctively rolled onto his back to face his attacker. Reaching for the metal pipe he dropped, the large male Andro standing above him kicked it out of the room. 
 
    
 
   As the beast turned to see another of his kind march into the room, Rath slid his right knee under him and pushed off the wall he’d backed into. Catching the Andro off guard, Rath lunged forward with both hands extended. He grabbed the beast by the head and drove a thumb into each of its eye sockets. He clamped down and pushed its eyes into its head, instantaneously blinding his attacker. 
 
    
 
   The second was already coming for him as the first fell to the ground, either stunned or unconscious—Rath didn’t care which. The female Andro screamed as her partner lay motionless alongside the recliner. The sound carried, although as Rath looked to his right and again out through the window, it didn’t appear the others outside were aware of what was happening. She leapt over the shattered coffee table as Rath moved farther right and into the area between the stairs and the family room.
 
    
 
   Maintaining eye contact as the Andro circled the room, attempting to close the distance, Rath slid his right leg to the rear. She lunged forward yet again, although he sidestepped the attack and seized his weapon as she went head over heels onto the hardwood, landing on her back. The low growl she emitted as she scrambled to her feet held an air of confidence, as if she was merely an animal toying with her prey.
 
    
 
   Rath moved left and leveled his weapon as she vaulted off the bottom stair and came straight at him. Squatting to avoid another collision, he swung hard, making direct contact with her left arm and torso. She took the blow without any signs of harm and reeling backward under her own momentum, grabbed his pant leg, bringing them both into the wall. She pulled her right arm underneath, twisted to the left and was on top of him before he could react.
 
    
 
   Her hands on his throat and her knees pressing into the meaty part of his upper arm, she was powerful, much stronger than any female he’d encountered before today. Female Andros were much faster than their male counterparts, although their strength usually couldn’t compare, not by half. The air running out of his lungs as she clamped down, Rath pulled his right arm free and clutching the three foot piece of metal, slammed his fist into her lower jaw.
 
    
 
   She reacted by clenching tighter and leaning forward to her left. His windpipe felt as though it had already collapsed and his vision doubled as he was slipping away. The female beast sitting atop his chest brought her face in close and sniffed at his face, his eyes beginning to flutter. She assumed this to be a precursor to his defeat.
 
    
 
   His vision, now just a hint past charcoal grey and his aggressor only a vague silhouette, Rath used his free right hand to grip a fistful of her matted down long black mane. Her focus was only momentarily distracted at his efforts, as he pulled free a sizeable chunk. 
 
    
 
   He sucked wind at an alarming rate as her left hand moved from his throat, attempting to bring his right arm back under control. He found his weapon and followed through with two quick blasts, again to the left side of her face. Backing away, her jaw was now completely obliterated and shards of torn flesh littered the floor below. 
 
    
 
   Blowing a mouthful of blood and saliva across the room, she stood and shook her head, attempting to free herself of the pain radiating from her mouth to her ear. Narrowing her eyes, she stepped forward as Rath anticipated her attack and swung once again, this time letting the heavy piece of lead do the work for him. 
 
    
 
   The instant the worn piece of metal made contact with her temple, her response time slowed to a mind numbing halt. Blinking away the fog that held her just the other side of this reality, her look softened. She appeared almost scared, a bit fragile, and the thick layer of rage from months on the road faded with the second and third strikes that relived her of consciousness. She continued to draw in a few labored breaths, although they were among her last. 
 
    
 
   Ripping what was left of the worn t-shirt from his first victim, Rath wiped clean his weapon and looked on as the two assailants navigated their way from this life. “They’re learning to adapt.”
 
    
 
   Through the entry and up the stairs, he checked the Jack and Jill bedrooms before moving on to the fourth room, when he noticed movement in the street. Three of the male Andros had awoken and were headed to the front yard. Through the upstairs hall and into the master bedroom, Rath moved to the window. He watched as they avoided the front of the home altogether and instead moved along the side of the house, their pace so furious he was having trouble tracking them from one window to another.
 
    
 
   Losing them as they moved from the side of the home, Rath assumed they’d be entering through the same door he’d used only minutes earlier. He hurried to the bathroom and waited for a sign that they’d entered. With the door only slightly ajar, he knelt behind it and through the one-inch gap, he scanned the stairway and the bannister leading to the first floor. 
 
    
 
   A full sixty seconds passed without so much as a single footfall along the interior of the home. He knew that Andros, especially the more aggressive males, weren’t known for their stealth-like movement. Their presence would have been apparent long before now. Something was wrong with this scenario.
 
    
 
   Leaving the door and moving to the small rectangular window at the rear of the room, it immediately became clear.
 
    
 
   “Chloe.”
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   The hatch nearly ripped from its hinges, the first Andro moved out of the backyard bunker, incensed as it pulled the young girl from her hiding place. Rath’s size, adrenalin, and forward momentum carried him into the hall with the hollow interior door only offering a trivial degree of opposition as it detonated from its hinges. Descending the stairs two at a time, he missed the last step and collided with the front door as her voice carried in from the rear.
 
    
 
   “RAAAAAAATH!”
 
    
 
   His aversion to these sub-humans couldn’t be calculated. Rocketing forward, he sprinted through the downstairs hall and through the kitchen, only slowing for his backpack. As he jumped from the elevated porch off the rear of the home, he’d already alerted the two Andros now dragging Chloe toward the side yard. Reacting on predatory instinct, they dropped the girl and moved as a pack toward him.
 
    
 
   Chloe backed against the wall and buried her head between her legs as Rath dropped his pack onto the frosted grass. His homemade weapon clutched in one hand, he reached with the other for the stun baton he’d carried away from the crash site earlier that day. Thumbing the switch along the handle, he was able to see multiple notches and acting on impulse, he locked it out on the far left setting.
 
    
 
   The smallest and fastest of the trio reached him first, lunging forward as Rath swung across his body, turned to the right, and landed a debilitating blow along his aggressor’s rib cage. As it slammed into the ground in a wrecked mess, the dog like howl and labored breathing told him the strike had broken more than a few ribs. Without acknowledging their fallen partner, the others charged in unison. 
 
    
 
   Taking a step back and with the realization that he’d have to engage at least one of the two, Rath planted his trailing leg and shoved the stun baton forward. The arc from the baton lit up the yard as the Andro he’d hit went airborne. He instinctively dropped the baton as the second slammed into him from a full sprint. The air vacated his chest like a perforated balloon as he landed on his back in the frigid, snow covered grass. 
 
    
 
   Struggling to grasp the baton, he was snatched by the ankle and dragged toward the home. Flat on his back and unable to collect himself, he drew short breaths, bracing for what was to come as he was dragged through the back door. Before being pulled into the kitchen, he spotted Chloe still frozen against the wall and the other two Andros motionless in the yard. 
 
    
 
   The massive male Andro, or Bull as others had dubbed them, snatched him by the belt and tossed him onto the counter like a sack of potatoes. As if summoned from the pit of its stomach, the Andro growled as it moved its face in close. The stench emanating from only inches away forced Rath to dry heave as he turned away. The Andro grabbed his face and forced it back to center as if demanding Rath’s undivided attention. 
 
    
 
   The jagged teeth, the darkened eye sockets and the filth from too many months out in the open—this thing was once the same species as he, although its genetic makeup had moved far enough away over the last three decades that they now sat on completely different rungs of the food chain. 
 
    
 
   Rath’s free right hand moved silently through the cabinet below and until this moment found nothing of use. The eight-inch wooden spoon would not have been his first choice, although with this thing preparing to drain the life from him, it would have to do. Pulling it clear of the drawer, he inadvertently knocked the much larger wooden spatula to the floor, alerting his foe. The Andro moved one hand from his neck, affording Rath another ten seconds of consciousness. 
 
    
 
   Eye to eye, the Andro studied him as if trying to decide the most excruciating way to end their confrontation. One hand still wrapped around his neck, although not yet bearing down, Rath offered a distraction, “Let me go and we’ll call it even. I won’t destroy your entire race when I leave this District.” 
 
    
 
   As if he understood what was said and also detected the sarcasm, the Andro snorted in response and began to tighten his meaty hand.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   The shoddy framework of the home revealed itself as every wall shook against the thunderous roar moving over the area. Overcome with curiosity and releasing its prey, the Andro peered out the rear window of the home as the District was thrown under the shadow of the low flying transport drone. Rath shook free and as if spring loaded, his right arm blasted away from the cupboard, cutting a wide arc to its target.  
 
    
 
   The beast’s eyes fluttered back into its head the instant Rath drove the narrow end of the wooden spoon six inches into its temple. The exit of blood, rapid and distinct, filled the kitchen floor as the two hundred fifty pound Bull fell to its side, driving the weapon farther into its skull. 
 
    
 
   Stepping over the motionless body, Rath took a quick glance out the side windows of the home, noticing the commotion in the street. He moved through the kitchen, out the door, and into the rear yard. 
 
    
 
   Scarcely clinging to life, the only Andro to enter the yard that hadn’t been completely eliminated inched toward them. Its labored breathing and broken cough appeared to get worse by the second, indicating at least a few shattered ribs and the real possibility of a collapsed lung. Moving in quickly, Rath raised his weapon and dispatched a single head shot, relieving his adversary of consciousness.
 
    
 
   Chloe was his first order of business. He ran to her, lifted her chin, and said, “We have to go—right now.”
 
    
 
   No response.
 
    
 
   The massive airship continued its slow movement through the area, casting its ominous shadow over the already washed out landscape. Rath tracked its progress as he hurried to the bunker, retrieved Chloe’s pack, and hurried back to her. From his vantage, he could see that the remaining Andros were filtering out into the street. They were as much transfixed on the intentions of the drone as he was and had yet to notice their missing comrades.
 
    
 
   Offering his hand, Rath helped Chloe to her feet and pointed to the rear wall. “We have to get out of here. We have to go south.” 
 
    
 
   She looked up at him, although only half acknowledging his words, forced a hesitant grin, and slid her bag onto her right shoulder.
 
    
 
   Moving quickly toward the six foot wall that outlined District Two, Rath continued to monitor the yard as he gathered his pack and the two hand-held weapons. He helped Chloe to the top and handed her both bags. Clearing the wall, he helped her down the opposite side and both covered their ears as the massive transport drone climbed into the sky.
 
    
 
   The treeline and the river beyond sat just over four-hundred yards away. Although the pair was hidden from the horde of Andros that inhabited District Two, they were far from safe. He knew that as soon as the lifeless Andros were discovered, the footrace would begin. Their chance at life was directly proportionate to the lead time they were afforded.
 
    
 
   Before proceeding, he knelt next to Chloe. “We need to run. I don’t want you to stop until I tell you… no matter what. Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   She nodded.
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   Little more than three minutes and they’d made it to the treeline without incident. The slight rise in elevation between District Two and their destination proved more taxing than he’d anticipated and although her strides were much smaller, Chloe managed to keep pace. He was less impressed by this than the fact that although he was sucking wind, the little girl six feet away appeared to have already recovered.
 
    
 
   Hands interlaced behind his head, Rath asked, “You do a lot of running?” 
 
    
 
   Again her timid smirk told him much more than her silence could have. He was sure the confidence she’d shown earlier was nothing more than a coping mechanism. She told him multiple times that she wasn’t afraid and although she appeared to have almost convinced herself of this, he realized it would have been nearly impossible. Hell, he even felt the cold chill of fear running along his spine more than once today, and he’d faced those beasts more times than he cared to count.
 
    
 
   His heart rate returning to a manageable level, Rath withdrew the two plastic bottles and nodded in the direction of the river he remembered to be only a few minutes away. “Let’s get some water.”
 
    
 
   Before heading out, he motioned to Chloe, held his index finger over his lips, and closed his eyes. Listening to what nature was verbalizing, he could hear the storm running in from the north and its growing intensity. The desperate wind was pushing south as the temperature dropped to levels that were unusually aggressive for this time of year. Flakes of snow whispered through the upper reaches of the thirty foot pines, attempting to locate a branch to call home; the tranquility of the moment was ironic. 
 
    
 
   The pair headed slowly into the trees, Rath continuing to dissect the plan for reuniting the girl with her mother. Selfishly, this plan also included getting to his wife before he turned into the Benjamin Rath that no one wanted. The person he vowed to have left behind eighteen years earlier. His new family back at District Nine had years ago given him a chance when no one else would. Even though he was able to justify the event to himself, he knew the consequences of his actions long before he marched into the cold and ended that man’s life. More than wanting to find her… he needed to.
 
    
 
   As they approached the river and knelt to fill the bottles, the distant footfalls confirmed what he’d assumed would happen. No less than two, and by the sound, likely no more than seven Andros headed in their direction. The pace at which they moved indicated the group must still be following their tracks through the snow. There’d be no way of losing them without heading into the near frozen water.
 
    
 
   Staying along the shore, Rath moved through the shallow flowing water while allowing Chloe to stay a few feet away and in turn remain dry. A quarter mile in the frigid water and his boots were now completely saturated and through his socks, his feet were seconds from going numb. The pain was unthinkable and about to get much worse. 
 
    
 
   Surveying the area, he located a stone roughly the size of his fist and tossed it halfway to the opposite shore, which he estimated to be thirty feet. Watching the ripples fade and eyeing the calmest section, he turned to Chloe. “Those bad people back there are trying to find us. We have to cross the river so they can’t.”
 
    
 
   Her first attempt to speak since earlier that morning was lost as she fought to find the words. She backed away and shook her head.
 
    
 
   “Chloe, we don’t have time. We have to go right now.”
 
    
 
   She began to shake and as the words finally came, she also began to cry. “I’m cold and I’m tired and the water is too deep. I don’t want to run anymore.”
 
    
 
   The sound of their pursuers grew closer, now so recognizable that Chloe also turned to look into the snow covered forest beyond. He turned back to her standing in the ankle deep water and held his hand out. “You’re not going in the water; I’m going to carry you across.”
 
    
 
   She looked back again as the sadistic murmurs grew nearer and her flight response took hold. “Okay.” She moved to Rath and stopping short of the water lapping at the shore, held her arms out. 
 
    
 
   Maintaining eye contact, he smiled at her and adjusted the straps of his pack, making room for her atop his shoulders. “You ready?” he asked as he took a step forward and squatted down. She nodded and in one motion, he stood and lifted her onto his shoulders, surprised at what little difference her weight made.
 
    
 
   “Hold onto my hair as tight as you can and don’t let go, no matter what, even if you pull out a few chunks… I’ll be fine. I promise.” Chloe let out a tiny chuckle as he moved into the deeper water. His concern now firmly placed on the task of crossing the river, Rath strode forward. First to his waist and then mid-torso, his lower extremities burned as if ignited with rocket fuel. Each stepped carefully placed along the uneven riverbed, he practically stumbled with each new step.
 
    
 
   The water now lapping at Chloe’s feet and just shy of his armpits; they’d yet to traverse the deepest section. Contemplating his next move, Rath pointed to the shore. “Chloe, it’s gonna get a bit deeper, straighten your legs until we get to the other side.
 
    
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Moving the soles of her shoes away from the flowing water and straight out in front of him, Rath  shifted onto his right leg and dropped another four inches. The water now almost reaching the top of his shoulders, Chloe could feel it passing closely underneath as Rath took another step. His body wrenched to the side as the rock under his left foot broke free—the pair were instantly pulled under.
 
    
 
   Her breath rapidly escaping as the icy waters enveloped her, Chloe’s head pounded from the immediate temperature drop. She struggled under the weight of her pack to get to the surface as the current continued moving her downstream. Eyes clamped down tight, she moved her hands back and forth in front of her, searching in vain for a handhold.  
 
    
 
   As she was forced to the bottom and her feet scraped the riverbed, she pushed free and her head shot above the surface just long enough to see him swimming toward her. Under once again and the last bit of air drawn from her lungs, Chloe pulled in a mouth full of the freezing liquid that surrounded her. It scorched her throat as it flooded in, enveloping her tiny body.
 
    
 
   He visualized the spot where he last saw her and once submerged, pushed off in that direction. Four feet away he slammed into a sizeable boulder and careening to his left came upon her motionless body. Pulling her up by her pack, he reached the surface and fought to pull them both to the opposite shore. Her eyes were still closed and on initial inspection, she was also no longer breathing.
 
    
 
   Removing her bag and laying her on the ground, Rath raised her chin and tilted her head back. Preparing to breathe life back into the girl he’d promised to protect, Rath took in a mouthful of the crisp morning air, as the six dark figures emerged from the trees on the opposite shore. 
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   The next few minutes would prove to be an interesting contrast of awkwardness and humility. In all the years he’d spent avoiding the beasts lining the opposite shore, he’d never seen them navigate anything near the size of the obstacle that stood between them. He estimated that the river’s fast moving undercurrent, combined with the distance between the two shores, gave him at least sixty seconds to bring Chloe back and move out of the area.
 
    
 
   He again drew in a short breath and maintaining her tilted head, pushed the air into her mouth. His first attempt proved to be fruitless as the air traveled down her esophagus and instead of filling her lungs, it entered her stomach. Noticing the rise and fall, he repositioned her head and blew another short breath. Pinching her nose, he pushed another breath in and as he pulled away a mouthful of water drained over her lips.
 
    
 
   Turning her head to the side, he waited for the excess water to drain. Placing his ear next to her mouth he listened as five of the Andros entered the water; the sixth sprinted back into the trees and out of sight. Before their attackers had reached the midway point and as he moved her back to center, she coughed up a mouthful of cloudy water. 
 
    
 
   Although she displayed no signs of breathing on her own, Rath slid his index and middle finger over her carotid and although weak, she at least still held a pulse. Again holding her head in place, he gave two quick breaths and as water continued to trickle out of her mouth, his heart rate began to climb. 
 
    
 
   The weight and depth of the pulsing river caught the first three Andros by surprise. The middle section was much faster and heavier than the areas nearest the shore and they were pulled under. The two remaining Andros used the others to keep their heads above water as they frantically clawed their way through the churning water toward their prey.  
 
    
 
   Less than twelve feet separated them as Rath took two deep breaths and forced them into Chloe’s lungs. She lurched forward, coughing the remaining water and traces of dirt and sand from the riverbed onto his shirt. His head on a swivel, Rath quickly removed his pack and laying it on the ground, wrapped her in his wet jacket in an attempt to at least free her from the driving wind.
 
    
 
   Shivering and yet unable to vocalize her confusion, the shock of their predicament was still unthinkable. Her head still pounding with the rapid beat of her heart, Chloe blinked through the haze and realized why Rath moved away and withdrew the metal pipe from his pack.
 
    
 
   Sliding back into the trees and burying her head inside his damp, snow dusted jacket, she held her breath. The sight of the two soaking wet Andros pushing their way through the knee deep water was beyond her ability to process at the moment. At this distance, the pair staggering out of the water appeared to be at least a head taller than Rath. Given that he was one of the largest men she’d ever seen before today, Chloe began to cry.
 
    
 
   “LET’S GO,” Rath shouted as he slammed his pipe against the stump of a fallen tree. “Only the two of you made it?”
 
    
 
   By his estimation, it would have been six years since he’d heard one of them speak. Never to one another and unless it was in the stilted grunts that only they seemed to understand, no other form of verbal interaction was used. They communicated through action and bravado, the weak always submissive to the Alpha. And the first to exit the water fit the profile. 
 
    
 
   Standing well over six and a half feet tall and somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred seventy pounds, this behemoth was most certainly the Alpha. His long dark hair iced over as the frozen wind pushed in from the north and dotted his face with white flakes. He stepped to the shore and motioned for his comrade to stand down. 
 
    
 
   Confused by their apparent display of obedience, Rath motioned back toward the river and as the others were forced down and held under by the vicious current, he smiled. “Looks like you’re friends are gone. I’ll give you one chance to follow them before you find out why it was a bad idea to—”
 
    
 
   Its deep gravelly voice interrupting, the giant Andro spoke. “I’m going to kill you and eat you.” His smile stretched from ear to ear and held an air of superiority that clashed squarely with the darkened circles and blacked out teeth he provided as evidence of his sincerity. “But first,” he said pointing past Rath. “I’m going to make you watch me dismember and then eat the little girl.”
 
    
 
   Turning to Chloe, who’d been watching through his unzipped jacket, Rath winked. “Chloe, we’re going to be fine. These men are just lost; I need you to cover your face again. I’m going to help them find their way back home.”
 
    
 
   His face flush with anger and spitting as he spoke, the shirtless Alpha commanded his disciple. “Bring her to me.”
 
    
 
   With much less control than his larger counterpart and about to explode with anticipation, the second male Andro rocketed from the shore, his blacked out eyes locked on Chloe. Three long strides and he’d closed half the distance, unaware of the movement to his left. He narrowed his line of sight, planted his left leg and prepared to leap. 
 
    
 
   The strike came much quicker than the Andro was able to react. Rath spun to his right, gripping his three-foot metal equalizer like a man possessed and swung hard and low. The viciousness with which the strike landed sent shockwaves running up his arms and into his hands as he clutched the weapon even tighter, relieving the momentary annoyance.
 
    
 
   Sliding on his chest and hands into the slop just a few feet from Chloe, the Andro howled like a beaten animal. Reactively folding at the waist and gripping his lower leg, his foot hung back in an awkward position. The tibia bone now protruding through the skin offered a graphic message seemingly directed to the enormous beast standing ten feet away. 
 
    
 
   Before turning his attention back to the real threat, Rath moved in and landed a pair of strikes to the head of the fallen Andro, assuring he no longer posed a threat and somewhat evening the odds.
 
    
 
   Unflinching and by all accounts unfazed by the swift dispatch of one of its own, his final opponent glared expressionless into Rath’s eyes. Although this Alpha had shown that his appetite for verbal provocation may in fact match his thirst for human flesh, neither spoke. The massive Andro closed his eyes, stretched the early morning stiffness out of his shoulders and stepped away from the shore.
 
    
 
   Planting his trailing leg against the stump directly to the rear, Rath drew his weapon and spring loaded his body, awaiting the opportunity to strike. His attacker came straight at him, left arm cocked and as Rath put everything he had into the first debilitating blow, the Andro barely flinched.
 
    
 
   Three additional body shots did little to discourage the gargantuan male. Rath ducked and moved left, although the Andro anticipated his move and had him by the throat before Rath had a chance to react. 
 
    
 
   Now on defense and his weapon feet away, Rath pounded his fists into the Andros midsection as he was lifted off his feet. Before he had a chance to react, he was shoved back into the mud and held down by the neck, his airway slowly closing. Rath continued to struggle against the escalating grip the giant had on his throat, his vision turning a filtered shade of grey.
 
    
 
   His aggressor smiled. “I guess I am going to kill you first.”
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   Sarah’s face across the field, she was still running and with each step moving further away. His strides stilted and awkward, eliminated any chance he had of catching her and the overwhelming sense of helplessness shook him to the core. His world grew darker with each passing second and as she stopped and turned to face him, the gravity of his current situation rushed in. Pulled from this blissful scene he was being afforded, Rath opened his eyes, if only to watch himself die.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   His body quivered, unable to draw another breath as the massive Andro dropped his right knee into Rath’s chest and brought his head in close. “You think that we’re just monsters, animals, that we are a lesser form of being. The reason we don’t speak to your kind is because it weakens our race as a whole. Your people’s days are numbered. Your position on the food chain is unfortunate and today you’re going to find out why.”
 
    
 
   It felt less like dying than he thought it would, although much more painful. The massive surge of electricity coursed through every extremity and felt as if it loosened his teeth in the process. The skin on his neck seemed as though it was on fire, his esophagus a toxic wasteland. 
 
    
 
   As his vision cleared, he looked to his right and noticed an index, thumb and middle finger severed and scorched, sitting eighteen inches from his face. He hoped they weren’t his. 
 
    
 
   Rolling to his left side and as his eyes adjusted to the spectrum of brilliant colors, Rath keyed in on the short blue arcs jutting from the end of the baton. Her voice was shallow, although still recognizable; he sensed the courage in it. “Mr. Rath, get up, please. I hit the bad man who was hurting you.”
 
    
 
   The stun baton dangled from her right hand, the blue arcs now absent. Chloe stood between him and the beast that was attempting to end his life. The baton still locked at maximum ferocity, she momentarily ended the attack. Weighing less than sixty pounds soaking wet, she’d removed the weapon from his pack and acted on impulse. Chloe had seen the powerful discharge of the stun baton only one other time and shoved it into the arm of the distracted Andro. She saved him.
 
    
 
   Convulsing and still under the spell of the electrified current that blew four of his fingers off, the Andro attempted to move to his knees three times and three times he failed. Blood poured from his right hand and flowed along the outline of his body into the fresh river water. Involuntarily shifting onto his back, his shadowed eye sockets grew darker. He licked his lips and attempted to speak, not a single sound could be heard over the churning river only feet away.
 
    
 
   Struggling to his feet, Rath moved to Chloe and hugged her. He rewrapped his jacket around her and motioned toward the trees. “Get your pack and wait for me over there. I’ll just be a minute.”
 
    
 
   She smiled, but only for a second. “I’m really cold and can’t feel my toes.”
 
    
 
   “Me either, although we’re going to fix that. I just need a minute to take care of our friend here.”
 
    
 
   Confused and a bit curious she asked, “What are you going to do to him?”
 
    
 
   Retrieving his pack and then the baton, he moved to the downed Alpha and used his boot to pin the injured hand to the sloppy ground below. “I’m going to send him home.”
 
    
 
   The baton once again cranked to its maximum setting, he slammed it into the shaking Andro. No response. He held it to the sky; no blue arc and no visible current emerged. He slammed it into the ground, “Figures, just as I was getting used to this thing.” 
 
    
 
   The Andro’s last attempt at pushing itself to a seated position was cut short as Rath went back for the only weapon he’d trusted or needed for the last twenty years. The battered lead pipe he’d carried for years had saved his life on more than a handful of occasions, and it was about to serve its intended purpose once again. 
 
    
 
   Realizing his fate and without the dexterity to willfully command any of his limbs to do as ordered, the Andro used his remaining strength to spit a mouthful of saliva and blood at the man who was about to end his life. 
 
    
 
   Gripping the weapon in both hands, Rath said, “I’m not sure we’ll ever fully understand one another… and it’s probably better that most of your kind have lost the ability to communicate. We both know that there’s nothing you could possibly say that would be worth hearing.” Twisting to the right, Rath took a full swing and ended the attack. 
 
    
 
   It took another three minutes to drag both bodies into the water and let the river carry them back the way they came. Rath’s feet and calves, again on fire from the frigid temperatures, made the task that much more difficult. By the time they’d gathered up their things, his traveling buddy had turned a hazy shade of blue. “Chloe, we need to get you someplace warm.” 
 
    
 
   She leaned into the stump and dry heaved for a minute before getting her pack and sidling up to Rath. Each step clumsy and drawn out, her attempts at walking, let alone keeping up with him, proved to be too much. “I can’t feel my feet… I think they’re asleep. Like little needles sticking into them.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   In the best of conditions, the route he’d planned would take them the rest of the day and if slowed by the storm, they’d still be out in the elements by nightfall. An hour’s walk past District One, the town known as Extinction was last controlled by a small horde of Andros. In the years that followed the destruction of their planet and before humanity went underground for ten years, this area was the last remaining civilized town. It was renamed after the planet that brought about the end of the world. This was his next stop… and unfortunately their only hope for survival.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes in and although they’d crested the ridge, she wasn’t going to make it another ten minutes on her feet. The early stages of hypothermia were beginning to take hold and although she’d stopped shivering, her lack of coordination, coupled with the rugged descent, was more than he was willing to put her through and much more than she could handle. 
 
    
 
   He was going to have to carry her.
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   Bright orange, the thick cotton coveralls were at least two sizes too big. The guard reached into the bag and handed Sarah her black socks and a pair of tattered leather boots. Moving to Lauren, he looked into her eyes, reached back into the bag and pulled out the exact same items, only her coveralls were dark blue in color. Her eyes narrowed with curiosity as she turned to Sarah.
 
    
 
   “What do you think the different—”
 
    
 
   As the guard turned his attention away from the next person in line and took a step back toward Lauren, Sarah placed her index finger over her mouth and shook her head. The guard didn’t acknowledge the actions of either woman, stepped back, and went along passing out the assigned items.
 
    
 
   Waiting for the guard to move a safe distance down the line and in something just shy of a whisper, Sarah talked out of the side of her mouth. “Lauren, we’ve made it this far without any trouble. Let’s see how this plays out.”
 
    
 
   Without the same discretion, Lauren twisted to the right and in a slightly intensified tone, she said, “What’s with the different colors? Are they splitting us up?”
 
    
 
   The truth was probably the right thing to offer, although at this point the peacemaker in her took over. “I’m pretty sure it has something to do with them separating us, although I wouldn’t worry too much, your outfit is much more appealing than mine.” 
 
    
 
   For the first time in the nearly ten hours that they’d been together, Lauren smiled, if only for a moment, before her nervous energy reclaimed control. “What are they going to do with us?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure,” Sarah said, “Although, we were the last to be brought down here yesterday. Before they threw us in these cells, I only counted fifty-two who were as lucky as we were to leave the sand alive. That means they killed nearly half of those we were brought here with. They can put me in whatever color they want to, I’m ok with that if it means I get to see my husband again.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think we will?” Lauren’s gaze moved to the unsympathetic concrete floor underfoot. “Do you really think I’ll get to see my Chloe again?”
 
    
 
   A booming voice emerged from the overhead speaker, echoing through the lengthy concrete corridor. Startled, Lauren dropped the items assigned her and as the guard finished his duties at the far end of the line, she quickly scrambled to pick them up. Sarah helped Lauren back to her feet as three additional guards entered the corridor and the instructions began. “All new members please pay close attention. Your entry details will only be given once.”
 
    
 
   This is where it gets bad, she thought. If he were here, she would have someone to lean on, someone to get her through this, although he wasn’t. Self-talk was the only thing Sarah had left at this point. These people, whoever they were, had finally decided to open a line of communication and she figured what came next was meant to break her… her and those remaining in this concrete rectangle. She told herself, Sarah, just stay focused and in the moment… he’ll find you. He will.
 
    
 
   Two seconds of static prior the actual voice coming through the speaker indicated that they were about to be subjected to a previously recorded set of instructions, which meant this was something of a routine for these people. She prayed they’d done it so many times that it had become overly predictable and that she’d find their Achilles heel.
 
    
 
   “New members… you have been assigned the clothing that you will wear for the duration of your stay and will continue to utilize once you are relocated to your permanent residence. The footwear assigned will also be worn at all times; we realize it may not be the perfect fit, although that is of no consequence. You may continue to wear your own undergarments and those of you not making use of any will have to go without.”
 
    
 
   This should be just great, fifty stinking bodies crammed together in this hole. Absolutely perfect.
 
    
 
   The recording continued as the guard nearest her continued to shift his weight from one heel to the other. “You will be escorted to your room by one of the guards and this will be your room for the duration. There will be no substitutions or exceptions. Once in your room, you will disrobe and change into the assigned clothing and footwear. Also, your modesty is of no concern and the least of our priorities.”
 
    
 
   Without turning, Sarah whispered to Lauren. “Do whatever they ask, don’t cause a fuss. I will find you.”
 
    
 
   As the final directives of the recording played out, the guards appeared to ready themselves. “Once inside your room and dressed, you will be seated on your cot. Meals will be served at regular intervals, the first coming in just over an hour. Our last and certainly most important reminder, there will be absolutely no interaction with anyone unless you are asked a question. This is by far the most important and severely enforced decree. I will warn you now against making the mistake of taking this lightly... there will be no second warnings. Do as you are told and you will live to see tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   Within five minutes, the guards had directed most everyone to their rooms. As they came for Lauren, Sarah bit her lower lip and hoped the woman she’d been unofficially partnered with would make things easy on herself. As the guard rounded the corner and moved toward Lauren, she could be heard at both ends of the hall. Her audible gasp carried farther than she’d hoped and the man in black assigned to help guide her away from the main corridor and into the temporary home, simply shook his head and pointed to the far end of the hall. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   She was next and the overwhelming urge to recall every detail of their capture and confinement had her questioning every nuance. Who were these people? What did they want? Why had they decided to keep some alive and eliminated others? Why the different coveralls? What was this underground facility? She thought she’d remembered her husband speak briefly about a place similar to this, although that had to be a coincidence. Sarah kept reminding herself to lay low and wait for her opportunity; although the longer she waited, the less likely it was that her opportunity would ever come.
 
    
 
   Quicker than she would have liked, he came for her. Well under six feet, maybe an inch or two taller than her, the man clad in all black was built like a rocket. One hundred-ninety pounds and not a stich of fat anywhere noticeable on his body, he walked with an unshakeable confidence hard to come by in this new world. As he motioned for Sarah to follow him, she thought she detected a hint of empathy. 
 
    
 
   As they descended the three flights of stairs alone, Sarah counted every step and made a mental note of every turn they’d made since entering through the ten foot blast doors, buried along the treacherous hills they’d fought to climb an hour before. Coming to the landing at the lowest level of the underground complex, she waited as he moved around her and opened the door. Her room, the concrete floors, and single bed reminded her more of what she remembered a prison cell to be, although not quite as spacious. 
 
    
 
   As the guard followed her into the room, Sarah moved to the cot and sat down. He paused momentarily, looked into the hall, and took a deep breath as if attempting to recall his next action. He waited another two seconds before speaking. “He doesn’t know you’re here… but he will.”
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   Sitting her on the ground, Rath took what he needed from her pack and loaded it into his. He rigged the straps from her bag to offset the additional weight and scooped her up. Cradling her, he pulled her in close in an effort to conserve body heat while also attempting to shield her from the frozen wind. Easing his way along the rocky descent, the straps pulling his shoulders forward, he was reminded of the numerous injuries he had sustained in the last twelve hours.
 
    
 
   By the time they’d reached District One and now into the valley, she’d stopped responding to his questions. Pulling his coat away from her face, a line of sweat was apparent along her brow and just above her upper lip. Lowering himself while supporting her head and neck, he sat on the smashed retaining wall and pulled the water from his pack. Her mouth dropped open with little resistance and he slowly poured in a mouthful, waiting as it gradually disappeared down her throat. 
 
    
 
   In the last few hours, he’d made time on the storm and appeared to be slightly ahead of it. With temperatures now in the low fifties, Rath checked her pulse and wiped the beads of sweat from her face. Her fever yet to break, he checked the skyline for their place in time and once again was back on his feet.
 
    
 
   The devastation at District One had surpassed anything he’d seen to date, with more than fifty residents slaughtered just inside the front gates and every single structure burned to the ground. A few were women and children, although the majority of those slaughtered were men, and if the pattern held true, these were the leaders of the District, people of influence. 
 
    
 
   Those responsible were becoming more brutal with each attack. Most victims inside District One simply had their throats cut and were left to die in the streets. The tyrant was getting sloppy, almost as if he’d put a timeframe on eliminating the people he originally helped save and in walking away from the area, Rath wished he knew why. 
 
    
 
   With Extinction just over an hour away and the sun racing him to the horizon, Rath pushed his pace and forced himself to remain focused on Sarah and Chloe. The pain of his exposed lower arms had long since abated and gone numb, his right foot feeling as though it was encased in ice.
 
    
 
   Finally locating the main highway still lined with the rusted out vehicles of three decades before, Rath cleared out the bed of full size pickup truck, gently laying Chloe down to stretch his back. As tight as an overstretched guitar string, Rath bent at the waist, giving reprieve to his road weary back and hamstrings. Small arm circles and the quick side to side twisting motion made short work of the rest. 
 
    
 
   Once he’d finished flushing the lactic acid from his body, Rath moved back to Chloe and was startled to see she had opened her eyes. His palm to her forehead told him her fever had spiked and along with the clammy skin, her rapid pulse renewed the severity of their situation. While still coherent and in between bouts of consciousness, he poured small capfuls of water into her mouth.
 
    
 
   The storm still pushing him forward, he rewrapped his nearly dry jacket around Chloe and slipped into the makeshift harness, her weight less of an issue after the short break. Trying to keep her with him, he attempted multiple times to get her talking. For the first two hundred yards, as he navigated his way through the maze of forgotten vehicles, she’d yet to respond to any of his questions. 
 
    
 
   As the city came into view, she raised her head off his arm and in shielding her eyes from the colorless afternoon sky, asked a question of her own. “Rath… am I going to die?”
 
    
 
   “No, I’m taking you to your mother. By tomorrow, all this will seem just like a bad dream. I want you to think of her.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” she said, dropping her head and again slipping from consciousness.
 
    
 
   A short sigh and a moment of self-doubt was all he’d allow himself. He’d reach the city in twenty minutes and deal with her symptoms there. The thought of waging war against another tribe of Andros did little more than annoy him. His thoughts were only on Chloe and how he’d ever justify these events to her mother, or for that matter Sarah… or himself.
 
    
 
   Increasing his foot speed to just short of a sprint, he was close enough to make out what remained of the perimeter, built shortly after the fall. Whoever wanted this place for themselves definitely sought to make a statement as they overthrew the city. 
 
    
 
   Extinction was home to just over three thousand souls the day the news broke. No one really remembered who it was that first released the story, although once our planet’s fate was known, little could be done to stop the chain reaction that ended with the unraveling of our civilization. Earth had waged war on its inhabitants. 
 
    
 
   Before it came to be known as Extinction, this thirty-two square mile city was nothing more than another forgotten point on the map with an annual tourist number of less than zero. Only the infrequent death of one of its residents brought visitors to this quiet, unassuming city. Mourning family members usually only stayed for the services and were on their way back to their lives before they even remembered the name of the city.
 
    
 
   Nestled in a narrow valley between the three adjoining mountain ranges, the city saw its fair share of unforgiving weather. Twenty-four storefronts lined Main Street, with City Hall and the Police Department at one end and the Underwood used car lot at the other. Leonard Underwood sold less than two cars per month and residents speculated that was the reason he also ran for so many elected positions. “Nothing like a broke politician” was the running joke amongst those who cared. “If only he knew that there was no money in local government.” 
 
    
 
   Six days after the news broke and three days after the world had its first actual sighting, estimates of the effects were broadcast over every news station worldwide. The rogue planet sweeping through our solar system, and the possibility of it altering Earth's orbit, sent billions into an uncontrolled panic. The assessments of what this would mean to our delicate ecosystem and already turbulent weather patterns meant the earth’s ability to sustain seven billion people was in serious question.
 
    
 
   Initial reports targeted a cross-section of land, six miles outside of Extinction, as the ideal place to ride out the cataclysmic winters that were predicted to hit within months of the first sighting. Three hours after the coordinates were made public, the town was overrun. People negotiating for space turned into conflicts over the right to set up shelter, which in turn escalated into a small riot that taxed the local police force to the point of calling for a complete shutdown of the city.
 
    
 
   Barricades were set, riot gear donned, and tear gas at the ready. Residents were asked to stay in their homes while the incident worked itself out. These tiny precautions only exacerbated the situation and angered the crowds attempting to get into the city and find a place to ride out the apocalypse. 
 
    
 
   By nightfall, the city and adjoining highways were home to more than two hundred thousand stranded individuals. With nowhere else to go, the most devious of the group filtered into town through areas yet unsecured. They took what they wanted and as anarchy began to take hold, the first life of a resident was taken. At half past eight, Harold Bradbury was shot in the chest at point-blank range, in front of his wife and three year old son. He was attempting to move their late model sedan from a blocked parking spot and was apparently not moving fast enough for one of the city’s newest arrivals.
 
    
 
   Once lawlessness was established, the town erupted in a violent wave of death and destruction. Estimates put the number slaughtered at ten thousand within the first week. Help never arrived for what was dubbed the last city on earth. With roughly three hundred fourteen million lives to care for, the infrastructure that assured our way of life as a nation was smashed within hours. The last official broadcast reported that of the ten major cities with populations of one million or more, nine had fallen.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Entering through the demolished rear wall and moving at a brisk pace up the center of Main Street, the city was dark, save for a large fire burning in the courtyard leading to City Hall. 
 
    
 
   Could be anyone… could be no one; although I don’t have the luxury of time to find out. I just have to get in.
 
    
 
   Rath made his way up the steps and along the icy concrete leading to the courtyard. Five flagpoles, still upright after thirty-two years, no longer flew the colors of our beloved country along with state, county, city and local government. Today hanging from the twenty-five foot poles were the lifeless bodies of five Andros. Two males flanking either side, with the solitary female placed dead center. Unsure whether to regard this sign as a warning or a statement of purpose, Rath proceeded through the front doors of City Hall.
 
    
 
   Four steps into the building and his vision began to fade. His mind had asked him to quit multiple times over the last several hours and although each time he was able to quiet the voices, it was now that his body decided it was time to stop. His legs short circuiting first, they collapsed under the added weight and sent them both to the floor, as the device he pulled from the drone yesterday afternoon spilled out of his pack. It slid along the floor and out into the middle of the lobby, illuminating the entry as it continued to blink, although now much more rapidly. 
 
    
 
   Violent spasms ripped through his lower back as his forearms folded inward under an unforgiving convulsion; the day’s events had finally evened the score.
 
    
 
   Benjamin Rath lay motionless on the cold tile floor, the girl he vowed to protect still strapped to the makeshift harness. The sound of her rapid breathing only muted by the distant footsteps growing with each passing second, he prayed that whoever emerged from the distant hallway was bringing help, although he knew better. Hope had no place in this new world. It died along with humanity thirty-two years before.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Three silhouetted figures sprinted toward them and as he began to lose himself, he used what little strength he had left, in an attempt to pull her in close and keep her safe… although he couldn’t. He couldn’t keep his promise. He’d failed her. 
 
    
 
   The pain began to quietly diminish, although her memory lingered. As he began to slip into what came next he said, “Chloe… I’m sorry.”
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   No one knew how or where it all began. There were only rumors at first, spreading from one city to another. The infection took hold quickly. Many that became victims of the first wave were caught off guard by the unusual behavior of those infected. Millions perished with each day that passed and the number of survivors continued to dwindle as they desperately searched for places free of this hell. 
 
    
 
   The devastation was almost immediate. Law enforcement fell, utilities powered down and civilization was shattered within the first few weeks. With no structure left in the world, the few remaining sought to band together to fight and survive in this new existence. 
 
    
 
   They had no other choice…
 
    
 
   Mason looked out over the floor in between sets and was somewhat caught off guard, and also a little amused as one of his favorite songs from high school started up through his headphones. He hadn’t heard this for quite some time and figured his phone must be cycling through the deep reaches of his enormous playlist.
 
    
 
   Just as the chorus set in, the music muted, signaling a call was coming through. Mason pulled the phone from his pocket to check who was calling. “April,” he said aloud. He figured there must be something else she needed to harass him about and he wasn’t going to ruin another workout just to satisfy her need to belittle him. He hit decline and lay back on the floor for another set of crunches.
 
    
 
   Mason ran through his next set like a man on fire and lost all focus on the world around him. He often used his outside frustrations to fuel his high intensity workouts in the gym. This proved to be an effective tool in that he was able to push off his problems and at the same time get into top shape. The downside to all this was that his workouts, coupled with the time spent training clients, fueled the fire that resulted in his and April’s separation three months ago.
 
    
 
   Rolling forward and standing from his final set, Mason was surprised to see the weight room almost empty. He turned and noticed at least thirty people gathered outside the owner’s office and as he got closer, he saw there was at least half that amount inside the office.
 
    
 
   They seemed to be intently debating something as others hurried out the front exits of the gym and were headed for their cars. Mason asked one of the female on-lookers what was happening and just as she began to answer, his phone started to buzz, indicating he was getting a text message.
 
    
 
   Again it was April. 
 
    
 
   Looking back at the woman standing directly in front of him, now appearing irritated, Mason said, “I apologize, what did you say?” 
 
    
 
   “The old folks home,” she said.
 
   “Yes…” Mason followed.
 
   “They’re killing each other… LOOK!”
 
    
 
   Mason pushed his way through the diminishing crowd inside the office to get a glimpse of the television now directly in front of him. 
 
    
 
   The reporter standing in the hallway was in the middle of his report when he was overtaken by what appeared to be three individuals, all of whom were at least eighty years old.
 
    
 
   Someone in the crowd said, “I am not sure what the hell they’re taking, but I want some. Damn, I have never seen people that age move so fast.” 
 
    
 
   The news station cut away just as the threesome overtook the reporter. The footage was disturbing in that it appeared as though they were not just attacking the reporter, but trying to devour him. The first crazed senior appeared to bite the reporter on the neck or face and just as they cut away it looked as though the others had the same intention.
 
    
 
   The station went to a commercial and Tom the owner switched to another station covering a mysterious virus plaguing an emergency room with the same sort of crazy behavior; this time it wasn’t senior citizens. The cameraperson appeared to be running from the hospital and dropped the camera just as he was trapped on all sides by the angry horde.
 
    
 
   Mason looked over at Tom and watched as the remaining members either headed toward the doors or to the locker room, fearing the unknown. Tom stared at the screen a minute longer watching as the cameraman was torn to shreds by nothing more than the hands and mouths of the rabid individuals.
 
    
 
   “Tom!”
 
   “Yeah, what?” Tom said as though coming out of a fog.
 
   “What the hell is happening?”
 
   “How on earth would I know? It’s on every damn station though… check it out.”
 
    
 
   As Tom flipped from one station to the next, every station—even the local cable channels—had coverage of these bizarre events taking place. Some of the network channels had started to go dark and this appeared to concern Tom.
 
    
 
   “Mason, I’m closing up for the day. I need to get home; my wife is probably flipping out. I’m surprised she hasn’t called yet. If you want to stay you can lock up, otherwise let’s go.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine,” Mason said. “I’m going to grab my bag and I’ll just be a few minutes behind you.”
 
    
 
   Heading back toward the locker room, Mason turned and looked as Tom reached the front door. 
 
    
 
   “Tom, take care, I’ll call you later.”
 
    
 
   Mason pulled the phone from his pocket and looked down remembering he had put April on ignore. “Great,” he said.
 
    
 
   Opening April’s text, it read: Check the news, I am really scared – PLEASE CALL ME!!!
 
    
 
   Mason sat in front of his locker and dialed April. Being the only remaining soul inside the gym felt a little creepy and not just because of the earlier images he had seen on the news. He always hated being here alone, especially when it was dead silent, and being here mid-afternoon with the place empty was just weird.
 
    
 
   “Mason!” April answered on the forth ring.
 
    
 
   “I’m just leaving the gym now,” Mason said.
 
    
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
    
 
   “Home… why?”
 
    
 
   “Can you come here?” April asked. “I’m really scared and I need you.”
 
    
 
   “Where is Justin?” Mason asked.
 
    
 
   “He’s in school; I just checked out the window and everything is quiet.”
 
    
 
   Mason had never heard April this worried. He figured he would try to set her mind at ease. “I’m on my way to your place. Stay put and I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
    
 
   “I will,” April said, sounding a little less stressed.
 
    
 
   “Mason?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah?”
 
    
 
   “I just spoke to my Dad.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah, what did HE have to say about this?”
 
    
 
   “He didn’t say very much, although he made me promise him that we would get out of the city. TODAY!” 
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   April hung up the phone and walked to the oversized bay window in her master bedroom. The home she had purchased eight years ago with Mason was supposed to be her dream home. Instead, it now reminded her of how hard she had been on him and how much she had let her father influence those bad times.
 
    
 
   Thinking back to the better memories they shared, she remembered that they had decided on this home in particular because it overlooked not only the elementary, but also the middle and high schools. She persuaded Mason that if they stuck to the budget she outlined, they could literally watch their son grow from kindergarten to high school. She was sure her being overprotective did nothing to help their marriage. Mason would constantly let her know she needed to “loosen the reigns,” especially since Justin was only a few months shy of his fourteenth birthday. 
 
    
 
   She desperately hoped Mason would arrive soon as she was freaked out after watching the news all day and talking to dear old dad.
 
    
 
   “I guess we were spared,” April said aloud as she looked out the window surveying both campuses, half trying to convince herself that she had nothing to worry about. No frantic people running around; in fact, the area seemed overly calm.
 
    
 
   April made her way downstairs and into the kitchen just as the phone rang. She was sure it was Mason with some sort of an update, although upon checking the caller ID she noticed the call was coming from Justin’s cell. 
 
    
 
   “Hello?” she quickly answered, trying to sounds as if she had not a care in the world. 
 
    
 
   “Mom, something weird is happening.” 
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “All the teachers and staff were called to an emergency meeting and they haven’t been back to the classrooms. It’s been almost an hour now.”
 
   “Where are you?” April said.
 
   “I walked out into the gym because the rest of the school is too loud. The other students are kind of just running around the halls. Mom, some of my friends are saying that there is a war that was started.” 
 
   “Justin, I think they’re just trying to scare you.”
 
   “Well, what IS going on? Why are all the teachers gone? Why haven’t they come back?”
 
   “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just go back to cl…”
 
   “Mom they’re coming back, I gotta go.”
 
    
 
   April set the phone down and leaned back against the counter. She wanted Justin home and had to talk herself out of walking across the street to get him. She knew it would embarrass him and probably her as well. 
 
    
 
   April decided she would head back to the bedroom and sit at the window and watch, that way she could ease her mind and at the same time she would be ready to move if anything changed.
 
   Even before she reached the window, April could see both parking lots start to fill with cars. Knowing there were no performances going on at the middle school today, she knew what was happening. 
 
    
 
   These parents were just as alarmed at the events of the day as she was; they were just less concerned with what the other parents thought of them.
 
    
 
   “Screw it.” Deciding she didn’t care either, she dialed Mason again to let him know she was headed to the school to bring Justin home. She figured he could help her pack a few things and as soon as Mason arrived she would try to convince him that her father had some insight and they should heed his warning and head out of town.
 
    
 
   Mason’s phone went to voicemail once again. April typically would have just hung up, although she wanted him to know where she was if he got here before she got back. 
 
    
 
   “Mason, it’s me, there is some weird stuff going on over at the school. I’m going over to bring Justin home. If you get here before I get back, the front door will be unlocked…Please hurry.”
 
    
 
    Before heading out, April grabbed the television remote and powered it up. She promised herself earlier that she would not watch any more coverage; however, she wanted to be sure there wasn’t any new information.
 
    
 
   Most of the network stations were now off the air. April flipped through the last of the local stations and came upon a disturbing feed that was playing on a loop showing a crowd of deranged people stampeding two middle aged women trying to get into the grocery store. She had to turn away and instantly hit the off button before she witnessed another second.
 
    
 
   “What in the world is happening?” 
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   April’s father was a great man, sometimes too great for Mason to even stomach. He knew April loved him, but he also knew their marriage would continue to be an uphill battle as long as her father continued to add fuel to the fire.
 
    
 
   Putting that aside, Mason knew better than to doubt this man. He knew April’s father was some sort of military big shot; he just had no idea what kind. He figured it was better not to ask as it would have just led to some sort of discussion about why he couldn’t measure up… it always did.
 
    
 
   Mason dropped the phone into his backpack and headed for the exit. Walking down the row of treadmills, he made sure to turn down the lights in each section of the club. Rounding the corner and making his way out, Mason nearly tripped over the front desk chair as he couldn’t believe the events taking place in the parking lot.
 
    
 
   Through the giant glass windows that made up the front entrance of the club, Mason was horrified at what he was seeing. The club members and employees that had left only moments before were being run down and attacked by these savages that seemingly came out of nowhere. People were running, falling, and literally being torn apart by these things.
 
    
 
   One of heavier men who only ten minutes before walked out the front door in a hurry to get to his car and vacate the area was now in a flat out sprint back toward the facility. He missed the step up onto the curb, went down hard, and slid face first into the glass entrance. The closed doors acted as a dead end for this man as three of those things were on him in seconds.
 
    
 
   Mason’s first reaction was to head toward the door and offer some sort of help, although the huge glass wall thirty feet in front of him was offering the only line of protection for him at this point. What kind of help was he going to offer anyway? These things seemed to be much stronger and looked as if they were literally feeding on anyone who came into their line of sight. 
 
    
 
   He figured there must be at least a hundred of them outside. While trying to come up with an escape plan, Mason knelt behind the desk not only to get out of sight, but also to block his view of the atrocious scene that lay before him. He had seen enough and needed to clear his head. 
 
    
 
   Mason needed to get to April and Justin; if her father was right, it had to be sooner rather than later. He looked back around the side of the desk and the focus of the mob had moved away from the parking lot and grown closer to the building. There had to be a dozen or so bodies pressed up against the glass while being torn apart.
 
    
 
   He knew Tom kept a revolver in the locked cabinet under his desk. Mason got to his feet and made a break for the office. This time the crowd saw him and started pounding against the glass like a riot at a heavy metal concert. Mason slid into the office and behind the desk. “Not good!” He noticed the drawer open and the gun missing. Tom must have grabbed it on his way out. The pounding continued to escalate until there was a gigantic crash and Mason knew they were now inside. 
 
    
 
   Knowing his only option was to run; Mason grabbed his bag from the floor and noticed the revolver just outside the office. It must have fallen out of Tom’s bag as he left in such a hurry.
 
    
 
   Mason could hear the pounding footsteps getting closer as he grabbed the gun and continued to sprint toward the staircase at the back of the building that led to the roof. There was no other way out. Mason feared he would be trapped inside and eaten alive. 
 
    
 
   As he reached the stairs, the horde was only yards away from him and closing in fast. Mason refused to look back as he knew that would slow him down. As he pushed himself up the stairs with his legs he also used the handrail to pull himself toward the top in an attempt to move that much faster. Mason feared he would trip or miss a step and that would be it. 
 
    
 
   He didn’t want to die here on this staircase. As he reached the top, he prayed the exit wasn’t locked. He looked back and was pleased when he realized he had put some distance between himself and the deranged crowd. As he glanced over his shoulder before reaching the door, it looked as if those things were falling over each other to get up the stairs first.
 
    
 
   Thankfully, the door to the roof was unlocked. As he burst through the door and onto the rooftop, Mason was momentarily blinded as the sun had broken through the clouds and was now drying what little rain had fallen.
 
    
 
   As his sight became clear again, he twisted from side to side taking it all in. Every area, as far as the eye could see looked like a war zone. There were fires covering large parts of the city, car alarms sounding every few seconds, and screams of terror filling what little silence there was.
 
    
 
   “What is this?” he said aloud.
 
    
 
   Mason remembered the vacant furniture store to the right had closed six months ago and might still be untouched as he couldn’t see any turmoil coming from that direction.
 
    
 
   As the crowd reached the door to the roof, Mason put his head down and sprinted in the direction of the vacant store. 
 
    
 
   “This may have been a terrible idea.”
 
    
 
   The distance he needed to jump now appeared much farther than he remembered. He knew if he didn’t clear the large space between the two buildings that he would fall the thirty plus feet to the ground below and at the very least break his legs and become food for these monsters.
 
    
 
   With only twenty feet before the edge and adrenaline coursing through every ounce of his body, he could actually feel their footsteps coming from behind.
 
    
 
   Mason dug in to increase his speed and with his last step he launched himself over the gap.
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