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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
 
    
 
   He was unsure what needed attention first, the insatiable hunger pulling his stomach toward his spine or the fact that every joint within his tortured body felt as though it was encased in a thick layer of concrete. Running his tongue along the roof of his mouth, the bitter metallic taste of well water saturated with his own blood brought back the images of the past day. Attempting to sit forward, he slid his arms in behind his lower back and noted something binding him to the wooden surface he was laying on.
 
    
 
   He assumed that even though the room he found himself in was completely void of light, save for the flickering shadows that climbed the door frame, his vision must be playing games with him. He felt as though there was someone else in the room, or was there? Could it be the lack of sleep or the too few calories attempting to service his severely lacking body? He didn’t think so; he assumed it to be something much less sinister… he must still either be asleep or his mind was somewhere in between the two states of consciousness.
 
    
 
   The temperature inside was much warmer then he remembered the outside world to be. His jacket, now completely dry, lay across his lower half. His eyes finally adjusting to the room, Rath squinted into the darkness and at the opposite corner, he was just able to make out a silhouette sitting in the chair. Still a bit foggy on the details of his whereabouts, he scanned the room and with no other light source, familiarity escaped him. He tried to question the mysterious figure twenty feet away. No luck, the words arrested before reaching his mouth. 
 
    
 
   The silhouette raised its head, stood and moved quickly to the door. He sensed it was male and through the now partially opened doorway, Rath made out at least three separate shadows headed back his way. 
 
    
 
   The voice of a young boy came first. “Dad, I think he’s awake.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, stay with your mother and help watch over the girl. I’ll make sure he’s alright before moving him. Now go.”
 
    
 
   The door now completely open, light from the adjoining area flooded in and brought with it another male, only larger than the first. From his horizontal position, Rath assumed this to be the father who spoke only seconds before. He moved to Rath, began to remove the restraints and held out his hand. 
 
    
 
   “My name is Symon; I am here with my wife and son. They’re in the next room watching over your little girl.”
 
    
 
   Accepting help from the man he’d just been introduced to, Rath struggled to sit forward. His eyes now adjusting to the room, he noticed he’d been strapped to a decorative mahogany door stretched across two desks. His head still spinning, Rath walked carefully to one of two chairs offered up by Symon.
 
    
 
   The men sat across from one another, washed out by the illumination spilling in from the next room. Rath composed himself and finally found his voice, “Where am I, what the hell happened?”
 
    
 
   Symon leaned in and smiled. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, but we may want to get you and the girl something to eat first.”
 
    
 
   “Where is she… take me to her.” Attempting to stand, Rath was forced back to his seat. His head began to swim once again and his legs buckled, advising him that now was not the time. 
 
    
 
   “She’s fine, she’s still sleeping and from the looks it, you both need as much rest as you can get.” Symon sat back and pulled at his beard. “How long were you and your daughter out there on the road?”
 
    
 
   As Rath’s vision crystalized, he sensed that the man sitting before him hadn’t seen more than a few days’ worth of the outside world and most certainly wasn’t a resident of Extinction. From his unstained cargo pants to the lack of visible skin damage, Rath assumed he and his family had been on the road less than a week and were in much better shape than he and Chloe.
 
    
 
   Shaking his head, Rath said, “She’s not my daughter, her name is Chloe. My wife was taken just before we arrived at District Two and her mother was taken by the same transport. I’m helping her get back to her mother.”
 
    
 
   “Your wife…taken?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we were in the clearing beyond District Two as one of those transport drones flew in. We tried to run, although they got to her and hit me pretty good with whatever those things are that they carry.”
 
    
 
   “They call them Compliance Rods. They have a few different functions.” Symon pointed into the other room. “You seem to have found one of your own.”
 
    
 
   Rath stood, his head and legs now nearly sixty percent, although not close to what he was comfortable with. “My pack… where is it?”
 
    
 
   Meeting his gaze and also moving to stand, Symon motioned through the doorway. “It’s in the next room. Yes, we looked through your bags. Everything is all there and accounted for. We just needed to find out if you were someone we wanted to help or if you needed to be tossed back outside to die.”
 
    
 
   Moving into the lobby, Rath shielded his eyes from the flood of overhead lighting and made his way over to his pack, pulling it off the reception counter to reveal Chloe’s underneath. Turning back to Symon he said. “So, I take it you decided we were worth saving?”
 
    
 
   “Not at first, you stumbled in here carrying that stick and my first instinct was to throw you outside. We figured you were running from them and that they’d be the next through the door. It had been less than a day from the time my family escaped those people before you showed up and I wasn’t about to gamble our lives for yours. No offence, but I’m sure you’d have done the same thing.”
 
    
 
   “Why’d you let us stay?” Rath asked. “Why the change of heart?”
 
    
 
   “My wife pulled rank and said that there was no way she’d let me throw either of you out in the cold. I usually defer to her in these situations. I guess this time it worked in your favor.”
 
    
 
   Satisfied that everything in his pack remained as it was before they’d arrived, Rath held his hand out. “You did what you thought was right and for whatever the reason we’re still here, I’m grateful. So if you don’t mind, I’d just like to see Chloe.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah sure, I’ll take you to her,” Symon said. “I do have two questions for you first. Seeing as how at the end of the day you’re still around to answer them, I feel you could at least do me that favor.”
 
    
 
   “Shoot.”
 
    
 
   “That thing in your pack.”
 
    
 
   “The stick one of the guards left behind?” Rath asked.
 
    
 
   “No… that other thing. Looks like you also picked up a piece of that transport drone?”
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t from the transport. A second, smaller drone didn’t make it out of the valley and I grabbed one of the pieces that fell off. You know, sort of a souvenir.” Rath wondered if Symon could sense he was lying. 
 
    
 
   Hushed voices coming from across the lobby, Rath turned to Symon. “What else?”
 
    
 
   “The girl… Chloe, in her delirious ramblings, called out for someone named Rath. Was she calling for you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but how did you—”
 
    
 
   “Are you Benjamin Rath?”
 
    
 
   “Symon, what are you driving at? Do I know you?”
 
    
 
   “Not really… well you wouldn’t remember anyway, although I’ll never forget. I was only twelve years old the day you were banished. Story was that you died within days of leaving. I guess they were wrong.”
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   His pack on one shoulder and Chloe’s slung over the opposite; he strode away from the man who’d saved his life, in the direction of the voices coming from the opposite end of the building. Symon continued to rattle off questions as they walked, Rath ignoring every one as he quickened his pace, his only focus was getting to Chloe. The voices grew in volume and clarity as he approached the former city manager’s office at the end of the long hallway. 
 
    
 
   Symon continued after Rath as they entered the room. “She was very weak and has only been awake for minutes at a time. She was much worse off than you and we’ve been slowly giving her water for hours.”
 
    
 
   The decades’ worn, two-person sofa had been positioned in the center of the office, Chloe now sitting in the center flanked by a woman and a young boy. Rath grinned nervously as he moved between them and hugged Chloe. She returned a smile and hugged him back. “Did you find my mom? Is she here?”
 
    
 
   Rath turned to the others. “Not yet Chloe, but we are close… very close.”
 
    
 
   The woman and boy, whom Rath presumed to be the rest of Symon’s family, stepped away and moved to the door, Symon following. “It’s getting late,” he said. “Let’s get some food into the two of you. I’ll bet you’re absolutely starving.”
 
    
 
   Moving from the sofa, Chloe got to her feet and as Rath stood nearby, she wobbled side to side for a moment and finally getting her footing, grabbed Rath’s hand and pulled him to the door. “My head hurts.”
 
    
 
   “They’re right, you need to eat. You’ll feel much better once you do.”
 
    
 
   “OK.”
 
    
 
   They moved through the hall, back to the lobby and all found places to sit along the dusty hardwood floors. Symon showed Rath to the supply closet, which held more boxes of dried cereal and crackers than he could count. Powdered protein lined the bottom shelf and steel canteens were piled along the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Those full?” Rath asked. 
 
    
 
   Symon nodded.
 
    
 
   “Where’d all this come from?” How long have you been here?”
 
    
 
   “Little over two days,” Symon said. “This place was stocked before we got here. Someone must have been living here before we arrived and decided to pull up stake.”
 
    
 
   Recalling the five lifeless Andros hanging outside, Rath said, “The bodies out front, was that to scare others away and how on earth did you pull that off?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t know, not my doing. Those things were hanging before we got here. We assumed it was done by the former resident. They must have been pretty well fortified here.”
 
    
 
   “Then why leave?” Rath asked. “Why go through all that trouble just to leave this place empty?”
 
    
 
   Symon led the way back to the lobby. “I don’t know and I don’t really care.” 
 
    
 
   As they returned and spread out the boxes and canteens, Rath pulled a small bowl from his pack and filled it for Chloe. He poured the dry cereal and handed her a few crackers. Once she finished the cereal, he had her drink small amounts of the protein and water mixture while he started into his rations. 
 
    
 
   He ate more in the next ten minutes than he’d thought possible. Tossing the empty boxes aside, he noticed Chloe must have done the same and as she lay on the floor next to him, he again surrendered his jacket for her to use as a pillow.
 
    
 
   Symon and his family finished their small portions and after a quick clean up, the group sat in a half circle as Chloe rested. 
 
    
 
   Peering through the partially boarded front windows, it was obviously sometime after sundown, although Rath couldn’t quite get a sense of how much time he’d lost. “How long were we out, it felt like I slept all night?”
 
    
 
   Symon chuckled under his breath as he turned to his family. “I just realized I never properly introduced my family. This is my wife Elle and my son Logan. We were residents of District One before all this went down. I can’t tell you how savage the attack was. We lost just about everyone. They didn’t take more than twelve women. The rest were slaughtered in the streets.”
 
    
 
   Drudging up memories of his final moments with Sarah, he shook his head and apologized. “I’m sorry. It’s very nice to meet the both of you. I cannot thank you enough for taking us in and helping Chloe and I. Elle, your husband tells me you are the reason we didn’t get put outside, so again I thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Symon probably told you that he was going to toss you out in the cold, although he really is a softy. He’d never have done that to you.”
 
    
 
   “I like to thank you all the same and in case you weren’t aware, my name is Benjamin Rath. My friends just call me Rath. The District that I called home was overrun a few weeks ago and my wife Sarah and I were on the run when she was taken.”
 
    
 
   Elle’s mouth dropped. “She was one of the ones they took? I am so sorry—”
 
    
 
   He interrupted. “Yes and I’m going after her. As soon as Chloe is back on her feet, we will be out of your hair.”
 
    
 
   “No rush,” Elle said. “Whatever you need from us, just let us know. When you came through those doors yesterday, we were worried you weren’t going to make it.”
 
 
   “Yesterday?” Rath said. “How long did you say we were out?”
 
    
 
   Symon leaned in. “You were in that room, flat on your back for over thirty hours. It’s just after midnight. You’ve been here for more than a day.”
 
    
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Rath said. “I have to go.”
 
    
 
   Turning to his family, Symon asked his wife and son to leave the two of them alone to talk and kissed them goodnight. Before moving into the darkened hall, Elle turned to Rath. “Would you like me to take Chloe and let her sleep a bit longer? We have a warm spot just waiting for her in the back. You’ll at least be staying til morning, won’t you?”
 
    
 
   Something about this family, this situation, seemed off. He couldn’t put his finger on it exactly; they just appeared to be too perfect. Too willing to help, even for people that lived in the first District; something wasn’t right. He wanted to keep Chloe within reach until they got to where they were headed. “I don’t see how we can move out in the dark; although I want to be sure we get out at first light. I think we’ll just stay here in the lobby for the night.”
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   He didn’t want the people who saved his life to catch on to the fact that he was leery of their hospitality or that he questioned the validity of how they’d ended up in this picture perfect shelter, virtually unharmed. He’d long since tired of the rapid fire conversation with Symon and figured if he couldn’t get free, he’d at least attempt to get some information that may help him and Chloe get closer to finding who they were looking for.
 
    
 
   “Symon,” Rath said pulling the baton from his bag. “What the hell is this thing? I’ve been knocked unconscious twice in the last two days and once at the hands of this thing… how?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, you were unconscious when we found you at the entrance yesterday evening. That was due, I believe, to the early stages of hypothermia taking over. The other time you probably weren’t unconscious, it was just the effects of the stick those guards stunned you with.”
 
    
 
   “Stunned?” Rath said.
 
    
 
   “I’ve heard quite a bit about these Compliance Rods. We had a guy in our District that was sort of an expert. From what I understand, they send an electrical pulse straight to your brain, causing temporarily paralysis and often times short-term memory loss, although I’ve also heard of a few deaths.”
 
    
 
   “A few?”
 
    
 
   “Well maybe more than a few.”
 
    
 
   Moving to his left, Rath took it from his pack and tossed it to Symon. “It’s dead now, so I’ve got no use for it, less stuff to drag along anyway.”
 
    
 
   Symon set the stick gently against the wall and sat back. He took a long moment before speaking. “Rath, I hope you don’t mind, although I’ve got to ask, why’d they send you out? I mean the stories are sort of an urban legend. They say you were the only person to ever question his authority over the people. They tell it as you being the only one to ever turn against the plan for our society and that at eighteen years old, you were asked to either change your ways or—”
 
    
 
   He smiled as this story was relayed to him numerous times and with many different variations, none of which held the complete truth. Nodding his head, Rath said, “That’s about as close as anyone has ever gotten to the story that wasn’t trying to kill me.”
 
    
 
   “Well my friend, we have nothing but time. I don’t mind missing a few winks to get the details straight from the horse’s mouth.”
 
    
 
   He barely knew this man and although he’d saved his life, Rath had only ever given the exact details to two other people, one of which he desperately needed to still find. The chances of him making it another three miles into the mountains with the little girl asleep next to him on the floor weren’t in his favor. If this were the last night of his life, he had no problem clearing his conscience one last time. 
 
    
 
   “Symon, how much do you know about the man who created The Patch… Emerson Boothe?”
 
    
 
   “Never spoke with him, only ever saw him on the video feeds we were sent.”
 
    
 
   “My father worked directly for him,” Rath said. “I witnessed the monster that he was becoming every day for the ten years that my father and I were stuck in that hole.”
 
    
 
   “Your mother?”
 
    
 
   “She was caught in the initial wave that first day. She never made it out of the city.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Long story short, Boothe continued to grow more and more leery of his own people. My father was tasked with building these ridiculous layers of security between him and the people he was supposed to be protecting. The last six months, he slipped into another realm altogether. He wanted to lock the residents up like prisoners.”
 
    
 
   “What did your father do?”
 
    
 
   “He came up with the plan to start building communities out in the safe zone that could be monitored. He came up with the plan for the Districts; he even scouted all eight locations and gave the project a green light.”
 
    
 
   Scratching his head, Symon said, “I had never heard of your father before today, it sounds like Boothe liked the idea?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, although he still wanted to begin removing liberties from those inside his own walls. He let my father finish the plans for The Districts while others worked on militarizing The Patch.” 
 
    
 
   He hated the way those words felt leaving his mouth. The day that Rath walked into the mountainous cavern known as The Patch, he was only eight years old and still grieving the loss of his mother. At the time, he wasn’t overly impressed that a majority of its construction was the handy work of his own father; to him it was merely a place to hide from the cold. 
 
    
 
   At nine-hundred thousand square feet, The Patch was a work of art. Trenched out of the east facing mountain nearest the town labeled Extinction, Emerson Boothe built the behemoth to survive any known scenario from the rouge planet that was to sweep through our solar system, no matter how unlikely. Astrophysicists detailed just how our planet could be affected once the unknown planet finished its pass. The worst of which described a scenario in which it would alter the Earth's orbit, sending it into more of an elliptical path. 
 
    
 
   Forecasters told of weather patterns that would destroy anything that still breathed air and that the only place to survive the apocalypse would be underground. And while most of humanity, including every government from around the world, called it media sensationalism and completely ignored the advanced notice, billionaire Emerson Boothe opened his wallet and created his own sanctuary. He invited twenty-five hundred souls to join him and then locked the rest of humanity out.
 
    
 
   “Militarizing?” Symon said. “I agree that Boothe was a bit eccentric; although I’m not sure he had any plans to have his people do anything they were unwilling to do. The man saved a few thousand people and never harmed anyone.”
 
    
 
   Sitting forward, Rath again checked on Chloe before continuing. “He had my father murdered. Murdered because he didn’t agree that the people living inside the Mountain had any rights. My father was designing the Districts as a way to give people their freedom back and get them away from Boothe. That animal waited for my father to finish the plans and had one of his henchmen take my father out to the site of District Two and kill him.”
 
    
 
   “How did you find out about your father’s death?”
 
    
 
   “I saw it happen. I followed them out there just like I did every other day and watched Boothe order that man to kill my father.”
 
    
 
   “So… Boothe had you thrown out in the cold because you were a witness?”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly, I made it back before they found out I was gone. I waited for Boothe to come and deliver the news. He never did. He waited for me to come ask about my father. He said he hadn’t heard back from him that afternoon and that I should go back to my room and not worry about it.”
 
    
 
   “What did you do?”
 
    
 
   “I waited until sundown and went after Boothe. He was on lockdown and with no way to get to him, I started back to my room. The man who killed my father found me outside Boothe’s suite and told me he needed to speak to me. I knew what was coming and I followed him outside.”
 
    
 
   “He was the one who made you leave?”
 
    
 
   “No… I killed him.”
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   Six weeks from his eighteenth birthday, Rath took the man’s life who’d ended his father’s. He detailed to Symon how he slipped back into his room, gathered his father’s plans and left the Mountain, intending to never again return. No idea where he would go and with the new winter rapidly approaching, he hid in the outer reaches of Extinction until the first round of heavy snow had passed. Although he retained his natural survival instinct, without his father, living meant nothing.
 
    
 
   “I moved on from here just as the town was overrun by the early Andros and just kept going east as the Districts were being formed. Boothe personally made sure I never showed my face and sent scouts looking for me until District Eight was finished. I guess at that point he gave up.”
 
    
 
   Symon’s head was spinning. Even though their stories were contrasting one another, this one made perfect sense. Emerson Boothe had become increasingly paranoid and although he still didn’t completely trust Rath, he believed him. “Where have you lived all these years, the wastelands?”
 
    
 
   “District Nine.”
 
    
 
   “Whadda ya mean, they only built eight?”
 
    
 
   “About a month after leaving the Mountain, I met a man who was friends with my father. His name was Jacob Thomas. He and his family were told to leave the Mountain after asking the wrong questions about my father and his whereabouts. I traveled with his family into the flatlands beyond District Eight and helped built our own community, modeling it after the others. We called it District Nine, as a big middle finger to Boothe.”
 
    
 
   Symon grinned. “He never found out what you did?”
 
    
 
   “Not until a few months after we’d finished. He sent one of his scout drones out and they located us. We waited, but he never came, so we just decided to live our lives. A few times per year, we’d check the outer reaches of the wastelands looking for others in need of help and bring them home. Before the drones came back last week, our population had grown to eighty-six.”
 
    
 
   “How many did they take?”
 
    
 
   Rath sighed. “I’m not sure, they came in the middle of the night and my wife and I made it to the border before we looked back.”
 
    
 
   “You think Boothe did this as some sort of retaliation?”
 
    
 
   “No… I believe something else happened and he’s getting desperate. The man never had it in him to think things through or ask others for their opinion. I’m thinking that something went wrong in that mountain fortress of his, maybe he’s finally lost his mind and decided to put an end to anything outside his walls.”
 
    
 
   “Then why take prisoners?”
 
    
 
   “I’m still working on that. It doesn’t make sense, although nothing that man has ever done has followed any kind of reason—” Rath paused for a moment as his curiosity took over. “Symon, you were from District One. The destruction was pretty rampant, how did you and your family escape without any bumps or bruises?”
 
    
 
   “It’s all a blur,” Symon said as he wiped the sweat beginning to form on his brow. “My wife woke me in the middle of the night, just as one of those drones came into our area. We left through the front gate just before they landed.”
 
    
 
   “How’d you know they were there to do you harm, instead of simply just a routine drop off?”
 
    
 
   “Just a hunch… and I guess I was right. They killed almost everyone.”
 
    
 
   Rath knew Symon was lying; now he just needed to find out why and whether he Chloe needed to fear this run-of-the-mill family of three. Pointing to the suitcases lining the rear wall, Rath continued. “Good thing you already had your bags packed. Were you getting ready to take a trip?”
 
    
 
   “Uh… we were getting ready to—”
 
    
 
   “Symon, I’m just toying with you, my wife and I were under the same pressure to leave our home and although we didn’t take as many things, I understand.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, OK… alright. I just thought—” 
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about it… hey how long did you and your family live in District One?”
 
    
 
   “My father petitioned for residency within the first month that it was opened. When I was about twelve years old, my family moved out of the Mountain and into the third home ever built inside District One. I’ve lived there ever since. My wife is another story, she’s always hated living in the District and wanted to go back to The Patch since she lost her parents three years ago.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “She felt like there wasn’t enough protection from the Andros. We were attacked almost once a year for the last ten years. Help from the Mountain had almost completely stopped. She was jealous of the security offered by Emerson Boothe, even though she never trusted him.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds like a smart woman.”
 
    
 
   “She really is, although it looks like I should have listened to her earlier.”
 
    
 
   “Were you headed back to the Mountain before Chloe and I showed up?”
 
    
 
   “We didn’t really have a plan just yet. This place was a nice find and I was thinking we’d ride it out here until we figured out what was going on.”
 
    
 
   Passing through the boarded front window, a sliver of light reflected off the stun baton and caught Rath’s eye. He noticed a hint of apprehension, but only a split second of hesitation before Symon lunged for the weapon. Rath moved away from Chloe as both men stood and turned their attention toward the entrance. 
 
    
 
   As the fluorescent overhead lights blinked out, Symon took a step back and gripped the baton, waiting for Rath to make a move. Five sets of footfalls could be heard at the end of the hall leading to the lobby. “I’m sorry my friend, nothing personal, but these guys have been tracking you since day one. They’ve guaranteed my family a pass back into the Mountain. They won’t hurt you or the girl. They just need you to go quietly.”
 
    
 
   Their eyes slowly adjusting to the obscurity of the room, the men were now little more than faceless silhouettes to one another. Rath cocked back, slammed his meaty fist into Symon’s left ear and caught him as he fell. Not wanting any additional attention drawn to their location, he gently guided Symon to the cold tile below and pulled the weapon from his hand. 
 
    
 
   The left side of Symon’s head throbbed uncontrollably and as he massaged his ear, a pool of blood began to stain his shirt and the ground below. “Rath you need to listen to me, these men aren’t who you think they are.” 
 
    
 
   Retrieving both weapons, his pack and finally scooping Chloe into his arms, Rath started for the rear exit. “I’m not concerned with who these men are, only who you are not. I hope you and your family are right. Either way, you’re about to find out. Good luck, Symon.”
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   She wasn’t sure how long it’d been since she last saw his face and had no idea even the time of day. She estimated that it had been more than twenty-four hours since she’d been delivered food and having only been given two meals since arriving, she began to fear the intentions of the men dressed in black. Were they trying to break her, or was there something more to the shameful treatment she been shown. Sarah almost didn’t care.
 
    
 
   In the deep reaches of her belly, the hunger pangs fought for dominance over the sickening feeling that she may never see her husband again. He was out there somewhere searching for her, although something inside her shouted that there was absolutely no chance he’d ever find her. How could he, she was away locked in this God-forsaken hell hole dug into the hillside far from anything remotely familiar. 
 
    
 
   The thought of giving up and just dying held no appeal before this moment. She wondered how long she could simply refuse to eat and how long it would take her to starve to death. How long before she would slip from consciousness? Would it be painful, would she suffer? Although he’d want her to keep fighting until her very last breath, Rath would understand.
 
    
 
   Returning to her cot, Sarah laid back, closed her eyes and thought only of her husband and the life they’d shared. The day they met and how he’d saved her life was a story she’d often used when falling asleep in his arms at night. It helped her to remember that there was still good in the world. Today, she just wanted to fall asleep to something beautiful.
 
    
 
   Her mother and father had told her and her brother that leaving the safety of their home in the middle of the afternoon was their best option for survival. Going it alone on the outskirts of the wastelands would sooner or later catch up to them. With no help from The Patch and without the association that came from living in one of The Districts, most individuals perished their first year. Although her family had managed to survive for three years, they were the most excruciating of her life.
 
    
 
   They petitioned all eight Districts and came up short eight times. Her family’s last option was to head out in search of the only place they’d heard would take them, the often talked about District Nine. Sarah’s father had never spoken to anyone from the unsanctioned District and had doubts in the back of his mind that it even existed. 
 
    
 
   They set off on a Tuesday and within hours were being tracked by a small horde of Andros. Her father knew the general direction of their destination, although no one knew exactly how long the trip would take. Secretly he prayed that this place was actually there and that they’d be allowed in. His family wouldn’t survive another month on their own. His job as a husband and father was about to be put to the test.
 
    
 
   By nightfall her brother, six years her junior had been complaining about how sore his legs were for over an hour. “We can’t stop,” her father would say. “No matter how tired we think we are.”
 
    
 
   The complaining continued through the night and as they made their way from one vastly inadequate hiding place to next, the entire family began staring into the eastern horizon, willing the sun to show itself. If her father had timed it right, they’d have at least three hours of uninterrupted sunlight before the satellite winds pushed in the heavy cloud cover of early afternoon. They appeared to be on schedule and not taking advantage of this could prove their undoing.
 
    
 
   By the time the emotionless terrain felt the radiance of day’s first light, Sarah had been running for just shy of forty minutes. Her pack dug deep into her shoulder blades and although she readjusted the straps every few minutes, the pain was just short of apocalyptic. The group of Andros were closer than she cared to acknowledge and without stopping to get a feel for how close they were, she couldn’t gauge how much time they had.
 
    
 
   As the walls of what they’d assumed to be District Nine came into view, the Andros were within fifty yards. The barren landscape had long ago offered its last bit of shelter and now out in the open, this was a foot race, one that they were rapidly losing. The family of four was about to be savagely beaten, then dragged back to the wastelands to be devoured by the animals now at their heels. Sarah prayed that they’d kill her quickly.
 
    
 
   Her brother was the first to go down, less than thirty seconds from the walls; he tripped over his own weight and skidded to a stop in the soft dirt. His father pulled him up by the straps and simply yelled, “Keep running.” They did and within twenty yards of the entrance the massive security gate began to crank open. Eleven men emerged with the most treacherous looking hand weapons she’d ever seen. Salvation in flesh and bone, they’d made it. The men smiled and ushered them in through the entrance, but continued to move at a rapid click into the wild.
 
    
 
   Her mother screamed as she turned to see that her husband had forsaken himself to let his family live another day. Almost fifty yards back, six Andros had descended on their prey and were so blinded by the intoxication of the hunt, they’d failed to address the eleven men now within striking distance. 
 
    
 
   The Andros, four large males and two good sized females, were easily dispatched by the eleven well-trained men. Sarah’s father was no worse for wear and would be back on his feet in a matter of days. 
 
    
 
   The corpses of their attackers were burned and buried in the fields north of their new home. The long-standing ritual took place as evening came and Sarah’s family was welcomed with a hot meal and a warm bed. They shared a roof and four walls with another family until their newly constructed residence was complete and District Nine expanded once again. 
 
    
 
   Her twenty-third year had come to a close before she met him. The confidence with which he strode earlier that day as he carried her father over one shoulder was mesmerizing. His actions in saving her family were heroic, yet understated. Rath appeared to exhume pleasure from coming to their rescue while also finding anguish in ending a life, even though the choice was already made. 
 
    
 
   This man, four years her senior, couldn’t have been more captivating, so much so that it most nearly scared her. Slightly over six feet tall, his lean muscular frame and purposeful gait bled confidence so freely that at times it bordered arrogance. Was it not for literal destruction of the planet years before and the constant reminder of the cataclysmic fall of humanity, you’d think his life was without defect, as evidenced by the vast amount of time he spent with a smile plastered across his face. He was without a doubt the one person that others gravitated to and he wanted her… more than anything. He told her every single day.
 
    
 
   Their first conversation took place just as the last of the embers began to cool on the night he saved her father. As the others drifted off to their perspective homes and those charged with keeping watch went about their duties, he stood and moved to Sarah, offering to help her to her feet. “I hope you and your family will be comfortable tonight, no need to worry, we’ve got this place well-fortified. You’re safe here, so sleep well.”
 
    
 
   Brushing her hair from her face, Sarah mirrored his smile and nodded. “Thank you again for helping my father. Without you and your friends… well, I just don’t think we would have—”
 
    
 
   “Don’t think about it another second. We are all family here and I’m sure you and your family will fit in nicely. There isn’t one person behind these walls that wasn’t in your positon at one time or another. We have to work together to survive in this new world and we are more than happy to have you here. Just remember that when I piss you off someday, because I know I will.”
 
    
 
   Sarah was truly puzzled. “What do you mean, who could you ever—”
 
    
 
   He exhaled slowly and nodded his head. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid my eyes on and sooner or later, I’m bound to do something or say something stupid in your presence. I’m hoping you remember this moment when I do.”
 
    
 
   They both laughed nervously as the warm flow of embarrassment covered Sarah’s face. “I guess we’ll have to see about that, although I still don’t know your name. I think that may be the first step to sweeping me off my feet, don’t you agree?”  
 
    
 
   “I apologize… my name is Benjamin Rath. You can call me—”
 
    
 
   “Rath,” Sarah said. “I like that name.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Boots outside her door and two seconds later, the lock disengaged. Sarah sat up straight on her cot. “Rath, I miss you… I need you.”
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   Progressing toward the rear of the facility, the distant footsteps fell away at nearly the same rate as his ability to navigate the narrow hallway. Doors on either side, not a stitch of illumination as he reached the last archway on the right and walked in. Obviously used for town hall and city council meetings, the three level concourse seated ninety-nine, as evidenced by the occupancy limit placard along the side wall upon entering.
 
    
 
   The exit sign hung above the opposite doorway just beyond the massive semicircular desk once occupied by the city council members. Rath imagined the last official discussion to take place behind these doors surely dealt with the devastating number of new residents that flooded their small town. Without a real solution to this problem, he was sure the meeting ended in a heated battle as residents left the building not knowing they only had days, if not hours, to live.
 
    
 
   He softly sat Chloe in one of the chairs along the front row and squatted next to her. Not yet fully awake, Rath nudged her shoulder and glanced back at the doorway. “Chloe… Chloe, we need to go, but we also have to be very quiet. Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   Her eyes slowly parting, she used a balled fist to rub away the remaining sleep and smiled at him. “I’m still tired. I just want to—”
 
    
 
   “Chloe, we have to go. Promise me you’ll keep quiet.”
 
    
 
   “I promise. Where is Symon, is he coming with us?”
 
    
 
   “No, he has to stay here with his family. Let’s go.” He reached for her tiny hand and she obliged. “We’re gonna run, so I’m going to carry you until we get outside, then I need you to stay with me… Okay?
 
    
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   Voices from the lobby grew as shouts from Symon’s wife and son filled the halls. The individuals coming for Rath, obviously not pleased with the wrinkle in their plans, took a brief moment to demonstrate their displeasure before moving on.
 
    
 
   In between his pleading for mercy, Symon sought to redirect the pointed anger of the men now clutching tightly to Elle and Logan. “I SWEAR… HE’S JUST DOWN THE HALL… IF YOU GO NOW YOU CAN CATCH HIM. YOU PROMISED MY FAMILY WOULD BE—” Symon’s voiced trailed off as the wailing from his wife began.
 
    
 
   He reached the exit door and set Chloe on her feet as the sound of movement grew closer, indicating his pursuers had taken the bait. His heart raced as he realized the panic bar was locked in the open position. With no time to determine what this meant Rath leaned into the door and with one hand made sure Chloe stayed in his shadow. He whispered, “Stay behind me.”
 
    
 
   The men who’d come for him were now entering the concourse, Rath forced the door open and pushing aside the snowdrift, moved out into the cold. The pulsing wind pushed at their backs as Rath hurried to the opposite wall, drove the awkward metal dumpster in behind the door and with Chloe, started for the street. 
 
    
 
   Reaching the parking lot, the full moon directly overhead was almost too brilliant to ignore as it illuminated the city from one devastated end to the other. Rath once again tightened the shoulder straps, lifted Chloe and jogged through the knee deep snow toward the fire damaged building the sheriff once called home.
 
    
 
   Passing the town’s one and only bus stop, Rath glanced into the Plexiglas backdrop as the reflection exposed the first three men pushing aside the dumpster and turning into the alley. From what he could gather by the spot they seemed to be focusing their attention on, he and Chloe had yet to be noticed. He weaved through the forgotten vehicles, including two torched patrol cars and rounding the rear of the building, stopped and set Chloe back on her feet.
 
    
 
   “Mr. Rath, are we almost there? Almost to my mom?”
 
    
 
   “Almost…”
 
    
 
   Craning his neck around the edge of the building, he could see the men who now numbered four, fanning out into the street. The force of the wind so great that their tracks were covered over long before their pursuers could begin to track them. Rath turned back to the rear of the building, his breath freezing as it left his mouth, and charted his path out of town and into the mountains.
 
    
 
   Moving along the outer limits of town meant he’d not only have to watch for the men, who at some point would pick up his trail, but he would also have to navigate the uneven terrain buried under two feet of powder. Staying in the shadows of the many structures that made up Extinction meant a closer proximity to the men chasing him, although it would make for a more predictable route. “Chloe,” he said. “You’re doing really good. I’m proud of you. Can you run a little bit more?”
 
    
 
   Her nose and cheeks escalating to a bright red, she looked out over the snow packed rear lot. “I think so, but I’m really… really cold.”
 
    
 
   “I am too, but I promise if you do this for me, we’ll get back to your mother by the morning.” He wasn’t sure if he was lying to her or not. The Patch was so close that on a good day, and without the massive storm they were attempting to survive, Rath could be at the rear entrance within an hour. Today conditions would at least double that estimate and although he’d faced much worse situations, they’d be lucky to make it by sunrise.
 
    
 
   The biting chill instantly began slowing their pace as they started for the wall between the sheriff’s station and the former mayor’s office. Making their way through the back lots of the buildings that lined Main Street, they began to fall into a rhythm. They’d run through the empty lots as quickly as possible with Rath’s head on a swivel. Upon reaching the next six foot wall, he’d help Chloe to the top, hop over himself and help her down the other side. 
 
    
 
   This was working… until it didn’t.
 
    
 
   Eight buildings passed and six walls scaled, they reached the open area behind the town’s only book store and noticed the four men standing on the sidewalk in front of the bank just before the men noticed them. Less than one hundred yards separated them from their attackers and before he was able to form a single syllable, three of the men were in a dead sprint, a mess of arms, legs and white powder.
 
    
 
   The fourth man, standing off to the left didn’t run. Instead he stepped into the street, dropped his hand to his side and in raising his right arm, pointed at Rath and Chloe. An instant before the silence was broken, a spark of moonlight reflected off the object he was holding. It had been more than eighteen years since he’d last heard that sound. His initial emotion was curiosity, although something deep inside said fear was a more appropriate response.
 
    
 
   The parking block at his feet exploded in a cloud of concrete shards and fragments of ice. As the second round left the weapon, the muzzle flash brought his memory to present day. He knew what it was, although couldn’t understand how or why.
 
    
 
   The last gun of any kind he’d heard fired was the one that killed his father, and if memory served, Emerson Boothe was nearing the end of his armament. How were there still functioning weapons left after more than two decades? Who were these men? Were they a separate society that had also survived the end of times, or were they simply an extension of the people who’d taken his wife?
 
    
 
   At the moment, answers to these questions held little significance and as shots number three and four were fired, Chloe had already begun to scream. Despite the fact that not one of the rounds came any closer than the first and although the man firing on them was a terrible shot, Rath wasn’t about to wait around until he emptied the weapon before taking action.
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   Had Symon actually contacted those men? And if so, why hadn’t they simply come while I was near comatose and flat on my back for more than twenty-four hours? As he ran, Chloe pulled tight to his chest, his mind attempting to put the pieces in their proper places.
 
    
 
   The group that converged on City Hall hadn’t arrived in one of Boothe’s transport drones, or for that matter anything resembling transportation. They’d come on foot, in the middle of the night and less than an hour after Symon had confirmed his identity. Rath was sure Symon somehow brought them here, although there was no real way to deduce how or why, and at this point it didn’t really matter.
 
    
 
   His boots were once again saturated in what felt like buckets of ice water. The incessant hammering as each foot slammed into the earth only exacerbated the pounding of his heart as he forced himself to increase his speed. This worked for a few hundred yards until his inner voice stopped talking and his mind went quite. He was near his limit.
 
    
 
   His three pursuers, much less agile in the snow, hadn’t come within twenty yards and the man with the weapon must have called it a day once he’d spent his last round. If there was some way that Rath could keep this pace, he’d lose the men before heading into the narrow trails of the foothills leading to The Patch, although there wasn’t.
 
    
 
   Out of the last parking lot belonging to an antique store, he moved into the street and onto Fallen Oak Drive. Just beyond the six blocks of residential homes, the area of greatest destruction, he was able to make out the city limits. Outside the block walls at the end of Browning Avenue, he’d still have another three hundred yards out in the open before benefiting from the cover the foothills would provide.
 
    
 
   The muscle fibers of his upper leg intermittently cramped as they attempted to flush the lactic acid from his prior adventure. Each step more excruciating than the last, he focused only on the task of moving beyond his current position. 
 
    
 
   His lungs begged for mercy as he turned and continued up the frozen wasteland that was Prospect Avenue. He spoke to Chloe only in short bursts and only when his exhausted lungs permitted him more than a mouthful of breath. Her arms around his neck and watching the men who trailed, she responded in kind. 
 
    
 
   “Chloe… closer or farther?” Rath said.
 
    
 
   “Two are farther, one is closer.”
 
    
 
   “How close?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know?”
 
    
 
   “One house… two houses away?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe one or closer.”
 
    
 
   “The other two?”
 
    
 
   She took a moment; Rath could hear her counting as his heart pounded in his ear, nearly drowning her out. “Four, five, six… six or seven, I think.”
 
    
 
   “Amateurs!”
 
    
 
   “What?” Chloe said.
 
    
 
   “Nothing… thank you.”
 
    
 
   The block wall less than a hundred yards off, Rath again begged his tortured body to move beyond its limits. Gritting his teeth, he continued forward, asking Chloe to let him know if the man closest to them came any closer. Over the howling wind and the chattering of her teeth in his ear, he thought he heard her agree.
 
    
 
    As they reached the city limits and his arms began to cramp, he decided not to put Chloe down and instead summoned the necessary strength to set her atop the six foot block wall. Before turning, he dropped his pack into the snow and pulling free the metal pipe, noticed a trail of black smoke lifting out of the foothills nearest The Patch.
 
    
 
   In one movement, he gripped the pipe and twisted to his left a half a second too slow as Chloe shouted something incomprehensible. The quickest of his three trailing adversaries hit him like a ton of bricks.
 
    
 
   As they exploded backward into the block wall, the air fast escaping his lungs, Rath dropped his weapon and apparently his attacker was also unarmed. The smaller and much stockier young man jumped to his feet and removed his gloves, motioning for Rath to stand. Rath pushed away from the wall, got to his feet and turned to Chloe, who appeared mesmerized.
 
    
 
   Hand to hand, he thought. This should be interesting. Stepping back a pace, the younger man reached into his waistband shaking nervously as he did. Rath lunged forward, nowhere near full strength, and the man simply side stepped him and pulled free a pair of handcuffs, the likes of which he’d yet to see.
 
    
 
   Standing once again, Rath turned back and squinted into the storm. The two men yet to join the party were now more than ten houses back walking slowly, hunched over and not making much progress. Rath pointed at the cuffs and began to chuckle. This time he moved slowly toward his rival and in a straight line. “Son, you better hope you brought more than what’s in your left hand, cause if you’re thinking about taking me all by yourself, you’d be better off just walking away… while you’re still able.”
 
    
 
   Biting his lip, the smaller and at the moment much quicker young man lowered himself and didn’t break eye contact. “Sir, just put these on and let us take you to him.”
 
    
 
   Rath took another step forward. “You really must have no idea who I am.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Benjamin Rath, we know who you are and what you are capable of, the problem may be for you. You have no idea who we are or why we’ve come for you. We are the danger here, not—”
 
    
 
   A right hook to the face ended the diatribe and sent the man back onto his heels. As Rath moved in, the man dropped one of the cuffs onto his left arm before tumbling to the ground, blood streaming from his left brow.
 
    
 
   The others, now five homes back, began to jog as the intensity of the situation ratcheted up a notch, light powder kicking up in their wake. Rath turned back to the young man lying in the snow and watched him begin to stand. “Boy, you’d better get this thing off my arm. I really have no problem with you, but I’m about to.”
 
    
 
   The young man ignored Rath’s request and instead turned in the direction of his approaching comrades and back at Rath, attempting to grab the cuffs. “You don’t understand. We are not here to hurt you. I just need to escort you back to—”
 
    
 
   Rath closed the distance between him and the young man until they were nearly nose to nose, the stench of his breath understandably violating the space between the two. “Too late.” He brought his hands up quickly and shoved the young man backward into the snow as his pals closed to within fifty feet.
 
    
 
   Before his pursuer could react, Rath scaled the wall and pulled Chloe down the opposite side. Scanning the landscape, he had three options for making his way through the massive boulder field that lay dead ahead. The most direct route through the area was also the most treacherous. This steep ascent would take them straight into the black smoke lifting off the hillside little more than halfway to their final destination.
 
    
 
   He knew what awaited them and the risk he was taking, although if the young men trailing Rath and Chloe were to once again overtake them, it would be their only diversion.
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   He didn’t remember taking off his gloves, he also didn’t remember dropping them anywhere along the way, which was more likely the answer. Climbing out of the base of the foothills, his hands ached from the drop in temperature and the frozen winds that continued to taunt their ascent through the boulder field. He hadn’t turned since they left the wall and thirty minutes into their climb, Chloe still managed to move forward, although he wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to maintain the quickened pace.
 
    
 
   The origin of the smoke trail, now less than fifty yards off and at an equivalent altitude, Rath looked for a place to rest. “Chloe, get down behind this bush.” He pulled out the single bottle of water left in his pack and handed it to her as he slid down into the cover afforded by the overgrown foliage.
 
    
 
   “Where are they, those men chasing us?” Chloe asked.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, but I promise they won’t hurt you. They only want me.”
 
    
 
   “Why, what did you do to them?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not really sure, but we won’t be here long enough to find out.”
 
    
 
   Getting her wind back and taking a second long swig from the ice cold bottle, Chloe handed it back to Rath and turned to stand. A distant crack pulled her back just before her head appeared over the top of the bush, the tree to their left exploding as a nine millimeter round tore into its trunk, sending fragmented pieces of birch into the early morning air. The difference between the falling snow and the powdered shards of wood were almost indistinguishable.
 
    
 
   Three more shots, each closer as they tore past them and into the rock formation twenty yards ahead. Rath pulled Chloe in tight and whispered into her ear. “Five seconds and then we’re gonna run toward the smoke, run as fast as you can and keep going up the hill until you get to the top.”
 
    
 
   “Ok… but what is that?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll explain later, but it’s bad. This IS something that we both need to be afraid of. So don’t stop running until I tell you to. You understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Gauging from the four earlier shots, they had less than a hundred yards on their pursuers and quite possibly only a twenty second head start. This had to be the same individual from town who’d fired on them earlier and Rath was hopeful that while the gunman attempted to navigate the hillside, any shots fired would be even less accurate than before. He counted to three in his head, got to his feet and helped Chloe move to the edge of the thick underbrush.
 
    
 
   “Let’s go.” He lifted her around the small boulder to their left and Chloe’s legs were already in second gear before her feet touched the lightly dusted trail. Between the two outcroppings, he was surprised at the girl’s agility as she moved along the trail between the head high boulders as if she’d run this course every day of her life. 
 
    
 
   Six steps behind her and convinced that he provided Chloe with the necessary cover, they progressed quickly toward the looming column of smoke. A fifth and sixth shot came in quick succession and Rath dipped his head to the left, less out of fear than gut reaction. 
 
    
 
   Both rounds tore into the morning sky, ripping through the black smoke and pulling traces of it toward oblivion. Firing on the run, he’s never going to hit—
 
    
 
   As if karma was listening and decided to instantly make itself known, the seventh crack coming from somewhere behind, killed the silence once again and scorched through his right shoulder. A flesh wound, although deeper and much more painful than he’d anticipated, Rath was thrown to his left under the pressure. Fighting the momentum, he righted himself and continued to shield Chloe. Somehow she seemed to be accelerating as she continued along the trail and within seconds of reaching the outcropping from which the smoke filtered, she slowed to a stop.
 
    
 
   He noticed the pair of tracks leading into the recessed alcove only a second before the beast stepped out. Not quite six feet and weighing slightly less than Rath himself, the Andro that caused Chloe to brake rested with its back to them, its meaty hand against the massive boulder. 
 
    
 
   With the storm escalating from the South, Rath used the well-timed white noise to continue forward, retrieving Chloe and bringing her to his chest as he picked up speed.
 
    
 
   Knowing the men behind were closing, although unaware of just how close, he flipped his head back seconds before slamming into his intended target. Less than ten yards behind and quickly closing, something about the young man pursuing him was familiar. His face came clear and the snapshot pulled at something deep within Rath’s mind. Something he didn’t have time to work through. 
 
    
 
   Covered head to toe in black, the young men were only feet from catching him as Rath lowered his left shoulder and continuing forward drove it into the back of the Andro who was caught completely by surprise. Nearly dropping Chloe, Rath staggered right under the force and plowed into the opposite boulder as the men from behind careened into the Andro and one another—a dense soup of arms, legs, fresh powder and chaos.    
 
    
 
   Numbness beginning to run down his right arm, Rath righted himself, began to stumble forward and checked on his passenger. “Chloe, are you alright?”
 
    
 
   Loosening her grip and pulling her face from his left shoulder, she fought to calm her breathing. “I’m… okay… just—” 
 
    
 
   Unsure whether her winded condition had more to do with fear or the prior footrace, he winced setting her back on the ground. Quickly turning to the four bewildered men in black, who at present were attempting to navigate their new situation, Rath shielded Chloe’s eyes from what he already knew was about to take place.
 
    
 
   As the four men in black pushed to a standing position and encircled their new target, the look of shock and despair that slid across their faces was almost tragic. Five Andros, all well over six feet tall, moved out into the clearing between the two rock formations that made up the narrow corridor. The largest of the horde smiled when he saw what awaited him. 
 
    
 
   Rath had a good sense of the danger he and Chloe had been running toward for the last thirty minutes, although the chill beginning to ascend his spine told him the men in black either had no idea what the smoke indicated, or they simply wanted him more than they feared a pack of Andros. He had no intention of staying behind and attempting to figure out which side they stood on. With his final destination little more than ten minutes off, and the drift beginning to fall at an intensified rate, he and Chloe needed to move.
 
    
 
   No one spoke as the men in black quickly made eye contact with one another, as if some preplanned maneuver were going to get them free of their current situation. The young man with the handgun, who appeared to be the leader, raised his weapon and squeezed off two rounds. Both shots sailed wide right as the five Andros moved in unison, descending on their four much smaller victims. The final image burned into Rath’s memory before moving out… an Andro repeatedly slamming his opponents face into the ground before retrieving the victim’s stun baton and snapping it in half with its bare hands.
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   Once he turned, Rath never looked back and he knew by the look on her face that Chloe wouldn’t either. The sounds were sufficient to describe the fate of the four men dressed in black. The pack of Andros lying in wait just fifteen minutes beyond the rear entrance to The Patch appeared to be longtime residents of the hillside and would likely leave at least one of their victims alive and use the others at their discretion. The anguished cries as three of the young men were literally torn apart was torment enough, although Rath knew that this was only part of their sadistic ritual. What came next was unthinkable.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Above the wailing of the three individuals fighting for their last breaths, the fourth was pinned to the ground; face up with his eyes held open. He begged first for mercy and then for a quick release from this life. He shouted “Kill me you arrogant beasts… just end it already.” The five Andros paused momentarily and appeared amused, if not all together excited by the prospect of not only a fresh kill, but also the opportunity to make a spectacle of their most recent conquest.
 
    
 
   The largest of the five Andros, standing just over seven feet tall and weighing well past three hundred pounds, motioned for the others to pull the viciously beaten men to their feet. One of the men already bleeding out from the powerful blows he’d taken to the head, fell limp into his capturer’s arms. The other two used what little remaining strength they possessed in an attempt to pull away from their much larger foes.
 
    
 
   The ground shook as the seven footer moved from one end of the narrow corridor to the other. He reached for the young man still pinned to the ground, pulled him up by the neck and tossed him against the rock wall. “Tell your people that this is our side of the mountain. Do not ever return.” With one kick, the Andro buckled the smaller man’s knee into an unnatural hyperextended positon and instantly sent him back to the ground. “Go now and let them know what you’ve seen here.”
 
    
 
   Acting on impulse, the young man started back in the direction of his friends. Crawling not more than a few feet, he was stopped by the massive Andro as it grabbed one of the other men in black by the arm. The Andro clamped down and peering into the young man’s eyes said, “You should have listened; now your friend is going to pay the price.” A grin slid across the beast’s face as he ripped the right arm from the half-conscious man’s body and tossed it to the ground. Blood flowed freely from both the stump and shoulder socket, saturating the area as a fine pink mist rose above the snow covered ground.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   With well over two hundred yards between them and the scene he’d undoubtedly helped create, Rath pointed Chloe to the alcove just ahead and had her pause at the entrance. “Let me check it out before you go in.” She stood with her back to the hillside as Rath entered and followed him inside with her eyes. The space was much smaller than he’d remembered from twenty-two years before and he made quick work of the interior before motioning for her to enter. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll rest for a few minutes and then we need to climb that steep hill ahead, so drink some water and stretch your legs.”
 
    
 
   “Stretch my legs?” Chloe said.
 
    
 
   He smiled. “Another figure of speech.” Rath brushed the light dusting of snow from the first few feet of the alcove and laid down a small cloth from his backpack, then sat and watched as Chloe dropped to the ground in one motion. They sat in silence, both watching the shadows move from one side of the alcove to the other.
 
    
 
   Running her fingers though her hair, Chloe attempted to right the mess it had become since leaving home. “Are we there yet? I really want to see my mom.”
 
    
 
   She was doing what her mother had told her and kept up the façade of not being scared, even through everything the two of them had seen. Her look had softened since awaking in City Hall and he wasn’t quite sure why, although the hard part was over. Their loved ones were only minutes away and worst case scenario, he’d have to make a trade with those in charge for both women. With the smallest amount of luck and also a bit of forgiveness, the four of them may just have a new home. “We’ll be there in just a few minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Mr. Rath… can I ask you a question?”
 
    
 
   He’d long since given up trying to get her to address him simply as Rath and had even become partial to the way it sounded in such a delicate tone. “Sure, what is it?”
 
    
 
   “Those men, the ones who have been trying to hurt us, the really big ones… why are they called Andros?”
 
    
 
   “Your parents never explained them to you?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “How old are you?”
 
    
 
   “Eight… I’ll be nine soon.”
 
    
 
   He wasn’t about to go into the history of the Androphagi and the nation of cannibals that descended from the north of Scythia in the years of ancient Greece. Chloe also had no use for this information or about how the name was adopted by the remaining population of earth once the world was divided into two distinctly separate societies. Rath couldn’t begin to find the appropriate words to illustrate how these people fed on other human beings, as well as one another. He knew she only needed for him to explain that these were bad people and that she must always be very afraid of them.
 
    
 
   “These people that you’ve seen many times over the last few days, the ones we call Andros have lived out in the open, out in the cold for many years. They’ve been out here so long that the cold weather doesn’t bother them. These Andros have become hardened over time and have developed into a pretty mean group of people. They don’t like those of us who get to live inside warm homes and get to eat proper food.” He knew that last part was going to be trouble before it even left his lips.
 
    
 
   “Is that why the big one said he was going to eat me? Do they eat people?”
 
    
 
   Tell her the truth and wait for more questions or make up a story and again wait for more questions? The truth was probably easier if the questions continued; at least he wouldn’t paint himself into a corner he couldn’t escape. “Yes… they do, and that is why we always need to stay as far from them as possible. Do you understand?” He cringed as he waited to see where this would lead.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I think I get it.”
 
    
 
   And that was it. She let out a long sigh and turned away, looking out into the snow as it drifted sideways along the opening. She was satisfied with his explanation and he was happy to not delve further into this subject.
 
    
 
   The pain in his right shoulder began to fade as he studied Chloe, now mesmerized by the passing wind sending flurries into the space. She giggled as a single flake landed on the tip of her nose, although she didn’t turn back to see his reaction. She simply said, “My mom.” 
 
    
 
   An echo in the distance pulled him back to present. The Andros were on the move and in all likelihood, had picked up their trail. Their short reprieve quickly at an end, Rath peered out into the same frostbitten morning as his tiny traveling companion. “It’s time.”
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   The quick walk to the end of the stone corridor proved again shorter than his memory. The ensuing twenty foot ascent, also not as treacherous, he helped Chloe with the first few handholds, cinched down the straps of his backpack and stayed within two feet of her as they climbed. Reminders to focus on what was above and the intermittent words of encouragement pushed Chloe to the rim in less time than it took to detail the new set of instructions, which he decided to give her once more as they reached for the top.
 
    
 
   Before positioning his right leg atop the ledge and distributing the full weight of his body along the remaining three exhausted limbs, Rath nodded in the direction of the south facing wall thirty feet from their current position. “Chloe,” he said motioning to the pair of ten-foot blast doors carved into the side of the mountain. “We’re home.” 
 
    
 
   As he reached for the final handhold and began to pull himself up, the hillside broke loose. Thick layers of uneven shale and much larger rock structures shifted above and below. Attempting to twist away from the careening hillside, Rath changed the position of his left foot and inadvertently triggered a second area to break free. Without time to adjust to the shift, all he could do was watch as three large boulders came together, pinning his left leg to the mountain.
 
    
 
   “Rath!”
 
    
 
   A nuisance, nothing more, he thought. Even though there’d be no way to free himself without help, he wasn’t injured, simply stuck between a few absurdly heavy rocks. Peering down between his legs, he realized that although he hadn’t suffered a break, the unfortunately placed stones encircling his calf and the resulting pressure began to cut the sensation to his lower leg. Two quick tugs confirmed his suspicions, he’d either have to get help from the place he left twenty-two years ago or become fast friends with the Andros that he assumed weren’t more than ten minutes off.
 
    
 
   “Chloe, I’m not hurt, just stuck. I’m gonna need you to go to that big door and get help. The people inside will take you to your mom and they’ll help get me out of here.” He nodded to the stone the size of his fist near Chloe’s left foot. “Take that rock and keep pounding on the door until they come out.”
 
    
 
   “What if they—”
 
    
 
   “Please Chloe; I need you to do this for me. The people we love are behind those doors and we need to get in.”
 
    
 
   “Okay… but why is it called The Patch?”
 
    
 
   A simple explanation was all he could afford, given their current situation. “At one time this was the only place on the planet that was safe. Safe from the really bad winters that were already coming and a protective cover for all the bad things that were happening outside. They named it The Patch.”  
 
    
 
   She turned and looked at the massive steel doors then back at Rath. Chloe grabbed the rock at her feet and walked slowly toward the rear entrance, her head on a swivel.
 
    
 
   Rath continued to struggle against his current position as she walked slowly toward the doors, each step timid and pronounced. With less than five strides to go she began to lift the stone above her head and ran the last few feet, striking the doors where they merged dead center. 
 
    
 
   Reverberating through the light dusting of fresh powder, the sound would have certainly carried for miles if not buffered by the driving wind. She slammed the stone against the door six more times and although his leg began to cramp in place, his only thought rested on the horde closing in from behind. At this point, he was fairly confident that the pack of Andros would close the gap, reaching him before help did and he began to make peace with that fact. What he wasn’t about to accept was this eight-year-old becoming their next victim; he just didn’t know how to prevent it.
 
    
 
   As Chloe shuffled her feet in the snow and repositioned herself to begin her second assault on the gargantuan iron twins blocking her from her mother, the door to her right burst open, nearly upending her in the process. Three silhouetted figures, two of which were female rushed out into the cold, scooped her up and pulled her into the void. Chloe’s voice echoed from the opening as they rushed her inside, something incomprehensible, although he heard his name more than once.
 
    
 
   The male silhouette paused, looked out over the landscape and turned back, closing the doors behind him.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   How far off were the incensed Andros and why hadn’t they made their presence known? For as much as they enjoyed human flesh and physical brutality, their only real gratification came from the mental torture they inflicted on would-be victims. They made a show of their dominance and typically only killed their prey after they tired of the chase. Rath had seen this ritual play out hundreds of times in the last thirty years and the next few minutes he feared would be his last.
 
    
 
   Ten full minutes had passed since the doors were closed and with the many attempts to free his leg ending in failure, his calf had swollen to twice its size. As time continued on, he was able to block the pain, although not the footfalls coming from behind and growing closer with each minute. Laying the side of his head against the hillside, he was able to make out the fact that four individuals were locked in a path toward him… for Andros, they were more agile and stepped lighter than he’d remembered. 
 
    
 
   This was it. Less than ten seconds from Sarah and this is where he would die. On the same vacant hillside he killed that man twenty-two years ago. The man who also murdered his father and most certainly was under orders to do the same to him.
 
    
 
   As he awaited death, he pictured Chloe in her mother’s arms and the fact that he helped reunite the pair. He knew it couldn’t make up for everything he’d done in his forty years on this planet, although this new world was different and it made those that survived different as well.
 
    
 
   Sarah… he knew she’d become as mentally strong as anyone he’d ever known, and for every regret he’d shoved into the pit of his stomach, he simply prayed that she’d come to know that he tried. Tried to get back to her and although he didn’t make it, she was in his final thoughts. Her smile, her scent and most of all the way she loved him and made sure he knew it. That would carry him through what came next… it had to.
 
    
 
   They were on him now. He closed his eyes and pictured his wife’s face and told her he loved her. The pain he feared as they moved in seemed to dissolve into confusion as the largest of the three boulders pinning him to the hillside slid away and the rush of blood back into his left foot nearly relieved him of consciousness.
 
    
 
   Blinking through the flickering stars clouding his vision, he recognized these men not to be the enraged group of Andros who’d followed him through the narrow stone corridor, but someone much different. Simple neutral colors and working furiously to free him, these were assuredly also not the men in black from farther down the mountain. They had a familiar way about them, moving quickly and efficiently, they shuttled him up the remaining six feet and onto the landing, near the rear entrance to The Patch.
 
    
 
   One of the men scampered to the steel doors, tapped three times with what looked like a prototype stun baton and after stepping away, they parted. Rath massaged his left calf, pulling at his pant leg as his backpack was ripped away. He was lifted to his feet and dragged to the entrance. 
 
    
 
   A somewhat familiar face emerged from the shadows afforded by the darkened concrete tunnel, although his name, place in time and significance were unknown. Converging at the threshold, he stood only inches away. 
 
    
 
   “Benjamin Rath… you should have never returned.”
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   Her dreams were more vivid and realistic than at any time she could remember. The colors much like the time before the fall and upon waking, she’d simply stare into the drab grey walls that had become her personal prison and talk to him. Over the hours and days Sarah spent in seclusion, she’d begun to speak to her husband aloud. The sound of her own voice speaking the words meant for him, pulled her from this reality and kept her fighting for the day he’d find her.
 
    
 
   “Rath, I miss you... I miss you terribly and although these people haven’t hurt me, I believe they will. I don’t know where you are and I’m sure you have no idea where this place is, or that this prison we’re being held in even exists. I can’t tell you how scared I am, not scared of what these people are going to do to me, that doesn’t matter. I’m scared that I will die here without ever seeing your face again. Please come back to me. Something big is getting ready to happen, I don’t know what, but I fear it will take me further from you… I need you. I love you.”
 
    
 
   The familiar rap as his boots thundered against the hollow metal staircase announced the forthcoming lunch break. In the last day, they’d brought two new residents to the lower level Sarah occupied alone since arriving. She knew the process for food breaks and with only two minutes before her door would open; she moved to the far wall, put her hands behind her back and stared straight at the floor. Their instructions were easy enough to follow, and if doing so meant she’d still be alive when he got back to her, she was more than willing.
 
    
 
   As the locks disengaged and the door opened, he was back. The designated security guard for this, the lowest level of this facility, stood in the shadows of the dimly lit hallway. He cut his eyes at Sarah and back at the hallway. “Let’s go.” 
 
    
 
   Stepping out of her concrete box and into the hall, she again detected the slightest hint of humanity in the way he looked at her. It wasn’t anything he said or even a passing smile. She got the sense that although he was here to do a job, there was something decent beneath the rough exterior, something sympathetic… or was this simply an imagined sentiment to further her own empty disillusion that somehow, someway she’d be free of this hell before they killed her?
 
    
 
   Sarah fell into line with the others and they took the stairs one floor at a time, stopping at each landing for the guard to wave them up to the next floor. Five levels up and they waited while the guard opened the door and let them into the feeding area. Her legs burned from inactivity and she felt weak from the lack of anything resembling real food. 
 
    
 
   They only offered two meals per day and were served from an enormous stainless steel mug, which she estimated to be thirty to forty ounces of some sort of protein and complex carbohydrate blend. Warm and lumpy, most had a difficult time even finishing the contents of the mug before being escorted back to their rooms. She knew better than to turn away anything that would get her through another day, so she put her head down, finished the atrocious concoction and waited for instructions… which had become routine. Stand. Walk to the door. Back to your room.
 
    
 
   No calories in her body since the evening before and her stomach already growling, she was surprised upon entering the half-filled room. This is new, she thought. Plates, spoons and something resembling actual food, set next to folded napkins and glasses of water. Sarah sat and reached for the spoon as did three others. They were shut down before they took their first bite.
 
    
 
   “Listen up,” the guard said. “I don’t think we need to remind you of the instructions you were given upon arriving at this facility. As you can see, there are quite a few less residents in this room today. If you forget your instructions, you will find out why. You are free to eat.”
 
    
 
   The food wasn’t half bad, although she wondered why the change in routine. People like this only made changes when something went wrong or if their hands were forced. Neither option sounded like it was going to work out well for her or the others. 
 
    
 
   Stopping half way through her meal to take a breath, she looked up where the guard was standing only moments ago to reveal her second surprise. Lauren sat across the room, at the opposite side of the table staring directly at her, not a stich of food removed from her plate. Obviously sleep deprived and malnourished, the young mother looked as close to death as anyone Sarah had ever seen. 
 
    
 
   Back to the guard, who appeared preoccupied with the snag he’d found on his right index finger, Sarah turned her gaze back to Lauren and mouthed, “Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   Dead eyes… No response.
 
    
 
   Maintaining eye contact, Sarah scooped a large helping of food onto her spoon and guided it slowly to her mouth in an awkward attempt to have Lauren mimic her. She continued this routine until her meal was nearly finished and the guard began to take notice. Assured the other guards were focused elsewhere; the guard cautiously shook his head while looking at the polished concrete floors. She knew better and appreciated the leniency, and the fact that he hadn’t alerted his buddies.
 
    
 
   Back to Lauren, her greyed out sockets and bloodshot eyes forced several tears down her expressionless face as she slid her plate to the edge of the table. Sarah closed her eyes as the plate made contact with the floor, the food shooting in every direction and the two guards nearest her table took notice.
 
    
 
   Including herself and Lauren, and other than the guards, only nine souls remained in the room. This was down from eleven yesterday and although Sarah desperately wanted to understand her situation, so far not questioning her circumstances, was proving to be at least a small part of the reason she was able to count herself among the living.
 
    
 
   Incomprehensible shouting and the vibrations of fast footsteps moving from behind and to the side forced Sarah to lift her chin and open her eyes. Two guards rapidly closing in, one from the left and the other on the right, the third still motionless in the corner. Lauren made it to her feet and leapt over the fiberglass table like a spring loaded jack-in-the-box. Her eyes darting side to side, she also made short work of the second and third row of tables before they were able to catch her and slow her pace. 
 
    
 
   Moving in a straight line toward Sarah and unaware the guards were closing in, Lauren started over the last table, extended both arms and was immediately detained by the first man to reach her. He forced her left arm around and into her lower back. As he reached for her right wrist, Lauren rotated a half turn and broke free. 
 
    
 
   As the second guard moved in, Lauren began to wildly swing both arms in his direction and made contact multiple times. With no weight behind the strikes, he was able to force her back a few steps and tackled her to the ground. She continued to fight as they picked her up and moved toward the door.
 
    
 
   Sarah was on her feet before she realized the words exploding from her mouth. “LAUREN!” Everyone’s attention shifting to Sarah, including Lauren who now looked as if she’d finally understood the gravity of her situation.
 
    
 
   Bringing her voice down to nearly a whisper, Sarah continued. “You need to realize that if you continue, these men are going to kill you and you will never again see your little girl. It’s really just that simple. Keep to yourself and stay quiet. Do this for Chloe.”
 
    
 
   The last guard, standing alone at the back of room, continued to shake his head. Sarah moved back to the bench, pushed her plate to the side and sat with her arms folded as the other two men pulled Lauren out of the room and down the hall.
 
    
 
   Silence once again ruled.
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   He was being walked. Not dragged, not pushed or led… but walked. A man in front, one on each side and one behind. Even in his weakened state, Rath was sure he could take all four of them, although his leg still throbbed and his shoulder was questionable. After being given his pack and five minutes to rest, they assured him the girl was safe and asked him to follow. This was the last time anyone had spoken to him and he thought better than to ask any questions just yet. He was sure he’d have the opportunity, although for now he was satisfied knowing that he and Sarah were so close, the details he’d have to figure out once he knew where they were taking him. 
 
    
 
   The damp smell that occupied the concrete tunnel began to dissipate at the same rate light poured in. Two separate archways led into the north and the west terminals. The massive twin warehouses were mostly as he remembered. Sixty feet, floor to ceiling, each measuring just shy of three hundred fifty thousand square feet, they were built to house everything needed to sustain life inside the Mountain for well over a hundred years. With only thirty-two years having passed since the fall and both spaces near empty, Rath assumed a colossal miscalculation must have been made. 
 
    
 
   In through Terminal One to the north, Rath followed the man pacing three steps ahead and nearly tripped over his own feet as it became clear what he was looking at. Almost completely camouflaged by the charcoal grey concrete backdrop sat the massive transport drone he last saw the afternoon Sarah was taken. Both hands balled into fists, he quickened his stride and started for the man to his left, only to be reminded of the fact that he was now a prisoner, not a resident.
 
    
 
   “We can toss you back out on that trail and let the Andros have their way with you… just give the word.”
 
    
 
   He spoke to himself. Keep your eyes open and figure this out. They’ve got to have them locked away somewhere, find their weakness. So far he hadn’t noticed one and the lack of human existence within the Mountain was disconcerting. Once home to twenty-five hundred, today he hadn’t seen more than a handful of residents and none of them appeared to be dressed head to toe in black.
 
    
 
   Exiting the massive space, the group marched down a familiar hallway and past the titanic suite occupied by Emerson Boothe. Overhead lighting along the corridor, as poor as it was, shadowed the glass doors and revealed it to also be as empty as the rest of the structure. Stainless steel frames still bolted to the walls now hung empty, Emerson Boothe’s historic masterpieces inexplicably absent. 
 
    
 
   Picasso, Van Gogh, Monet and the engrossed copy of the Declaration of Independence… now all eradicated from the area. Boothe’s first order of business once the superstructure was completed and the Mountain secured, was to bring every last piece of historical art to The Patch for safe keeping, or so he said. Nine months after the fall, he’d brought together so many of the world’s costliest treasures that this area was on permanent lockdown. Today it appeared to be open to the public. Obviously Boothe relocated elsewhere inside the structure and decided to take his prized possessions along.
 
    
 
   Another two hundred feet and the group stopped at the door he’d walked through hundreds of times as a resident of The Patch. These men not only appeared to know every detail of his past life, they seemed to be throwing it in his face. Key in the lock, the door open and the leader pointed inside. Rath walked in, set his pack on the ground next to the lone piece of furniture and sat down. 
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   The lights flickered on and off multiple times as he lay on the metal framed bed. After thirty minutes, the pressure began to subside along his aching calf muscle. He sat forward, crossed the room and as he reached for the door handle, his right shoulder reminded him of what it took to get here. He grasped the handle, gave it a tug and confirmed what he already knew. Locked from the outside.
 
    
 
   Moving back to the bed, a key entered the lock, the handle moved and the door swung open. Once again the familiar face who’d greeted Rath as he entered the facility moved from the hall and into the room alone. This man at least ten years his junior, matched Rath in every way. Both were a few inches past six feet and carried roughly the same proportions. Rath chuckled at the similarities. This was him ten years ago, and Rath knew he was no match for himself at thirty years old.
 
    
 
   Assured the door was locked behind him; the man turned to Rath and smiled. “Benjamin… I’m sure you don’t remember me, but—”
 
    
 
   “I prefer to be called—”
 
    
 
   “Listen, I don’t really have an interest in any of your preferences and if it were up to me, we’d have let you die out on the Mountain.”
 
    
 
   “The girl… Chloe, is she alright?”
 
    
 
   “She’s fine.”
 
    
 
   “And my wife, where are you keeping her?” Rath took a step forward.
 
    
 
   “Your wife… why would I have any information on your wife?” He genuinely looked confused and as if Rath had derailed his train of thought. “You have no idea what has gone on here, do you?”
 
    
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’re about to fill me in.”
 
    
 
   “Not completely, that’s way above my pay grade. You’ll get what you need when the time comes. For now it’s just you and I.”
 
    
 
   “Perfect, and who exactly are you, besides the welcome wagon?” 
 
    
 
   The younger man looked away. “We’ve met, you just don’t remember, although I’m sure it’ll come back to you.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it; I put this place behind me the day I walked out.”
 
    
 
   “Twenty-two years ago, my father was murdered in just about the same spot we found you today. You didn’t walk out that back door, you were thrown out. After all this time, I still remember your face and more importantly your name. You killed him… you killed my father.”
 
    
 
   “Archer? You have to know that what I did, I did because—”
 
    
 
   He continued to avoid eye contact with Rath and focused instead on his left arm. “The handcuff hanging from your wrist, attach it to the other arm.”
 
    
 
   Rath again stepped forward, now less than ten feet separated the two. “Archer… trust me, today is not the day for this. It won’t happen the way you’re imagining, I can promise you that.”
 
    
 
   Archer reached behind his left shoulder and pulled free a stun baton. Much like the weapon Rath had been beaten with the day Sarah was taken, only smaller and with unmistakable signs of heavy use. “Don’t move another foot. Slide the cuff onto your other wrist and have a seat on the bed.”
 
    
 
   Pausing, Rath assessed his options. Grab the weapon and beat the young man to death, which meant he’d never see her again… or take a beating himself, hope to survive and then somehow get back to Sarah. He turned, sat on the bed and locked the swaying end of the cuff around his right wrist.
 
    
 
   “Good,” Archer said. “I’ll go easy on you.” He flipped the switch on the handle of the stun baton, moved to Rath and hit him with a charge unlike anything he’d experienced before.
 
    
 
   Rath folded to his left side, his head flush against the block wall as Archer waited for his weapon to recharge.
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   Sweat poured from his hairline and his saturated t-shirt lay in a heap alongside the weapon he abandoned twenty minutes before. The room reeked of soiled linen and battered flesh. Sitting with his back against the opposite wall and peering down at his hands, he wasn’t able to distinguish his victim’s blood from his own. Archer checked the hall every few minutes and as Rath began to twitch, he stood and moved to the bed.
 
    
 
   “Wake up old man. You seem to have lost a step or two. When I told you that coming back here was a mistake, I wasn’t kidding. You ready to die yet?”
 
    
 
   Rath struggled through the pain as he fought to get his hands in front of him and rolled onto his back. “You say something?”
 
    
 
   “Well,” Archer said. “I can’t believe you’re still able to speak. I’m amazed. I figure after a few more rounds of this you’ll beg me to end it.”
 
    
 
   He tried to imagine an area of his body that was free from pain. There wasn’t. “Kid, how about you keep your trap shut and let me get back to my nap. We’ll continue this in a few hours.” 
 
    
 
   “Benjamin Rath… I’m going to kill you before I leave this room and there is absolutely nothing you’re going to be able to do about it. I just need you to stay awake for a few more minutes. I don’t want you to have any questions as to who was responsible for your downfall.”
 
    
 
   “Tell you what,” Rath said. “Take these cuffs off and let me stand. I’ll give you ten seconds to leave this room and crawl back to whatever rotting cesspool of a life you came from. If not, I’m going to pull them off myself and beat you to death with my bare hands.”
 
    
 
   Archer flinched; it was ever so slight, although it was there. He stepped toward Rath, knocked him from the bed to the floor and kneeling beside him, cocked back his right arm.
 
    
 
   Before he could land another blow, the door opened and three of the four men who marched Rath to this room stood just inside the entry. Archer’s face instantly flushed, he turned to the men and lowered his arm. Rath slid backward, pulled his knees to his chest and kicked forward, slamming the heels of both boots into Archer’s chest. The younger man went airborne for half a second and crashed to the concrete near the opposite wall.
 
    
 
   The men at the door parted and the two nearest Archer moved in, grabbed him by the arms and got him back on his feet. He was still gasping and spitting as she walked in. Slender and approaching six feet, she first moved to Rath and knelt by his side. 
 
    
 
   “Are you alright?” Her voice like warm butter and her mahogany skin too perfect for someone half her age, she smiled at Rath and motioned for the man still at the door to help. “Let’s get him up.”
 
    
 
   On the bed, his back against the wall and legs extended off the edge, Rath momentarily forgot to feel the pain. “I’ve been better.”
 
    
 
   He detected a hint of remorse in her voice as she stood over him, examining his injuries. “We’re not animals, I promise you.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, but your welcoming committee may need some retraining.”
 
    
 
   She grinned. Turning back to Archer and the men still gripped tightly to each of his arms, she said, “Archer, you realize what you did here is completely against code and what we’ll have to do—”
 
    
 
   “Don’t act like you don’t remember what this man did to my father. He is a murderer and deserves none of your sympathy.”
 
    
 
   “I was here the day your father died and know exactly who this man is and what he did. While your vengefulness is understood, your actions will not be tolerated.” She pointed at the door. “Get him out of here!”
 
    
 
   She waited for them to move into the hall and looked to the last man in the room. “Take the cuffs off our guest and leave us, Mr. Rath and I have a bit of catching up to do.”
 
    
 
   He moved to Rath, fumbled through his oversized key ring and released the cuffs before turning and marching out, leaving the door open as he strode into the hall.
 
    
 
   Her attention back to Rath, she moved to the opposite side of the bed. “You mind if I sit for a moment? I’d like for the two of us to get to know one another again; you do remember me don’t you?”
 
    
 
   He did, and although the last time he’d seen her was over two decades ago, she didn’t appear to have aged more than a day. Twenty years his senior and with the unmistakable tone of authority, he figured he may now be speaking to one of Boothe’s inner circle. “Yes, I remember your face, although I’m sorry, I’m a little fuzzy on your name.”
 
 
   “Vera… my name is Vera and up until a month ago I worked for Emerson Boothe here at The Patch. I was the Senior Architect for the Department of Future Alignment.”
 
    
 
   As if his head wasn’t in enough pain, this new information was coming too fast. “The Department of Future Alignment?”
 
    
 
   “Fancy term for making sure our species survives beyond this generation. Boothe used to be the only one working this angle and the variables got to be too confusing. He decided to put together a team to find out all the ways our forecasting could go wrong. Within the first three years, I found sixteen loopholes to our surviving long-term inside this Mountain. He decided I should be running that part of the operation.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, worked for? Were you taken off the project?”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly… Boothe and I had a difference of opinions. He actually—”
 
    
 
   Rath interrupted. “There’s actually a reason I’ve come back here.” This conversation was meaningless to him without a little perspective and at least few of his own questions answered. Vera appeared accommodating thus far and although the history of The Patch from the last twenty-two years would prove interesting, it did nothing to get him closer to Sarah and finding out what they’d done with Chloe.
 
    
 
   Vera nodded and smiled broadly. She stood, moved to the opposite wall and pulled her long dark hair up and away from her neck. “Yes, we know why you are here. We know about Sarah and about District Nine. Yes, your District was unsanctioned, although that doesn’t mean we weren’t kept informed of every last detail of your existence throughout the years. It would have been foolish to ignore something we helped build, even if we pretended not to be involved.”
 
    
 
   “Boothe had someone on the inside?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, from day one.”
 
    
 
   “If he knew where I was, why didn’t he send someone after me?”
 
    
 
   “He knew why you did what you did, and without saying so, understood your anger, although there was no way to explain this to the residents. You killed the man who murdered your father, no explanation needed.”
 
    
 
   “I think Boothe wanted one, or at least a reason to get rid of me.”  
 
    
 
   “You need to understand that Boothe doesn’t like you… hell, he hates you and the fact that you and your group were able to make it out in the open for so long on your own. He also felt threatened by your father. Some of the residents, even those on his team started to question why it was Boothe leading the charge into this new world and not your father. My personal opinion is that Boothe may have been envious of your family, he’s just never—”
 
    
 
   Interrupting again, Rath’s attention began to falter. “The girl I came here with… Chloe. Where is she? Is she alright?”
 
    
 
   “She’s fine. She got cleaned up, had something to eat and is resting comfortably in my suite. She asks about you non-stop. She says that you two are friends and told us all about how you kept her safe for the past few days. Some of the stories seem a bit implausible, although knowing your background and seeing you like this, I’m inclined to believe her.”
 
    
 
   He nodded. “She’s a brave little girl. When can I see her?”
 
    
 
   “Soon.”
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   Irritated now more than worried, Sarah sat at the table and visualized what she could not see. Twenty seconds after the two men removed Lauren came the sounds of her being led back through the hall and down the stairwell. With each clang of Lauren’s heels against the metal staircase, the room became increasingly still. The lone guard in the corner refused to make eye contact with those remaining and simply stared straight ahead.
 
    
 
   Scanning the area, Sarah moved from person to person. With Lauren now removed and not counting herself or the guard, seven remained. Six females, one male and no one lifted their heads from their plates to meet her gaze. 
 
    
 
   Five minutes had gone by before the door opened, starling most everyone at the tables and the guards who’d taken Lauren returned. 
 
    
 
   The first guard barked the usual orders. “Floors one and two, on your feet. Follow me and not a word from anyone.” Three stood, including the lone male and marched out the door.
 
    
 
   The second guard matched the first’s intense demeanor and exited as the two women he was responsible for stood and started for the door. One of the women, the most senior in the room by ten to fifteen years, slowed as she moved through the maze of chairs, laying a hand on Sarah’s head. With the guard already waiting in the hall and out of earshot, she whispered “Bless you… please stay safe.” 
 
    
 
   Sarah smiled.
 
    
 
   The guard from her floor looked around as if unsure of his next move. Sarah eyed the other two women from her floor and they appeared just as confused if not a touch frightened. “Let’s go,” he said.  
 
    
 
   The three women stood and marched toward the door, Sarah trailing the others by two steps. Upon reaching the door and allowing the first two through, the guard placed his arm across the doorway and looked Sarah in the eye. Pointing back toward the chairs he said, “Stay put and don’t make a sound. I’ll return in a few minutes.”
 
    
 
   This was the most personal conversation she’d had with anyone including Lauren in the past two days. He was speaking to her and not at her. She had no idea why she’d been separated and whether her outburst was going to reduce the number of remaining survivors by one.
 
    
 
   Ten minutes passed before she stood and walked to the door. The six inch by eight inch glass panel sat head high and was surprisingly clean as opposed to everything else in the building. On her tip toes, Sarah leaned into the door and scanned the hall and further down, the door to the stairs. 
 
    
 
   He emerged after another forty seconds and, keys in hand, strode quickly through the door. He smiled as Sarah hurried to sit and motioned back toward the hall. “There’s not much time,” he said. “We have to go now.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Finally beginning to feel the effects of being in and out of consciousness three times in as many days, the agony coursing through every cell in his body was indescribable, although it would have to wait. He came here with one thing in mind and so far all the distractions, including the beating he’d just taken, were pulling him farther away. 
 
    
 
   He’d lost all sense of time since arriving earlier in the day, and with the realization that the past twenty-two years of his life were lived in a fishbowl, he began to feel nauseous. The people he trusted had been spoon-feeding Emerson Boothe every single detail of his life. He was beyond angry and absent of fear, only his questions remained. Questions he assumed she couldn’t and wouldn’t answer. 
 
    
 
   While the information Vera shared was interesting and may serve its purpose at a later date, it did nothing to reunite him and Sarah. The clock had begun running the second she was taken from him and nearly three days later, his patience was at an end. He was going to see his wife today or die in the process.
 
    
 
   His head pounded and his legs unsteady as he moved to stand. “Take me to Boothe.”
 
    
 
   “Not really that easy… get your backpack. There is something I need to show you.”
 
    
 
   The door still partially open, Vera started for the hall as Rath followed. He stopped and turned back before entering the hall, as this was the last place he and his father had spoken all those years before. “Goodbye,” he said under his breath.
 
    
 
   He followed her down a series of narrow hallways, passing many areas he assumed were constructed long after he vacated. They climbed several sets of stairs and ended on a platform that led to another long corridor. They’d been walking for what seemed like twenty minutes before they reached a pair of stainless steel doors with an engraved sign that read “No Access”. 
 
    
 
   Vera turned to Rath and said, “I shouldn’t be doing this, although you need to hear what I have to say and I don’t want to be interrupted.” She unlocked the doors, hit a button on a remote she held in her left hand and stepped back as they slid open.
 
    
 
   They entered an immense glass enclosed balcony, thirty feet long and extending sixteen feet out over a massive cliff that overlooked three individual cities far below. Two of the cities were almost unrecognizable as they sat hundreds of miles away against the horizon, melting into the fading sun. Extinction ran in the opposite direction and with the much closer proximity, more of what comprised a town was visible. He eyed the buildings that made up City Hall and the surrounding area, the path he followed to the foothills still discernible, although covered in a thick blanket of fresh powder.
 
    
 
   Vera leaned in. “This was Boothe’s private sanctuary. He’d come here when he needed to get away. He once told me that this was heaven and that everything below made up the nine circles of hell.”
 
    
 
   Rath grinned. “The structure he built in the Mountain is below us. Did he consider his own creation to be hell?”
 
    
 
   “You may not believe this, but toward the end he did. He couldn’t stand being in this mountain another day, not after he got the news. That’s why he left.”
 
    
 
   “Wait, you’re telling me that Boothe isn’t even here?”
 
    
 
   “No… if he was, you’d already be dead.”
 
    
 
   “I think I could handle my own with that crazy old man. He must be what, mid-sixties—”
 
    
 
   Interrupting, Vera seemed tense for the first time. “Do you remember the men chasing you through Extinction and up the side of this mountain? The men you led right into a pack of Andros?”
 
    
 
   “With all the intel you had on me, your people should have known better than to send a bunch of amateurs. They got what they deserved. They’d have done the same to me, given the chance.”
 
    
 
   “Those men weren’t from here. They were sent personally by Boothe to bring you to him and…”
 
    
 
   “And what,” Rath said.
 
    
 
   “The young man pulled apart by the Andros, the one you watched die, was Boothe’s son. He isn’t aware yet, although when he finds out, he’s going to ask that we kill you.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you telling me this? Why didn’t you just let Archer beat me to death back in that room? He was more than willing and with my wrists bound, there wasn’t much I could have done about it.”
 
    
 
   Vera leaned into the railing and looked out over the land that cursed humanity. “Because I remember your father… because he was a great man and because I made him a promise to look out for you, but mostly because I’ve always believed in your innocence. I know who you are, even if no one else does.”
 
    
 
   Rath moved to Vera and flinched as he hugged her. The cool, crisp smell of her hair reminded him that he needed a shower and more importantly at least a few hours of rest. These things could wait, more than anything he wanted to see his wife. He felt it odd that with the warm welcome he’d received from Vera, that his wife would still be held captive and that they hadn’t brought her to see him.
 
    
 
   “Can you take me to her? I need to see my wife.”
 
    
 
   Taking a step back as tears began to roll down her face; Vera looked from the floor and into is eyes. “Benjamin, Sarah is not here. We now know where she is, although it’s almost certainly too late… I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Making their way toward the entrance to the facility, the guard handed Sarah a thick overcoat and guided her into the airlock. It seemed to be at least ten degrees colder than she remembered a few days before. “They think I’m making my rounds,” he said. “So this has to be quick.”
 
    
 
   The doors opened and Sarah followed him down the long staircase that led to the sand. Pulsing wind pushed the storm in from the south as the pair climbed the thirty foot dune. Reaching the crest first, he held out his hand and helped her take the last few unsteady strides. 
 
    
 
   The sun, already burying itself into the horizon, brushed slivers of gold along the blue backdrop as far as she could see. Sarah turned to the guard. “The ocean?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Why did you bring me out here?” Sarah said. “Is this where it ends?”
 
    
 
   “We know who you are and we know about your husband. You weren’t brought here randomly, you were chosen. Some things have happened in the last few hours and the man in charge now wants to hurt you and he wants your husband to know that it was him.”
 
    
 
   “Where’s my husband, can I see him?”
 
    
 
   “He’s not here and there isn’t much time. We’re scheduled to depart in twenty four hours. Once we leave this place, we’re never coming back.”
 
    
 
   “Then why are we on this beach? Why did you risk bringing me out here?”
 
    
 
   “Because… I’m going to save your life.”
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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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