
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
   RATH
 
    
 
   REDEMPTION
 
   Volume 3
 
    
 
   Jeff Olah
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2014 by Jeff Olah
 
   All Rights Reserved.
 
    
 
   No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. The characters, locations and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events or locales is merely coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   [image: ]
 
   Join Jeff’s Exclusive Reader Group and get a FREE copy of “ORIGINS”, the Prequel to the Best Selling Post-Apocalyptic Series “The Dead Years”.
 
    
 
   Click here to get your free copy: JeffOlah.com
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For Frances… Thank you
 
   


 
   
  
 



Contents
 
   Contents
 
   Copyright
 
   1
 
   2
 
   3
 
   4
 
   5
 
   6
 
   7
 
   8
 
   9
 
   10
 
   11
 
   12
 
   13
 
   14
 
   15
 
   Sixteen Years Later…
 
   What Else?
 
   SNEAK PEEK of The Dead Years
 
   1
 
   2
 
   3
 
    
 
   
  
 



1
 
    
 
   Staring into the building storm, the questions came in rapid succession, each one more complex and only leading to another. Had the man who saved what was left of humanity thirty-two years before finally lost what was left of his sanity? And if Emerson Booth had been behind the destruction of the Districts, why now? There didn’t appear to be a rational explanation for the elimination of his own people, only a massive overreaction to a yet unknown situation.
 
    
 
   Also, were these events somehow related to the murder of Rath’s father all those years before? Was this Boothe’s way of finally exacting revenge for something he actually set in motion? Why had they detained hundreds of innocent residents along with Sarah and why had she been moved to another location? There was only one reason to take his wife and Rath was sure it had everything to do with getting his attention. Whether or not Emerson Boothe was anticipating his arrival was irrelevant; he was going to find his wife.
 
    
 
   Unflinching, Rath stared into Vera’s eyes. “Where’s Sarah? What has that psychopath done with her?”
 
    
 
   Vera wiped the tears from her cheek and turning from the landscape she said, “It’s a bit more complicated than just running out the back door and going after her.”
 
    
 
   “Vera, I appreciate you being straight with me and for the information you’ve shared with regards to Boothe, although I honestly don’t care about anything but finding my wife. You know where she is and although you’ve said it’s nearly too late, I’m still going…before it is actually too late.”
 
    
 
   She pointed to the door and asked him to follow. “There’s something I need you to see before you plan your next move. Things aren’t exactly as they seem. A whole lot has changed in the last several years.” Passing back through the massive stainless steel doors, Vera waited for Rath to move into the hall before securing the area and moving back in the direction they’d come.
 
    
 
   Another ten minutes and the maze of twists and turns left Rath disoriented as perspiration began to pool above his brow and in the folds of his arms and legs. Vera removed her oversized smock and delicately laid it over her left forearm as she moved by a set of translucent doors, the thunderous vibration of cooling fans coming from just inside eliminated any form of verbal communication.
 
    
 
   Vera turned to Rath, held up her index finger, and moved to the next doorway. Quickly sliding the key in the lock, she disappeared through the door and closed it behind her.
 
    
 
   Three minutes had gone by before she emerged; now holding the door open and motioning for him to enter. Rath’s ears popped and a rush of cool air instantly dried the pooling sweat as his eyes adjusted to the dimmed lighting of whatever this place was.
 
    
 
   A quick count told him there were forty-two computer screens lining the north and east walls. The two men seated in front of the displays stood and moved to Vera’s side. They were quickly introduced to Rath and were back in their respective ergonomic chairs before Vera began to explain the details of the room. “Rath…this is the nerve center of the Patch. Everything that happens inside the mountain is either executed from this location or can be seen on these monitors.”
 
    
 
   She pointed out that the screens displaying video feeds were the responsibility of the sinewy, dark haired young man named Tyler. He smiled and quickly returned his attention to the second screen on the left, intently watching the activity taking place in one of the two warehouse bays. Without turning away, he addressed Vera. “Archer looks pretty upset, what’s going on?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
    
 
   Situated along the intersecting wall, the remaining monitors streamed multiple lines of code much faster than Rath could comprehend. They were under the close scrutiny of Samuel, an older gentleman with greying hair and a belly so fierce that it exploded from under his stained white t-shirt. His eyes tracking the rapid movement of three of the more active screens, he simply tilted his head backward and said, “I remember you. Benjamin Rath…good to have you back in the building. Try not to kill anyone.”
 
    
 
   Vera slapped at the back of Samuel’s head, sending him forward in his chair and before Rath could respond, she said, “Samuel’s got an odd sense of humor.” And turning to Rath she continued, “Don’t pay him any attention; he’s been locked in this room for far too long.”
 
    
 
   Samuel nodded and turned away from his work momentarily. “Yeah, I’m joking. I actually hope you’ve come back here to go after that scumbag. Emerson Boothe deserves whatever you have planned for him; I mean that.”
 
    
 
   “Uh…alright, although it didn’t quite go down—”
 
    
 
   Vera stepped between the men and pointed to the last screen on the right. The grainy black and white video feed showed three individuals removing a small exterior hatch near the cockpit of the massive drone now sitting silently at the rear of Terminal One. They moved quickly, each with a distinct set of tasks to accomplish, not an ounce of wasted effort among the trio.
 
    
 
   “Do you understand what you're looking at?” Vera asked.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Rath said. “That’s the piece of scrap metal my wife disappeared into the last time I saw her. So what is this, your way of telling me it’s over, to give up?”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly, although that’s the more likely—”
 
    
 
   Slamming his hand on the desk, Samuel nearly came out of his chair. He motioned for Vera to look at the screen. “We’re online, it actually worked.” He quickly turned to Rath and continued. “How you knew that’d work is beyond me, but whatever. You may just get back to your wife after all. When you see Boothe, shove a fork in his neck…and tell him I said hello.”
 
    
 
   Looking closer at the video feed and then at the zeros and ones twisting and turning before Samuel, Rath furrowed his brow. “What exactly is happening, what are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   Back to Vera, Samuel laughed. “He doesn’t know? Oh boy this is gonna be good.”
 
    
 
   “I needed to show him this place first,” Vera said. “What comes next is not going to be easy, whether he’s up for it or not.”
 
    
 
   Samuel held up his hands in surrender. “Ok, but you’ll need to take your little party out in the hall. Tyler and I have to get busy if you plan on getting that thing airborne before nightfall.”
 
    
 
   Grabbing Samuel by the shoulder, Rath began to squeeze. “Okay, time to talk. No more riddles or ominous threats. What the hell is going on?”
 
    
 
   “Vera...” Samuel said. “I need to work.”
 
    
 
   She nodded, pointing to the door. “Let’s talk outside.”
 
    
 
   Moving aside, Rath waited as Vera made her way through the door and into the hall. He followed as she strode down the short hall and onto the landing two levels above the North warehouse, also known as Terminal One. Sixty feet beyond and much smaller than he remembered, the massive black drone sat among the half dozen pallets of supplies now being loaded into the rear cabin.
 
    
 
   The men, who minutes ago worked on the exterior, had since moved on and could be seen through the cockpit windows, now hammering away at the controls. Their rapid fire movement and the occasional fist slammed into the dash gave Rath the impression that whatever was taking place wouldn’t be to his liking. “So…let’s have it. What am I not seeing?”
 
    
 
   “Open your backpack,” Vera said. “You’ve brought us life.”
 
   
  
 



2
 
    
 
   The air above the massive Terminal One felt much colder than he remembered, although it hadn’t yet been a full eight hours since he arrived back at his former home. The temperature, he assumed, was pushing down toward sixty degrees and although he’d suffered through more harsh conditions in the last several days, this was odd. The cavernous safe house was built into the side of the mountain, specifically to withstand the worst-case scenario as Emerson Boothe and his team of engineers foretold the end of humanity. Rath moved his pack from his shoulder, placed it on the railing, and looked to Vera.
 
    
 
   Before unclasping the thick metal buckle and unzipping the main compartment, he knew something was wrong and glancing back at the drone, things began to come clear. He shifted the contents to one side and then the other, shaking his head as he turned back to Vera. “You knew what I’d brought here all along, didn’t you?”
 
    
 
   “No, not exactly,” she said. “Before I had them bring you inside this morning, I had one of the men go through your pack. I think I understand how you obtained it, although the good fortune you’ve been granted in your journey here is inconceivable.”
 
    
 
   “Good fortune?” Rath chuckled. “Please tell me you’re not serious. The things that Chloe and I have had to endure over the past two days could never be classified as anything near good fortune. We both came within seconds of losing our lives many times, not to mention the unique welcome that Archer doled out. Your opinion is a bit insulting.”
 
    
 
   Nodding, Vera laid her hand on his shoulder. “You’re right, although that’s not what I was referring to. You see, the part you removed from the smaller drone has a tracking device that becomes active when separated from its housing. Eventually, it would have led Boothe and his men to your location.”
 
    
 
   “So, the men in black that followed Chloe and I from Extinction, they were tracking us?”
 
    
 
   “Yes and another team will be dispatched once Boothe finds out about the failed attempt, so there isn’t much time.”
 
    
 
   Motioning toward the drone, Rath said, “Isn’t time for what? What are those men doing and how is any of this related to what’s happened at the Districts over the last several days?”
 
    
 
   “Walk with me,” Vera said. The pair made their way to the end of the hall and down the four flights of stairs that led to the cold concrete floor of Terminal One. The area was now teeming with residents hustling from one side of the massive warehouse to the other, many huddled in small groups, whispering and pointing. It was fairly obvious what they had come to see.
 
    
 
   The rear cargo door to the drone now open, Rath ran the short distance, stopping just short of entering. Something was off; he realized it only moments before she confirmed his suspicions. The emptiness in his stomach grew as he turned to her. “This isn’t the one…is it?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Vera said. “This isn’t the ship that Sarah was taken away on. This is the prototype that was used to refine that transport drone. It hasn’t functioned in about a year, and until today we never thought it would again.”
 
    
 
   “You’re trying to use the piece I pulled from the smaller drone to repair this one, why?”
 
    
 
   “I think you need to hear the story from the beginning.” Vera moved up the ramp and into the rear cabin. She took a seat and asked Rath to join her. “Emerson Boothe was wrong.”
 
    
 
   “And how does that get us here?”
 
    
 
   “The longevity of the human race is completely dependent on the earth’s positioning relative to the sun. One of Boothe’s advisors miscalculated three years’ worth of data showing our trajectory around the sun.”
 
    
 
   “So…why’d he pull up stakes?”
 
    
 
   “Beginning in roughly sixty days, the surface of this planet will become uninhabitable. Everything and everyone will freeze to death in a matter of days. Temperatures will drop rapidly…up to 5 degrees a day. Not a single living thing above sea level will survive, that includes the Andros.”
 
    
 
   “We all knew that would happen at some point,” Rath said. “That still doesn’t explain where Boothe went and why he’s been murdering his own people over the last few weeks.”
 
    
 
   “One of the researchers in my group noticed this error a few years back and when we brought it to Boothe’s attention, he became very depressed and even went into seclusion for a short time. A few weeks later, he emerged with a new plan. He’d found one location that could support life through the drastic climate change that was imminent, although we didn’t have the time or the manpower to rebuild this size facility a second time. The new space was going to be much smaller and would hold less than five percent of the remaining population. There wasn’t another option and the clock had begun ticking the moment this anomaly was discovered.”
 
    
 
   “So he moved everyone from here to another location; why’d you and the others stay? Why eliminate the Districts? They would have died off on their own at some point anyway.”
 
    
 
   “He’s only taking a few hundred with him. Boothe calculated that within twelve years, the planet would begin to normalize. Things would slowly go back to the way they were. Our planet’s path around the sun would be such that the surface would again sustain life. His plan was to take the chosen candidates and head to the bottom of the ocean. The closer to the core of the earth, the better chance they’ll have to survive. Deep caves or mine shafts would come close; although the deepest part of the ocean is the only place that he’s assured is close enough to the core of the planet that won’t freeze.”
 
    
 
   “So, what…Boothe plans on taking everyone to the bottom of the ocean in a giant submarine?”
 
    
 
   “Not exactly, he had an entire society built that will be submerged in the next twenty-four hours. He has somehow made an anchor point in the Seamount just off the coast. He says that the deeper they go, the better. His new home will be over a mile and a half below the surface of the ocean where he says and I quote, ‘there’ll be plenty of geothermal energy to power his new society.’”
 
    
 
   Part of him didn’t believe what Vera was saying, although with everything that he’d seen since his eighth birthday, he knew better than to simply dismiss the events she was forecasting. “So why are you still here? If you were in his inner circle, why’d he leave you and so many others behind?”
 
    
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Vera noticed the group of four men enter the terminal and start toward the front of the drone. She motioned for them to join her and continued her explanation. “The short answer is that Emerson Boothe analyzed every single individual who would share his new home at the bottom of the ocean and only took those he was assured wouldn’t rock the boat…so to say. No one with an opinion of their own and definitely no one who would challenge him would be allowed in. He also has an age limit, and that’s where I found out that I wouldn’t be included.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not; I’ve lived a full life and at the time wouldn’t have gone if he’d asked. I wanted to stay here with these people, although with everything becoming so real over the last few weeks, I‘m scared. If we can help these people, I’d like to try.”
 
    
 
   Rath smiled. “Did anyone here in the mountain fight him on this?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and they were the first to die. They were thrown out into the cold with no food and left to suffer a horrible death.”
 
    
 
   “Andros?”
 
    
 
   Vera nodded. “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Looking back into the rear bay of the massive drone, Rath said, “And why was the tracker that I brought here so crucial?”
 
    
 
   “I think you know,” Vera said. “Or you wouldn’t have taken the risk of ripping it from the scout drone…that we took down.”
 
    
 
   “Before my father’s death, we talked about many of the projects that Boothe had planned for the future, big picture stuff. He told me about the drones that would service the Districts and how they would operate. I knew if I brought something back from the wreckage of that craft… something of significance, that I may be able to trade it for Sarah. I was right, wasn’t I?”
 
    
 
   “You weren’t wrong, although what you brought back was much more valuable than you could possibly imagine. It not only gives us access to this aircraft, but a backdoor into Boothe’s network. We will see what he sees and if Samuel works his magic, we may just be able to get to his location undetected. It’s a longshot, although since you arrived this morning, we’ve been running through different scenarios that can get us close to Boothe and luckily for you, Sarah.”
 
    
 
   Cutting his eyes at Vera, Rath paused a moment. “How’s all of this gonna play out? I can’t fly this thing and I suspect that Boothe didn’t leave any of his pilots behind.”
 
    
 
   “We do have one man here that can fly this thing, although there’s a problem.”
 
    
 
   “Problem?”
 
    
 
   Vera again motioned for the men lingering at the edge of the drone to come and join them. Single file, they moved to her and stood in silence awaiting instruction. They looked to Vera and then to one another, pausing as Rath had yet to turn from the group loading supplies into the rear cabin. As he did, the men straightened up as if asked to come to attention for uniform check.
 
    
 
   Three of the men he’d absolutely never laid eyes on before today. Of this he was sure; the trio all appeared to be in their late teens and not one maintained eye contact for more than a few seconds. Quickly moving left to right and focusing on the last man, Rath’s face began to go flush as he instantly realized who was standing two feet away.
 
    
 
   “Benjamin…” Vera said. “You remember Symon, don’t you?”
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   The shore break churned, sending the rising tide to within twenty yards of the dune. She stared out over the infinite body of water that lay before her, focused on a spot just short of where the muted blue tint of the skyline bled into the ocean. The onshore winds pushed in around her, hinting at its salty remains, as the sound of crashing waves battled the winter storm for dominance. Sarah’s teeth began to chatter as she pulled the thick overcoat in tight around her and looked back at the guard who’d already started down the dune toward the door they exited moments before.
 
    
 
   Sarah turned to the young man. “What’s your name?”
 
    
 
   Without turning he said, “Jonah…”
 
    
 
   Shouting over the shore break, Sarah followed the guard down through the powdery sand and grabbed at his left arm. “What are you doing, I thought you were going to help me?”
 
    
 
   He instinctively pulled away and kept moving forward. “I’m going to get you out of here; although there are a few things I need to take care of first.”
 
    
 
   “Like what?” Sarah asked, stopping him as they reached the door. “Why don’t we just leave? There’s no one out here and I think I’d rather take my chances out on the beach than to go back inside.”
 
    
 
   He pointed down the shoreline toward a rock formed jetty and beyond that a massive one hundred-foot yacht. “You see that boat? That belongs to him. Emerson Boothe must have arrived within the last hour and at the very least, he knows we are out here and has already sent the others for us. Worst-case scenario is he turned the cameras back on and is watching us right now. We have to go back inside or neither of us lives to see tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “But—”
 
    
 
   Jonah gripped her shoulder, leaned forward, and talked directly into her ear. “We have to go… right now. I’m going to tell them you tried to escape.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “Just listen, once I tell them you have become a problem, they’ll allow me to put you in with that other woman, your friend…Lauren, I believe. Get in the room with her and keep her quiet. I will come back for you both in less than an hour and when I do, you need to be ready to go. Remember to keep her quiet, no exceptions.”
 
    
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   He stepped back, pulled the overcoat away from Sarah, tossed it to the ground and reached for the door handle. For half a second, his advance met resistance, obviously from the opposite side. Repositioning his hand, Jonah tightened his grip, although he lost the battle and the door swung open toward him, sending the young man into the sand and flat on his back. As the cloud of dust began to settle, Sarah turned and ran back toward the beach.
 
    
 
   Each step seemed to push deeper into the soft sand and without turning, she knew at least one of the two guards through the door had started after her. Approaching the dune, Sarah could feel the heavy footfalls growing closer as she made her way along the steep incline. Reaching the apex, she was thrown forward, her jaw involuntarily clamped down and the taste of blood filled her mouth. Face first into the sand, Sarah convulsed as she slid to a stop near the bottom of the dune and struggled to pry her twitching eyelids open.
 
    
 
   The shouts of three distinctly different voices pulled her back. She felt nauseous and the pounding in her temple was just short of monumental. Her lower back was on fire and as she tried to stand, the searing pain shooting through her lumbar sent her back to horizontal. Rolling to her left, Sarah tore at the landscape, attempting to continue her escape, only to be pulled by the hair and lifted to her knees. Brushing the sand from her eyes and mouth, the scene became clear.
 
    
 
   Three men…two dressed in black and a mystery man, much older and at least a half foot shorter than the others. One of the men in black remained at the crest of the dune, the other held tight to Sarah and the mystery man grinned as he shoved a pistol into Jonah’s forehead.
 
    
 
   The older man struck Jonah repeatedly with the handle of the weapon and appeared to be enjoying his dominance of the younger man. His posture remained as Jonah crumbled at his feet and the mystery man moved to Sarah. He paused five feet away and spoke to her specifically. “Hello.”
 
    
 
   She said nothing.
 
    
 
   “Are you ok? Are they treating you fairly?”
 
    
 
   Again nothing, she simply stared straight ahead.
 
    
 
   The mystery man didn’t flinch. He turned first to the man holding Sarah and then to the other stationed atop the dune. He didn’t speak to them; he only shrugged his shoulders and turned back to her. Leaning forward he continued, “Are you hurt? Can. You. Hear. Me?” In an effort to draw her out, he took extra time annunciating the last four words, knowing full well she heard every last syllable he spouted.
 
    
 
   Straightening up, he waited.
 
    
 
   A full sixty seconds had passed and she could tell he would wait her out. She had no way of knowing where it would lead and without any additional information, she’d be no closer to finding her husband than she was now. “I don’t care to hear anything you have to say. I only want to get back to my husband and there’s no reason for you to keep me here. If you just let me go, I won’t cause you any trouble.”
 
    
 
   “Young lady, do you have any idea who I am and why you’ve been allowed to live?”
 
    
 
   “If you are the person responsible for all of this, then I think I know who you are.”
 
    
 
   The mystery man turned around and moved back to Jonah, who’d already begun finding his way to his knees and spitting mouthfuls of blood onto the beach. The older man stopped, returned the weapon to Jonah’s forehead and in turning to face Sarah, pulled the trigger. Jonah’s lifeless body went limp and fell headfirst into the sand before her cry pierced the afternoon air.
 
    
 
   Continuing to vocalize her anguish, Sarah wasn’t certain which terrified her more…the actions of the mystery man or her own screams. She feared the next body to be discarded at the foot of the dune would be her own, and although she promised herself to fight until the last breath escaped her body, she stood, turned, and ran. 
 
    
 
   Before she had taken three strides, a single shot was fired. Wide left…although by less than a few feet, Sarah feared the miscue was intentional and the next round to leave the weapon would be less of a warning. She veered right and headed for the rolling shore break as she was once again caught by the swifter and much larger guard dressed in all black. He dragged her back to the others and set her free at the foot of the yet unidentified gunman.
 
    
 
   He spoke. “Sarah…yes, I know who you are and I have a feeling you know my name as well. While I’m sure your husband has filled your head with countless stories of what a dreadful human being I’ve become, I can assure you that the truth is much worse than anything he could have ever described.”
 
    
 
   “You’re sick,” she said.
 
    
 
   “That’s entirely possible,” he said. “Although as you can see by what remains of Jonah here, I don’t take too kindly to those that cross me.”
 
    
 
   Sarah purposely didn’t break eye contact with him and although she fought it, a single tear broke free and ran down her left cheek.
 
    
 
   He took a step forward, handed the weapon to the man in black and turned to Sarah. He held out his right hand and again smiled. “My name is Emerson Boothe and you’re here because of your husband.”
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   The terminal, although a colossal three hundred fifty thousand square foot warehouse, closed in around him. He attempted to control his breathing and forced his mind to think through both his words as well as his actions. Rath looked to Vera and although his instinct was telling him to reach out and demonstrate his displeasure to Symon, he simply asked for clarification. “Why is this man here? I’m sure you realize that he attempted to hand me over to Boothe earlier this morning and also what I’m capable of doing to him?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head. “Rath, you don’t understand, Symon and his family weren’t stationed in that building to hand you over. I sent them to make sure you made it out of Extinction alive. Boothe’s men were going to find you sooner or later. I wanted to make sure it was later.”
 
    
 
   Rath chuckled. “That sounds like a good story, although my gut tells me Symon here has ulterior motives. I think—”
 
    
 
   Laying her hand on his shoulder, Vera interrupted, “We really don’t have time for this. Symon is here to help you get back to your wife, and without him it may not be possible, so let’s put the egos aside for a few minutes…shall we gentlemen?”
 
    
 
   “How’s he going to help me this time?”
 
    
 
   “He’s here to help you convince our only pilot to fly this thing into Boothe’s backyard.”
 
    
 
   Symon held out his right hand, eyed Rath, and waited for a reaction. There wasn’t one; Rath continued to look at Vera for some sort of explanation that actually made sense. Too much too fast, nothing seemed to fit, although he reminded himself that his focus needed to remain with her. Sarah was his priority and whatever road took him there, he needed to follow it, even if that meant using Symon as a traveling companion.
 
    
 
   Turning to Vera, Rath said, “Okay…let’s go see the pilot.”
 
    
 
   As the others turned in the direction of the massive terminal doors, Symon didn’t move. Instead, he continued to hold out his right hand, waiting for Rath to at least acknowledge his gesture. Already beginning to follow the others, Rath paused, moved to Symon and grabbed his hand. He clamped down and contemplated the repercussions of a single left hook to Symon’s rib cage, although he stopped short with only a vague warning. “I’m still not convinced you’re who she thinks you are; you’re gonna have to prove it to me.”
 
    
 
   Still grasping Rath’s hand, Symon closed the distance between the two men. “I’m not the one you need to worry about. The man we’re going to see isn’t going to be easy to convince and without my help, this thing never leaves the terminal. If you think I’m being less than truthful, go try and convince him yourself.”
 
    
 
   Rath released his grip and moved quickly back to the group, catching Vera and the three men as they advanced toward the opposite end of the warehouse. He stepped between the men flanking Vera and made mental notes of the various items being loaded into the drone, least of which was what appeared to be the extensive armament Emerson Boothe amassed in the many years he spent holed up inside the mountainous cavern. “Why’d Boothe leave all this? Didn’t he feel he’d need it out there?”
 
    
 
   Vera stopped. “Boothe took enough of everything he thought he’d need, including weapons. This is what was left over. Also, he only took those who posed little if any threat to his well-being. He figured he’d never need to use them.”
 
    
 
   Rath motioned toward the drone. “Is that why he left that behind as well; he thought he wouldn’t have any use for it?”
 
    
 
   “No…it was because without BoB, the vessel sitting in this terminal is nothing more than a two hundred thousand pound paper weight. It was useless in his eyes.”
 
    
 
   “Bob?” Rath asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Vera said. “Every aircraft and ground unit that was operated out of this facility had what was referred to as a B.O.B. or Brain On Board. Each one identical and without a BoB, the unit ceased to function. Each BoB houses a CPU, on-board memory, hard drive, and motherboard. Boothe now knows that a unit is missing and according to one of our men on the inside, is desperate to find it…and you.”
 
    
 
   “So he also knows that I walked away with it?”
 
    
 
   “He does now.”
 
    
 
   “Why’d his men leave the scout drone behind? An error of that magnitude just doesn’t happen by accident.”
 
    
 
   Vera shook her head. “Let’s just say, we may have had a hand in scrambling the tracker for the smaller drone, and in turn caused a bit of confusion for Boothe and his men. Before they made their way back to the site, you’d already taken the hardware and left the area.”
 
    
 
   “Okay…you and your people are responsible for bringing down that scout drone, but how on earth could you have possibly predicted that I’d bring that device here? There’s no possible way you could have known that.”
 
    
 
   “We didn’t. Tyler and Samuel put together the coordinates of where the drone went down and we sent out a small search party, only to come back empty handed. We lost three men to a large pack of Andros at the gates of District Two and I made the call to bring the others back home. We tracked the device from here and once you reached Extinction, we had a pretty good idea of where you were headed.”
 
    
 
   Rath nodded toward Symon. “Why not just have him take it from my pack while Chloe and I were out and bring it back to you?”
 
    
 
   “We got word that Boothe sent a team to bring you and the unit back to him. Symon would have never made it out of the city with his wife and child in tow. They would have killed him before he reached the foothills. He was a diversion and nothing more. We needed you to—”
 
    
 
   Three short cracks and the facility went dark. With no adjacent areas having natural lighting filtering through, the terminal became a prodigious black hole. Next, the familiar sound of the structure’s ventilation system powering down sent a second wave of distress through the already anxious room. His heart pounded in his ears and the knot in his stomach added another layer as Rath reached out, felt for her arm and stepped to Vera’s side. 
 
    
 
   The silence deafening, as the more than forty individuals occupying the terminal collectively held their breath. Fear hung in the air as Vera calmly made her way to the North wall, assuring that Rath followed and then started for the archway between the two terminals. She whispered in to his ear. “Boothe knows you’re here; I’m guessing he also knows about his son and decided to cut the power remotely. This is his demented version of retaliation.”
 
    
 
   Rath pulled her in close. “Is he trying to—?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Vera said. “He’s attempting to suffocate everyone in this mountain.”
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   The overwhelming silence was gone almost as quickly as it had entered. Confused shouts and belligerent obscenities filled the space as Rath moved deeper into the corridor. Vera continued to blink and as her eyes adjusted to the temporary blindness, she focused on the metal staircase to her left. Heavy footfalls could be heard from above and she was certain her name had been shouted multiple times.
 
    
 
   She nudged Rath toward the foot of the stairwell and he obliged. Staying between her and any wayward individuals not careful of where they were headed, he guided her to a safe spot near the rail. “Someone’s coming,” Vera said. “Be careful you don’t get trampled.”
 
    
 
   Rath chuckled under his breath. “Sounds like they’re in a bit of a hurry.” He then paused and gripped Vera’s hand. “Chloe, she’s alone and must be terrified.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine,” Vera said. “She’s with Nicole and probably still asleep. That little girl was exhausted and as soon as she devoured her food and took a hot shower, she was out… within minutes. She’s in good hands. We’ll go visit her after we get a grip on what’s happened here.”
 
    
 
   Boots against the metal staircase were now only one flight of stairs away and it appeared from the level of chaos that there were more than a few headed their way. Rath tugged at Vera’s sleeve and as the first silhouetted figure leapt from the third step, glancing off her, she pushed back into him and the pair waited for the traffic to pass.
 
    
 
   The final individual to descend the stairwell was a good ten seconds behind the others and moved at a much quicker pace. It wasn’t until he reached the second floor that his incoherent shouts could be deciphered. He’d been calling out for Vera and with each second the intensity in his voice grew. Samuel’s younger accomplice, Tyler, rounded the last twelve steps and nearly lost his footing as he descended to ground level. “It’s Boothe!”
 
    
 
   “Yes Tyler,” Vera said. “We know.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not all,” he said. “He knows about his son and is intent on trapping us in this mountain.” Nodding towards Rath he continued, “He knows you’re here and what you took from that drone. They have your wife Sarah and according to Jonah, Boothe is headed back to The Cage now.”
 
    
 
   “The Cage?” The significance of the name escaped him and as the facility powered back to life, the massive space within Terminal One was flooded with fluorescent light. Squinting through the change in illumination, more than twenty residents now stood by, each watching for his reaction. Rath’s first thought was to release Vera’s hand and move to the younger man. He forced himself to remember that these people hadn’t given him any reason for distrust and that he needed to stay calm if any answers were to be had.
 
    
 
   As the crowd began to grow around him, Rath focused only on Tyler. “Sarah, where is she? How do I get to her?”
 
    
 
   “Samuel says,” Tyler motioned toward the transport drone. “That beast can get you as far as Presidio and you’ll have to traverse the remaining few miles on foot…if you survive.”
 
    
 
   “Presidio?” Rath said. “Boothe is hiding out in Presidio? I realize the old man has lost his mind, although building his hideout in that city would be suicide. Rumor has it that Presidio is home to over a thousand Andros…what you’d almost call their home base.”
 
    
 
   Tyler moved from the foot of the staircase into the terminal as the remaining residents poured in. “Boothe’s second home lies just outside Presidio. He built it there knowing there would be no one who’d dare make the trip on foot and anything coming by air would be spotted long before they arrived.”
 
    
 
   Growing weary of this drawn-out description of events, Rath moved to the center of the terminal and stood atop a short stack of empty pallets. A large majority of the residents followed, including Vera, Tyler, and finally Symon. Rath struggled with how to address the people, many of whom only knew him as the kid who murdered a resident and was thrown out. “Most of you by now know my name—”
 
    
 
   A shout from the back of the room ended the monologue. “YEAH, YOU’RE A MURDERER.”
 
    
 
   He continued, “I’m here because your former leader has taken my wife. Emerson Boothe is a psychopath who’s only concerned with self-preservation and if what I’m hearing is to be believed, he has forsaken every single person left in this mountain. You will all be dead in a matter of months. He did this to each and every one of you.”
 
    
 
   The space broke out in hushed conversations and low murmurs. By the anguished look on Vera’s face, he sensed that for most residents, this was the first time they’d heard this devastating news. Beyond the crowd and into the corridor, he noticed the other half of the technology team move from the stairwell and through the archway. Samuel had left his post and from the sweat patterns along both armpits and his heaving chest, something told him this man rarely made his way out of his office.
 
    
 
   Not two paces behind strode the man who only hours earlier tried to end his life followed closely by a young woman. Although he’d yet to be introduced, Rath deduced that the beautiful redhead must be who Vera referred to as Nicole, as she was holding hands with Chloe, who looked as if she was still half asleep.
 
    
 
   As the group of four made their way through the crowd, Rath jumped from his perch, and ran to Chloe. Her balled fist rubbing away the effects of a long needed slumber, she pulled away from Nicole and fell into him. “Mr. Rath, where did you go? Miss Nicole said that they are going to look for my mom…are you going too?”
 
    
 
   The overweight and out of breath Samuel, along with Archer and Symon, moved to the center of the crowd. Samuel spoke first. “He is correct; Emerson Boothe left us here to die. Vera and a few others have been looking for a way to break the news to you all, although before today there was no escaping our fate. You’ve all been under the impression that the supplies were being moved to another location and that in due time, we’d all be moving. That was the story Boothe had us believing as well…until just recently, when we uncovered what he was really doing.”
 
    
 
   Less than two hours before, Archer sought vengeance from the man kneeling ten feet away. His change of heart had less to do with the touching speech he’d just witnessed, than the actual facts finally unveiling themselves in a manner that he could understand. He looked to Vera before addressing the now quieting crowd. She nodded as he began. “Vera has been protecting our home here more than most of you will ever know. Until recently, I was unwilling to accept the details of what Boothe had planned. I always knew what he was capable of, although now he’s trying to bleed this facility of power and in turn, kill everyone here. We will all die from asphyxiation if we don’t take action.”
 
    
 
   At his side as he moved back through the crowd, Chloe held Rath’s hand as he stood between Archer and Samuel facing the crowd. She tugged his shirt and whispered through the silence. “I’m still not afraid.”
 
    
 
   Rath smiled and said, “I know,” confirming her bravery as the crowd waited for the three men to detail the next steps.
 
    
 
   Archer paused for a moment before continuing. He turned back to Vera and began. “I’m sorry to report that Jonah was killed today at the hands of Emerson Boothe. The last transmission out of The Cage only minutes ago was a warning from Boothe himself. He says he’ll allow everyone here to join him in his new home…if we release Benjamin Rath to his men tomorrow morning.”
 
    
 
   Gripping Chloe’s hand, Rath asked, “And if not?”
 
    
 
   Stepping forward, Samuel said, “He’s going to cut the power permanently.”
 
    
 
   At the far reaches of her patience and with time working against them, Vera finally spoke from the center of the crowd. “Emerson Boothe is never going to come back for us. Even if we do as he says, he’s still going to let everyone in this mountain die. We either have to go after him or stay here and freeze to death. We have one chance at this and if we are successful, everyone lives to see another day. Who here has a problem with doing what needs to be done to survive?”
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   The crowd stirred, if only from nervous energy and as their internal thoughts turned to voiced concerns, the atmosphere quickly turned chaotic. Mothers tended to their crying children, husbands and wives disagreed, turning on one another and finally Vera, Archer, and Samuel motioned for Rath to join them at the now fully equipped transport drone. Forming a semi-circle, the group listened as Samuel brought Vera up to speed on their current situation and the possibility of another outage.
 
    
 
   She turned to the crowd and asked for their attention. “Samuel has just informed us that the power being cut was a temporary problem and that he was able to hack his way back into the main server to regain control. He’s also indicated that this is only a temporary fix and that each time this happens, Boothe will lock him out. After the fourth attempt, the door will shut for good.”
 
    
 
   Asking for the floor, Archer stepped forward and wiped away the thick bead of perspiration forming along his brow. “We are not victims and are no longer going to be treated that way.”
 
    
 
   An elderly gentleman with a slight limp moved slowly toward the drone and voiced the concern that apparently permeated the crowd. “Archer, why on earth don’t we just wait for morning and then throw him out? Let’s see what Boothe’s next move is and then decide what to do. I’m sorry, but Benjamin Rath murdered your father and now you’re actually asking us to risk our lives for him?”
 
    
 
   Nodding in partial agreement, Archer continued. “You are correct; this man took my father’s life, although Emerson Boothe didn’t exactly give us all the details surrounding the events of that day. Rath was manipulated by Boothe into doing something he couldn’t. And although Rath and I will never see eye to eye, we do now have a common goal and need to put the past aside…at least until we can get you all to safety.”
 
    
 
   Not a sound from the floor.
 
    
 
   Archer continued, “We move in the next hour and once airborne, all communication with Boothe and his group will cease. I will pilot the drone and Samuel will run interference from here. We aren’t certain whether or not Boothe will have prior knowledge of our functional aircraft, although we aren’t taking any chances.”
 
    
 
   Samuel stepped forward, shook Archer’s hand, and then Rath’s. He made no further comments and walked quickly back the way he entered, with Tyler close behind.
 
    
 
   Standing between Vera and Rath, Archer laid out the remaining twelve hours. “Rath, Symon, and I will need as many able-bodied warriors as possible. We will be moving through the largest population of Andros this world has ever seen and the more soldiers we have, the better. I’ve put together a list of thirty-two men that we’d like to see accompany us into and beyond Presidio, although this is in no way mandatory.”
 
    
 
   One by one, the volunteers came forward, their voices confirming the intention to fight for their survival. The list didn’t move from Archer’s hand and at last count, every one of the thirty plus men were standing shoulder to shoulder, ready to strap in and go to battle.
 
    
 
   With buy-in from nearly every resident, Archer felt the need to clarify the group’s intentions. “We plan to hit Boothe at or before sunrise and convince him to do the right thing by taking every single resident with him into his new home. If he declines, we’ll show him exactly where he’s wrong. One last thing…although the men standing with Boothe appear to be the enemy, they are not. Last month, they were our friends and family members; today, they still are. Please remember that and save your vengeance for the Andros we are about to face.”
 
    
 
   Vera signaled the residents. “Every one of the seventy-eight remaining souls here today will leave this mountain within the next several hours. The first flight out will carry the men into the dark terrain and drop them in Presidio. They’ll move through the night, on foot, to Boothe’s compound as Archer returns with the drone to take the rest of us home.”
 
    
 
   The residents once again began speaking to one another in private conversations, with many approaching Vera and the others for more detailed explanations and specific questions. Few were surprised by the revelation that the man they’d begun to see as increasingly erratic over the last several years had made the choice to abandon his own people. What most wanted to know dealt with the safety of the transport drone, which no one had seen leave the facility in more than three years.
 
    
 
   As Archer and Symon followed Vera back to the control room, Rath moved to the far corner of the Terminal with Nicole and Chloe. He knelt down and held her hand. “I need you to stay with Nicole. I’m going to help the others find us a safe place to live.”
 
    
 
   “And find my mom?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, and find your mom. When I get to her, I’ll bring her right back to you…Okay?”
 
    
 
   “Okay Mr. Rath.” She tugged at his shirt and brought him in close. She leaned in and whispered into his ear, “Nicole is a nice lady, I’ll be alright with her…don’t worry.”
 
    
 
   He kissed her on the forehead and explained to her and Nicole what he and the others were about to do. He kept the messy details out and assured them both that they’d reunite on the beach before moving on to their new home. He thanked Nicole and not being one for long drawn-out goodbyes, started in the direction of the stairwell.
 
    
 
   Not yet ten feet away, Chloe called out to him as a slight grin slid across her face. “Mr. Rath, before you leave, I think you should go get washed up, you know for when you find your wife… because you kinda stink.”
 
    
 
   He grabbed the rail, began to chuckle and returned the smile. He knew there’d be no time, although he figured he’d at least humor her. “Thanks for the warning, and I agree.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Rath entered the room and wasn’t surprised to see Samuel and Tyler back at work while Vera stood nearby questioning Archer on the probability that the archaic transport drone would survive the two trips. “I realize that fuel is not the problem, although I’m a little nervous about wagering our entire existences on something we haven’t seen in the air in so long.”
 
    
 
   Fighting back the urge to articulate his thoughts in a language only another pilot would understand, Archer attempted to explain. “We’ve done all the testing we can at this point and we need to get airborne soon. The weather won’t allow us to make the trip much past tomorrow morning. Everyone has to be off this mountain and to the shore before sunup. If everything goes according to plan, we’ll be fine. If not, it won’t really matter anyway, because none of us will live long enough to regret this conversation.”
 
    
 
   Without turning from the monitors, Samuel added, “From our end, we’ll continue to keep up the illusion that Boothe’s request is being honored, although this entire mission is dependent on us getting in there without being noticed. Once he finds out that this place is empty, all bets are off.”
 
    
 
   “How long is the trip?” Vera asked.
 
    
 
   Tyler chimed in just before Samuel had a chance to swallow the mouthful of food he was working on. “An hour and a half each way, although Samuel and I ran the scenario giving an extra half hour as a buffer.”
 
    
 
   Rath stepped around Symon and tore his eyes away from the monitors long enough to explain his part. “Archer will drop us just inside the city limits and we’ll cover him until he’s once again airborne. There will be thirty-four of us moving through the city as quickly as possible.” Turning to Archer he asked, “Weapons?”
 
    
 
   “Most here are trained to dispatch an Andro one on one without anything other than their hands and maybe a thick lead pipe. There are only a few who’ve ever even shot a gun, let alone be expected to hit a moving target. Boothe left most of his armory here…he felt that the fewer weapons in his new home, the less chance there was of him being killed by one of them. Take what you need; just remember, these men are better at close range with more basic tools.”
 
    
 
   “Somehow I think we may want to make use of all of our options.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Symon said.
 
    
 
   Making his way back to the door, Archer turned to Vera. “I’ll see you in a few hours. Please make sure the others are ready to board when I return.”
 
    
 
   Before Vera responded he was gone and out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Tyler shifted side to side in his chair. “What is it, what’s the problem?”
 
    
 
   “I think I found her…”
 
    
 
   “Who?” Samuel asked.
 
    
 
   Rath turned his attention to the dual monitors directly in front of the younger technician. The blood rushed from his face and as his knees began to weaken, his vision crystalized. It was her. She was being forced into a stairwell by the man he intended to kill. Emerson Boothe had his wife.
 
    
 
   “That’s Sarah.”
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   The interior was warm and the familiar concrete block walls leading back through the interior began to close in. Sarah stopped struggling against the men leading her back through the dank facility. Boothe gripped tightly around her right bicep, pulling her one miserable step at a time toward the basement. Although much older, the man seemed to possess the strength of someone twenty years his junior and the current situation appeared to ratchet up his intensity.
 
    
 
   Dismissing the guards as they stepped out onto the last landing, Boothe released Sarah and walked ahead to the first door on the right. He looked through the six-inch glass pane. “You’re friend Lauren; she’s been a bit of trouble.” He turned and motioned for Sarah to continue toward him. “But not you. My men tell me you’ve been the model citizen. Hell, it’s not your fault Jonah decided to betray my orders. He was simply loyal to the wrong people.”
 
    
 
   He unlocked the door, stepped to the side and pointed to the empty bed across the room from a seemingly comatose Lauren. “This will be your home until tomorrow morning. Get some rest; you’ll need it for what comes next.” He shut the door, locked the deadbolt, and left the area.
 
    
 
   He moved quickly through the stairwell and back to ground level. He waved off the guards and marched to the opposite end of the facility. Once in his private office, Boothe stripped off his white button-down shirt and wing tipped oxfords, and moved to the plush recliner next to the window overlooking the cobalt sea. 
 
    
 
   Leaning forward, he snatched the opaque whiskey bottle from its perch atop the end table and held it to the light. His weakness for the seventy-five-year-old spirit growing, he removed the ceramic stopper, poured himself a double and melted into the fabric. Dropping the empty bottle into his lap, he watched as the horizon faded from orange to purple.
 
    
 
   “Benjamin Rath, after twenty-two years, we are down to just twelve hours. I await your arrival.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   He was running. Rath realized there’d be no way to get airborne before the others were prepared and even if he convinced Archer of the enormity of his situation, the drone waiting below in Terminal One wasn’t going anywhere before it was ready.
 
    
 
   As he rounded the last set of stairs and made his way across the expansive warehouse, he spotted Archer behind the controls, obviously running through pre-flight. Something occurred to him. How’d this man go from attempting to beat him to death to defending him in front of the seventy plus residents of this mountainous cavern? Rath knew better than to rely on blind faith; he’d give Archer just enough trust to get the job done…nothing more.
 
    
 
   Inside the rear of the transport drone, he moved through the men as they readied their seats and spoke to one another about how they envisioned the darkened city. Entering the forward cabin, Rath made his way into the cockpit and stepped aside for a tall blond woman introduced as Tonya. She assisted Archer in his last-minute checklist.
 
    
 
   “Hey, how long until we get this thing in the air?”
 
    
 
   Archer didn’t respond. 
 
    
 
   Rath leaned in, placing his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Are we about ready—?”
 
    
 
   Holding up his right index finger, Archer asked for a moment. As he spoke in short bursts, it became apparent he was communicating with Samuel. He motioned for the woman now seated beside him to strap on her headset. “Tonya is going to finish up, I’m need to get the men ready and when you hear me next, we’ll be moving out the rear doors.”
 
    
 
   Archer removed his headset, turned from the controls, and moved out of the cockpit. “So…what is it? I’m trying to get us out of here and need to speak to the men one last time before takeoff. Did you want to give them your thoughts as well?”
 
    
 
   “No, that’s not it. I’m wondering when, I mean how soon are we leaving?”
 
    
 
   “Less than ten minutes. Does that work for you?”
 
    
 
   “Listen,” Rath said. “I’m not going to pretend that there isn’t something we need to discuss, although at this point it’s not really too high on my list of priorities. There’ll be time later to sort out our differences and I promise you’ll get the opportunity to speak your mind. Right now, my focus is finding my wife and less than five minutes ago, I watched Boothe leading her through some sort of prison by the arm, so the only thing I’m concerned with is getting this bird into the sky. Can we shorten that time frame by even a few minutes? Her life may depend on it.”
 
    
 
   “I want Boothe as bad as anyone; Vera made me see that today. You wanna help get us out of here faster? You can go back there and talk to the men for me…hell, you’ll be the one leading them through that god-forsaken city in a few hours anyway. They need direction and a plan, you familiar with Presidio?”
 
    
 
   “Not for the last thirty years and if the rumors of the Andro population in the area holds true, it could get ugly fast.”
 
    
 
   “End to end, you theoretically could make it through the city in less than twenty minutes. I’ll drop you far enough away that you won’t be made before entering off Grand Avenue. Just move through the area quickly and by the time you reach Second Street, you’ll be less than a hundred yards from the sand. It’s a straight shot from there to Boothe’s front door. My suggestion… split the group of men in two. You lead one unit and have Symon take the other; he’s a bit tougher than he looks, I promise.”
 
    
 
   Archer slapped Rath on the back, turned, and made his way back into the cockpit. He sat down, pulled back on his headset and asked Symon to let Vera know that all residents needed to vacate the terminal as they were about to take off.
 
    
 
   The thirty-two men, now seated and awaiting instruction, turned to the rear as Symon boarded. He moved to Rath near the forward cabin and turned to face the men. “You have something to say to these men? They’re risking their lives tonight and probably will want at least a tiny bit of hope. I wouldn’t mind the gesture either. Rath, no matter what you think of me, I’m here to help.”
 
    
 
   “I know Symon… I know.” Rath looked out over the men as the rear hatch ascended into place and locked. He took a deep breath and as the drone’s engines rocked to life, he spoke. “Emerson Boothe is holding my wife captive and I’ll do anything to get her back. He’s decided for some reason that I’m the one he wants and that he’ll do almost anything to see that I am brought to him.”
 
    
 
   The men looked to one another and appeared to only be concerned with their current situation. From their apparent ages, Rath deduced that most of men on this aircraft hadn’t been around when the world died. The looks in their eyes and the stale expressions told him that many of them had never even stepped foot inside this drone before today. Given the possible outcomes of tonight’s mission, he decided to say what burned in his gut. 
 
    
 
   He continued, “Yes, selfishly I’m here today to go after my wife, and although Emerson Boothe has decided to leave you all behind, I never will. Your support can’t be measured and will never be forgotten. Whether you believe it or not, each and every one of you plays a vital role in the continuation of our entire species. Without all of you, the human race becomes extinct. Now let’s go out and do what needs to be done to save our families.”
 
    
 
   He paused for a brief moment to let the gravity of his last statement sink in before continuing. “We’re going in blind and without any intel on the population of Andros within the city. Half of you will move with Symon and the others with me. Follow our lead and stay low. The goal is end to end in less than thirty minutes. Remember to stay quiet and move quickly…no engagement unless it’s absolutely necessary. I don’t have to tell you about the size and strength differential of those beasts, but we can do this, I promise you. Now sit back and get your minds right, it’s almost that time.” 
 
    
 
   The men said nothing, although their nods of agreement told him more than any words ever could.
 
    
 
   As Rath moved back to the cockpit to inform Archer that the men were ready, he was greeted by Tonya. She motioned toward her seat and wiped a tear from her eye. “Put my headset on and check the monitor.”
 
    
 
   Rath slid down into the co-pilot’s seat alongside Archer and slipped on the headphones. He was watching the monitor as Chloe’s face came into view. It appeared she was sitting beside Tyler and also donned a headset. Before he got his question out, she spoke. “Hi Mr. Rath.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Chloe, are you alright?”
 
    
 
   “Yep, I just wanted you to see my picture. Vera said I needed to show you before you left.”
 
    
 
   “What picture?”
 
    
 
   “The one I made when we were in my backyard. I kept it in my backpack for you.” He could see her lean back and pull the sheet of paper in front of her face. The details of the colored drawing came through the monitor in tones of grey and black, although the emotion in her artwork made up for anything lost to the grainy video feed. 
 
    
 
   It was simple… a man holding a little girl’s hand. They both wore smiles and the sun rested in the upper left-hand corner. The names above the figures read “Mr. Rath” and “Me”. The only other words printed on the page were much larger and ran along the bottom, “I’m not scared, he is my protector.” In a different shade, twice as small and obviously added at another time, were the last six words. “Thank you, from your friend Chloe.”
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   As the gargantuan terminal doors closed and the winter storm intensified, the transport drone rolled into place. A brilliant wind surge moved across the area, kicking up tight flurries of snow and reducing visibility to well below what he should be flying in. Increasing the thrust and adjusting the flaps, he checked the instruments one last time and alerted Samuel of their imminent liftoff. It was now or never; the storm wasn’t letting up and they didn’t have the luxury of waiting until it did.
 
    
 
   Archer’s voice crackled to life over the interior speakers. “It’s gonna be rough for a bit and until we get to a cruising altitude, you all may wanna stay in your seats. That’s it for now, back again just before touchdown.”
 
    
 
   As the drone’s engines pushed them off the rocky surface of the mountain, Symon turned to Rath and shouted above the deafening roar. “I hate these vertical takeoffs, they feel completely unnatural. Why does this thing look like a plane but fly like a chopper? I guess Boothe had to do everything his way. Even the way his aircrafts maneuver. You ever been in one of these before?”
 
    
 
   “Can’t say that I have, although yes, it seems a bit off putting and not having been on any sort of aircraft since my fifth birthday, this is wreaking havoc on my sense of balance. Not to mention these winds. I don’t think we could have picked a worse time for this.”
 
    
 
   “It’s not just you,” Symon said. “My eardrums feel like they are on fire and trying to stand at this point would be laughable.”
 
    
 
   Scanning the crowd, the wide-eyed young men stared back. Everyone in the rear cabin watched for a signal as to how they should perceive the events unfolding. As the drone pitched to the left and then forward, a few tucked their heads between their legs in obvious digestive torment. One of the elders in the group, seated near a large cache of rifles, tossed the contents of his stomach onto the floor below.
 
    
 
   As the drone climbed and began to level out, the thrusters changed direction and the craft began its forward ascent. Rath gripped the armrests and as the drone rapidly increased its velocity, he buried his head back into the plush headrest. Turning toward Symon, he noticed the man was grinning ear to ear and appeared to be mouthing something. “I didn’t hear you,” Rath said.
 
    
 
   Symon fought back his joy momentarily. “This is the fun part.” The huge smile returning to his face, he held both fists to the sky as if he’d accomplished his lifelong dream of traveling faster than the speed of sound.
 
    
 
   “This thing can move,” Rath said. “I don’t really remember the other drone moving through the sky so fast. At least it didn’t appear that way from the ground.”
 
    
 
   “Archer’s probably pushing all kinds of limits with this thing,” Symon said. “I’m sure it burns a ton of fuel at this speed, although since we’re pressed for time, it makes perfect sense. And it reeks of poetic justice that we’re using the technology Boothe created against him.”
 
    
 
   “The man is brilliant, I’ll give him that; too bad he’s also a sociopath.” Rath shook his head and again relaxed comfortably back into his seat. Under his breath he said, “Can’t wait to finally get back to my long-lost friend.”
 
    
 
   After another ten minutes, Archer had finally steadied the volatile aircraft. Growing anxious, Rath felt the urge to check on the men and answer any of the questions they might have before entering the city dominated by the only thing worse than Emerson Boothe. He unlatched the safety belt and began making the rounds. 
 
    
 
   Beginning on the left, Rath started with the last row and as most were concentrating on keeping their composure, not many inquiries were made. He moved quickly, only pausing long enough to make eye contact and give the thumbs up to anyone reluctant to put a voice to their concerns. 
 
    
 
   Nearing the end of the second row, the drone pitched hard right and dropped out of the sky. As Rath reached for a handhold, he was met with another change in trajectory and slid headfirst, on his back, into the wall of the forward cabin, coming to rest near Symon’s feet.
 
    
 
   The passenger area instantly filled with nervous complaints and confused chatter. Symon helped Rath to his feet and slid out of the way, making room for the much larger man to get to his seat. Instead, Rath turned in the opposite direction and entered the cockpit. He stabilized himself against Archer’s chair and peered out the frost coated windshield. “What the hell is going on?”
 
    
 
   Archer battled the control column as the aircraft continued to pitch from left to right. “We’re losing control.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Samuel and Tyler went to work syncing the drone’s coordinates into the network and keying in alerts for various milestones. Vera watched the grainy feed and squinted through the driving snow as the drone disappeared into the night. She simply patted the men on the back, moved to the door, and left the room. Once she cleared the door, Samuel removed his shoes, laid his keyboard across his lap, and reclined in the unforgiving desk chair.
 
    
 
   Eyeing the third monitor to the right, Tyler picked up on the repeating pattern just inside their firewall. “Sam, check this out.”
 
    
 
   “What are we looking at?”
 
    
 
   “Right there, look…Boothe is back in.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Samuel said. “We knew he’d break back into the network at some point. If he cuts the power again, we’ll let him think he’s won for an hour or so and then lock him back out.”
 
    
 
   Tyler shook his head. “He’s not hacking in to cut the power again; look at the code. He’s got control of the drone. The pattern I’m seeing looks like he’s trying to pull it out of the sky. We need to contact Archer, if it’s not already too late.”
 
    
 
   “Let me see about forcing him out again,” Samuel said. “You just work on interrupting Boothe’s signal and contacting Archer.”
 
    
 
   Pushing back into his desk, Samuel pounded his keyboard, only looking away from the screen intermittently to check Tyler’s progress. Boothe’s brute force hack job, although clever in that he closed down the drone’s communicator before announcing his presence in the network, left a gaping loophole that Samuel could easily slip back through. Sixty seconds of holding his breath and three hundred eleven characters later, they once again had control.
 
    
 
   “Tyler, we’re back in, you should be able to resume communication.”
 
    
 
   “Archer, do you read me...”
 
    
 
   Static.
 
    
 
   “Archer, are you there…”
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   Turning back to his workstation, Tyler’s shoulders slumped. He rubbed his temples and attempted to think through a solution. The next ten seconds played out like an eternity, as both men watched the lines of code scrolling across monitor six. “They’re gone,” Tyler said.
 
    
 
   Samuel didn’t respond. He continued to glare into the monitor for something he’d missed. It was too fast. They couldn’t have gotten back in and taken the drone down that quickly. Archer would have fought to keep them in the air. Where was it, there had to be something he wasn’t seeing? 
 
    
 
   Closing his eyes, Samuel took a deep breath, cleared his mind, and sat in silence. The fans from the CPU, the air blowing from the overhead duct, and finally the keystrokes as Tyler again attempted to call up the proper sequence for accessing the drone. “Tyler, stop.” The answer nearly ran him over like an angry locomotive. “It’s right there,” Samuel said.
 
    
 
   “What is?”
 
    
 
   “Tyler, do me a favor, roll back the code to just after you noticed the attack. Remove the hack and queue the sequence for startup.”
 
    
 
   He was trained well and was fast with breaking down the details, not quite as fast as Samuel and no one came close to Trent, the man who Boothe was using to remote into their network, although within seconds Tyler had completed Samuel’s instructions. “Okay, that’s done.”
 
    
 
   The shouting from the overhead speakers abruptly halted his question and pulled Samuel to his feet. It was Archer, the words he was voicing meant little more than the fact that his voice still existed. In between the chaotic shouts and intermittent white noise, they heard life.
 
    
 
   Samuel moved to the keyboard, entered his security code and spoke slowly into the mic. “Archer, we’re here. We’ve taken back control. Where are you?”
 
    
 
   His voice moved through the speakers, this time much more clearly than before. “We’re in a vertical dive fast approaching six thousand feet and I can’t get her to come back. The controls are going crazy.”
 
    
 
   “They need a reboot.” Samuel said.
 
    
 
   Tyler shook his head. “There isn’t time.”
 
    
 
   “Wanna bet.”
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   The possibility of him getting back to his seat and strapping in at this speed were slim. With the added difficulty resulting from the angle of descent and time until impact, his chances were less than zero. Rath braced himself against the wall between the rear cabin and the cockpit, using every last ounce of energy to avoid sliding headfirst into the control panel. Time began to slow and as Archer carefully rattled off instructions to Tonya, the aircraft and its thirty-six occupants silently rocketed to earth.
 
    
 
   “Archer, we need you to push into the dive.”
 
    
 
   The words were clear, even though he was unable to make sense of them. With every logical move, the aircraft twisted in the opposite direction. Archer understood what was happening, although everything in him screamed to keep fighting. He shouted back. “No time… dive too steep… three minutes… maybe less.”
 
    
 
   His voice never left the cockpit. Although the drone was currently receiving communication, their outbound transmissions were again trapped over three hundred miles away. Archer incorrectly keyed the mic and spoke to those within earshot. 
 
    
 
   Against his own survival instincts and without another option, Archer gripped tight to the control column, paused for a moment and then pushed forward. The aircraft, although nose down, pitched forward and increased its downward velocity. The control panel blinked twice and the interior lights powered down. Archer plowed his right fist into the yoke and shouted. “That’s it, we’re done. Brace for impact.”
 
    
 
   The cabin speakers sparked to life once again. “We’ve got you Archer; you’re again in control of the aircraft.”
 
    
 
   The cockpit illuminated, Archer asked Tonya for their coordinates and slowly pulled back on the yoke. As the drone’s nose began its ascent, the topography of the scorched earth below came into view. Fires dotted the landscape as the city of Presidio and their destination came into view.
 
    
 
   Pulling up from the floor, Rath steadied himself and moved to Symon. He then addressed the men, assuring there were no injuries among the thirty-two passengers. Moving back to the cockpit, he snatched a clipboard and a few other items from the floor and handed them to Tonya. Still shaken, she quickly took them and reached to the floorboard to retrieve a wayward pen, awaiting Archer’s next call.
 
    
 
   “Boothe?” Rath asked.
 
    
 
   Still in the midst of finding his place in the sky and determining exactly where to set down, Archer said, “Yeah, we believe so. I’m waiting for an update from Samuel now. Stick around, it should be interesting.”
 
    
 
   Rath pointed into the distance. “Is that where we’re headed?”
 
    
 
   “Yep.”
 
    
 
   The stark contrast drawn between thousands of miles of black topography and a coastal city back dropped with hundreds of spot fires reminded him that the world was a big place. Much larger than the fortress dug into the side of a mountain and certainly dwarfing the home he shared with Sarah for all those years. District Nine was his utopia, although without his wife, the area he was about to be dropped into might as well be home.
 
    
 
   Sarcasm dripping from every word, Rath said, “It looks inviting…I wonder if the beaches are nice this time of year.”
 
    
 
   Archer smiled and turned back to Tonya. “I’m going to take us down to two thousand feet and prepare to land. How are you coming with a place to put down?”
 
    
 
   Tonya pointed to a forty-year-old map. She laid it on the control panel and said, “I’ve got a spot just north of the area you had planned on. Whadda ya think?”
 
    
 
   As he slowly decreased their altitude and the city grew in size through the lightly frosted windshield, the control column again began to stiffen. “Not now,” Archer said under his breath. “Just give me five minutes.”
 
    
 
   From the rear and still strapped to his seat, Symon asked for an update. About to return to his seat, Rath knelt between the two cockpit seats and waited for a break in the tension. It never came. “Are you thinking the worst is past us? I’d like to give the boys something to ease their minds. I’m sure anything we could offer at this point can only help their confidence once we put boot to ground.”
 
    
 
   Archer shook his head and glanced toward Tonya. “I’m not really sure, the controls are still not right and—”
 
    
 
   Samuel’s voice again echoed through the cabin. “Archer, what’s your ETA for Presidio?”
 
    
 
   “We got five… maybe ten minutes, why?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I’ll lay it out as simply as possible. Boothe has somehow figured out that our drone is not only operable, but that we’ve taken to the air. I can only assume he thinks we’re headed for him, so we’ve got an idea.”
 
    
 
   “If this idea has anything to do with me sending this craft into another dive, it’s not gonna happen.”
 
    
 
   “No,” Samuel said. “I have Tyler running a decoy program, so as soon as Boothe regains control over the system, he’ll believe he’s remoted into your system, when actually he will only be controlling a replicated program.”
 
    
 
   Archer shook his head and asked, “What if he sees both sets of controls and realizes what we’re doing?”
 
    
 
   “Not a chance, we are moving you to a completely different location on the mainframe and placing archived data between the two. If he starts down that file tree, he’ll believe it’s backed-up information and probably exit out. Boothe and his men will end up flying a computer program into the ground tonight. I’d just like to be there tomorrow morning when he sees your faces. It’s going to be priceless.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the update, but you realize most of what you just said means nothing to me. I’m not a classically trained pilot. I was just the only remaining person in the mountain that had any time behind the controls and I know even less about anything resembling technology. So…what I’m hearing is that you’ve taken care of Boothe and all I need to do is drop these guys off and get back home, is that about it?”
 
    
 
   Samuel laughed. “Yeah, nothing else really matters. Tyler is finished loading the program now and there’s just one small catch to us hiding you from Boothe.”
 
    
 
   “How’d I know this wouldn’t be easy…what is it Sam?
 
    
 
   “Okay so, you’ll be hidden from any system intrusion from outside this mountain, and that’s a good thing, although that also means you’ll be invisible to us as well.”
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   Vera started for the main floor to confirm the residents were all present and accounted for. Her next job was to ensure they’d all be ready to board when Archer returned. They gathered in small groups of three and four near the entrance to Terminal One, anticipating the return of the drone and a safe trip away from the home most had known for their entire lives. This mountain that had become their sinking ship held little appeal to anyone but her.
 
    
 
   She moved from one family to another, calming nerves and continually reassuring those still not completely convinced of the plan, most in utter disbelief of the journey they were about to take. Less than ten percent of those left in the mountain were even alive the day the earth’s orbit was disrupted, setting in motion the events that led to their complete lockdown. Today, the residents of the Patch just wanted stability.
 
    
 
   Moving to the archway leading to Terminal One, Vera stood before the group flanked by Nicole, who held tightly to Chloe’s right hand. “Most of you have lived here your entire lives and this is the only home you know. I understand you’re hesitance to make a change, although you have to know that staying here in this mountain, for even another few months, is not an option. Emerson Boothe has created a new home and we’ve sent the men ahead to ensure he allows each and every one of us through the door. If I had to offer a guess, Mr. Boothe will end up resisting and have his team attempt to turn us away. There is a good chance that this will end in bloodshed, and some of our own may not return; this is just a fact. However, I believe that every last one of you is worth fighting for and staying here and surrendering to the inevitable is worse than any other outcome.”
 
    
 
   The enormity of the moment began to well up as a tear formed in the corner of her eye and slowly rolled down her cheek. Vera turned to Chloe and smiled, then back to the residents and said, “We will stand as one, we will continue to live as one, and tonight Emerson Boothe will know that we will fight as one.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   “What next?” Tyler asked.
 
    
 
   Samuel turned from his workstation. “I’ll pull both of us off the system as soon as Boothe thinks he has succeeded and then continue to monitor the remote files until he backs out of the network. Once he’s gone, we’ll bring Archer back up and guide him here.” 
 
    
 
   “You really think that’ll work?”
 
    
 
   “I think it already has. Check the decoy files…it looks like Boothe is already back in. He’s really going to flip out when he realizes what we did. I don’t care what I have to do; I’m gonna be there to see that arrogant little prick eat crow. It’s officially made the top of my bucket list.”
 
    
 
   “Yep,” Tyler said. “He’s in and it looks like he’s not wasting any time taking our bait. And by the way, you may need to see someone about that little condition of yours.”
 
    
 
   “Really, what condition is that, my movie star good looks or my unmatched wit?”
 
    
 
   Tyler laughed. “Neither…it’s your obsession with Boothe. It seems like ever since he bailed on us, you can’t go an entire day without talking about him. Something you need to tell me?”
 
    
 
   Samuel shook his head and said nothing.
 
    
 
   “Is it because he took Trent with him and not you? Listen man, everyone that has ever been inside this room knows you are the best there is; you were the one who trained Trent. The only reason Boothe took him was because Trent is a kiss-ass who is easily manipulated. I think Boothe is afraid of you. Just my opinion though.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Ty, although I’m still thinking it’s my good looks.”
 
    
 
   “Hey…check it out, looks like Boothe is about to crash the decoy.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he’s about to spill lines of code all over what’s left of the Western United States.”
 
    
 
   “Here we go,” Tyler said as Samuel joined in the count down. “In five…four…three…two… one.”
 
    
 
   “And it’s dead. Boothe just murdered our fake drone.” 
 
    
 
   The pair sat in silence, waiting and watching the main screen to see what Boothe’s next move would be. Within minutes, Boothe had backed out of the network, buried his digital footprint, and closed down his workstation. Samuel made sure to key in alerts if and when another intrusion from the remote location occurred, although within the next few hours they’d also be in the air and unable to block another attack.
 
    
 
   “It’s that time buddy,” Samuel said. “You’ll need to get your things and head down with the others, I’ll make sure there’s no way he finds us, even if he logs back in.”
 
    
 
   “Really, How?”
 
    
 
   “I’m going to replicate your program one hundred times over on each of the eleven servers. It’ll take him a year to figure out what we’ve done.”
 
    
 
   “I guess that’s why you get paid the big bucks,” Tyler said.
 
    
 
   “Back before the world died, that would have been true. Today I get paid by not being thrown out with the Andros, and I’m cool with that. Now get going, I’ll see you back in the Terminal in a half hour.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Signaling Tonya, Archer pointed at the monitor. “That’s where were putting down; can you see if you can figure out that heat-sensing map. I’d like to give our boys a head start if we can.”
 
    
 
   Still quite shaken and somewhat hesitant, she reached for the last panel on the right and slid back the translucent cover. She reached toward the keypad, ready to run through the sequence, only to have Archer point her to the correct panel, two over. “Thanks,” she said. “I’m not too good with this stuff yet. Didn’t have much time with this thing before takeoff.”
 
    
 
   “No worries, just let me know if any of the clusters seem too big and we may need to put down somewhere else.”
 
    
 
   Tonya punched in the run code and as the thermal map powered up, she shook her head and cursed under her breath. The blackened image of the city was soiled with bright orange and red patches from one end to the other. “I can’t make heads or tails of this. The spot fires have all but taken over the area. If Andros are in the area, the guys won’t see them until they are right on top of one another.”
 
    
 
   Less than sixty seconds from their drop point, Archer shouted, “Rath!”
 
    
 
   Returning to the cockpit, Rath assumed the flight was about to experience a second crisis. “What now, I thought—”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we’re about to land and we can’t seem to get a steady read from the thermal map. You guys need to be prepared for anything. I need you out and on the ground within thirty seconds of touching down…Andros or not. Once you clear the doors, I’m back in the air, so get moving toward the beach and I’ll see you in a few hours on the sand.”
 
    
 
   Archer hesitated and then said, “One last thing…Boothe is mine. If you get to the beach first, you wait. No one touches him before I arrive. You get to your wife and stay put. Are we clear?”
 
    
 
   Laying a hand on Archer’s shoulder, Rath looked out into the darkened world beyond. “Got it… just be sure not to make me wait too long.”
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   Although only having been near enough once, Sarah recognized the purposeful strides. The expensive leather soles against the hardened concrete floors were unmistakable. Growing closer, now three sets of footfalls moving toward her cell, Emerson Boothe, flanked by two of his henchmen, was coming for her.
 
    
 
   “Lauren, this is it. If you want to live another five minutes, you need to pull yourself together RIGHT NOW! No more outbursts and whatever they tell you to do, you do it. I’d love to help you, but the way your acting, it seems like you want to die. Your little girl needs you. Stand up straight and follow my lead.”
 
    
 
   The key in the lock, the door opened and the well-dressed psychopath entered the room. “Hello Sarah…good news, you and your friend here are coming with us. One last meal, a good night’s sleep and then first thing in the morning, we board the cruiser heading to our new home. Barring any unforeseen problems, our dive begins in exactly twelve hours.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   The air much warmer and the night darker than he remembered, Rath watched the drone lift off and head back in the direction it had come. He stood on the corner of what was once the busiest intersection in town, Grand Avenue and Baker Street. The remnants from three decades before were still evident, even through the thick blanket of frozen death that had fallen over the city. Hundreds of vehicles were left to rust and die by the masses, as they fled the overpopulated areas first. Windowless high-rise monoliths, whose interior spot fires offered the city’s only illumination, were now saturated with the absurdly overgrown foliage from years gone by. He stepped into the street and stood atop an overturned police cruiser. “Listen up.”
 
    
 
   Thirty-three men, along with their hand-made weapons, were cocked and prepared to fight for the survival of the human race. Symon stepped out in front and spoke first. “These men have trained long and hard for this day. The day we all knew was coming and is now here.” The intensity and volume in his voice growing with each passing word, he continued, “This city, the Andros that occupy it, and most importantly Emerson Boothe should be worried; they should be the ones to fear US! Benjamin Rath, these men are ready…Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   Nodding his head in agreement and as the men readied their weapons, Rath laid out the plan. “Gentlemen, we have some work to do tonight and as you already know, it’s not going to be a walk in the park. Our best shot at success is through the element of surprise, whether it be with the horde we’re about to face…or beyond that, Emerson Boothe and his men. Staying in the shadows will serve us well. Only engage when absolutely necessary and stay together, every man for himself has no place in this battle.”
 
    
 
   Turning his attention to Symon, he noticed his backpack lying near a fallen streetlamp. Symon reached down, pulled both the stun baton and the lead pipe from the pack and held them out toward Rath. “What’s it going to be, manual or automatic?”
 
    
 
   Instinctively he chose the three-foot section of lead, the weapon he’d used to dispatch hundreds of Andros in past years and the only thing he trusted to work in each and every circumstance. “I think you know my choice,” Rath said as he left the stun baton for Symon. “Just remember what you told me. That thing only has a few charges in it before it shuts down.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Symon said. “I got it.”
 
    
 
   Jumping from the patrol car to the street and kicking up a fine mist of powder in the process, Rath motioned toward the interior of the city. “Symon, I’ll take the left side of the street, you and yours head up the right side. Two raps against the concrete if there’s any trouble. Remember… quick, low, and out of sight. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   The men broke off one at a time, sixteen with Rath and the others following closely behind Symon. They moved as one unit and not a sound could be heard but the pulsing winds and the icy flakes falling to their final destination. Moving along the ground level buildings and eyeing the interiors, the spot fires had little to do with the supposed destruction of the city. These were the homes of their mortal enemies and as one day moved into the next, hundreds and possibly thousands of Andros were beginning to stir.
 
    
 
   By the time they’d gone six blocks, the man bringing up the rear in Symon’s group had witnessed no less than sixty of the monsters they were trying to avoid, each ready to wake from the daytime slumber the Andros were known for. He moved quickly to the front of the group and upon reaching Symon, sensed he too had seen their odds for survival quickly diminishing. He whispered, “This isn’t good, those things are about to wake up and we’re not even halfway. We’re not going to make it out the other end and it’s too late to go back.”
 
    
 
   Symon knew the man was right, although he asked him to fall back in line and watch the rear. Raising his head above the line of dated vehicles, he noticed Rath may have come to the same realization, left the sidewalk in favor of the street, and was heading toward him.
 
    
 
   Turning back, Symon slowed his group and pointed to the street just in time to see the first of three Andros exit through the shattered remains of what was once the city’s largest bank. He struck the baton against the open sidewalk and as Rath turned toward the noise, so did the beastly trio.
 
    
 
   Before he turned and moved into the snow covered street, Symon nodded to his men and quietly said, “Run.” Rath had done the same for his men and as the group of thirty-six moved together as one through the dimly lit night, the three Andros began their call of hunger.
 
    
 
   Although only a small sampling of the much larger population, their voices carried to every last crevice of the post-apocalyptic city. Within seconds, the three became twelve and the twelve grew to fifty and by the time they reached the end of the next block, they were pursued by hundreds.
 
    
 
   In a dead out sprint and searching for an answer, Rath turned to Symon and pointed sixty yards ahead and to the right. Both men nearing exhaustion, Rath eyed the only building he’d seen that was void of light. “There,” he said.
 
    
 
   “What, they’ll catch us before we—”
 
    
 
   “Just go,” Rath said, “It’s the only chance we have…they’ve spotted us from the south as well.”
 
    
 
   He was right; another group had moved out of the southern end of the city. Their numbers not quite keeping pace with the rising horde thirty seconds behind, although if his instincts were correct, he feared that may have just awoken the Arkuss. 
 
    
 
   In the hierarchy of the Andros subset, the Arkuss were at the top of the food chain and often slaughtered the more vulnerable to assure the rank and file remembered their proper place. Their actions were often so deplorable that many of their own kind avoided this area like the menacing plague this group had become.
 
    
 
   Increasing his pace as did the others, Rath reached the door to the former Department of Water and Power only seconds before the two groups of Andros closed in. Rushing everyone inside, he shouted. “I need one man to stay behind with me and bring a few of the larger, timed explosives. The rest of you, follow him.” Motioning for Symon, he said, “Take them down the service stairwell. The last landing leads into the sewer system. You’ll follow it south for a mile or so to where it ends on the beach.”
 
    
 
   Rath took what he needed and handed Symon two of the remaining handheld explosives. “One for the cage leading into the sewer and the other one…well just in case.”
 
    
 
   Symon started for the stairs, although he stopped immediately and turned back. “Wait, how on earth do you know this city so well?”
 
    
 
   “My mother used to work in this building.”
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   Thirty-one men followed Symon through the doors and down the four flights of stairs. The immense iron gate leading into the city’s sewer system had long since been opened and pushed aside. Even though he was able to spare having to use one of the handheld explosives, he didn’t like what this represented, Andros coming and going through the area meant they’d likely encounter more than a few of the hungry animals on their trek to the ocean.
 
    
 
   Motioning for two of the men with makeshift torches to lead the way, Symon fell back into the middle of the pack. He located the three men who’d taken from the drone at least a dozen handguns and enough ammunition to level a small village. “I’m not too sure these tunnels are the safest way out of the city. Pass out the weapons and make sure we’re covered, front and rear. I want status reports every five minutes, now go.”
 
    
 
   Thirty seconds into the city’s underground highway, the first explosion came, its shockwave so great it nearly toppled many in the group. The six-inch river of sludge running underfoot held the remnants of the thirty plus years without proper attention and as the temperature rose, a few of the men even removed layers of clothes, wrapping them around their mouths and noses in an attempt to stave off the ridiculously offensive odor. As they marched on, a few were overcome and ended up losing what little nourishment remained in their system.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Giant slabs of granite, shards of glass, and a thick cloud of obliterated concrete fell down around them. The fireball was much less ferocious than he’d expected for the number of Andros they’d blown out of the building and back into the street. Rath stepped into the stairwell and led the way as his younger and more agile comrade stayed within two steps. Reaching the last landing and moving into the fourteen-foot tunnel, Rath paused. “Wait,” he said. “Roll forward the timer to fifteen seconds and go find the others. I’ll set it and catch up to you.”
 
    
 
   “Are you planning on waiting for those things to start down the stairs before you set it?”
 
    
 
   “What’s your name son?”
 
    
 
   The timer set, he handed the explosive to Rath and turned to look in the direction the others had gone. “My name is Ryan, but what are you—”
 
    
 
   “Ryan, thanks for your assistance, I’ve got it from here. Get going and don’t stop until you reach the group, and be sure to stay in the main tunnel. We’re not too far behind the others, maybe a minute or two. I’m gonna see if I can’t close this place off for good. A fifteen second head start should be plenty, now go.” Rath shook the younger man’s hand and turned to watch him jog into the darkness.
 
    
 
   As the sound of rapid footfalls against the wet pavement faded into the distance, Rath calmed his breathing, slowly closed the massive iron gate, and set the explosive along the rusted out hinge. Finding a place to sit, he readied himself. First his right and then his left, he cinched down the laces of his black leather, steel-reinforced boots and flinched as the stairwell above shook.
 
    
 
   They were here, less than thirty seconds away. Hundreds of the ravenous beasts that called this city home had already begun to close the gap. Moving forward as a tidal wave of brutality, they clawed their way over and around their fallen brothers and sisters, all with the intention of getting their first fresh kill in weeks. He stood, moved to the gate and closed his eyes. His only thoughts were of Sarah and what it would take to see her standing near the ocean at the end of this tunnel.
 
    
 
   Although a longshot, he hoped that the device he was about to trigger would give him and the others even the most brief of advantages. The thunder from the stairwell moving toward him at a breakneck pace, Rath keyed the execute button on the explosive, only to have the readout go dark. Under his breath he muttered, “Are you kidding me?”
 
    
 
   With a closed fist he bashed the unit and then again and then for a third time… nothing. He removed it from the gate and threw it across the landing, onto the bottom stair ten feet away. The unit rolled onto its side and the readout facing toward him flickered to life. It read eight seconds to detonation.
 
    
 
   As the first Andro rounded the railing between the final two floors, Rath was already in a dead sprint, moving in the opposite direction. He forced himself to avoid the mental countdown, knowing it was wasted energy and instead focused on pushing his body as far from the impact zone as possible. One foot in front of the other and attempting to stay upright, he managed to avoid the rancid sewage and arbitrary debris, believing for a moment that he’d outrun the danger.
 
    
 
   As if time stopped and started again in fast-forward, he felt the heat on his neck and hands before his mind registered the sound. Bright orange and yellow streaks moved into his field of vision shortly before he was lifted off his feet and thrown twenty yards deeper into the tunnel. Sliding face first through the ankle-high sewer water, Rath came to rest near a smaller angled tunnel that turned and moved off to the left.
 
    
 
   All external sounds now muted, a faint hum rose in his ears as he pushed himself out of the filth. Standing, he winced and instinctively pulled back his left arm. Removing his scorched jacket and a long sleeved t-shirt, the injury was evident.
 
    
 
   The third degree burns along the back of his neck and hands took a back seat to the pain radiating from his left wrist up into the elbow. The skin remained intact, although the broken bones in his forearm were pushing upward and sitting just below the surface. He thought, “Well… this is about to get interesting.”
 
    
 
   Quickly tying his jacket into a sling, he grabbed his pack and as the dust began to settle, he peered backward into the tunnel. Pulling his pipe from his pack, he held it out in front of him and started forward once again. With no signs of life in either direction, and not liking his chances to defend himself with only one functioning arm, he quickened his pace.
 
    
 
   The further into the tunnel he moved, the less debris he ran across, although the stench appeared to be magnified with each step he took. His gag reflex kicked in just as he spotted something illuminated in the distance. He attempted to speak, although before his body would allow it, he was bent forward and releasing the contents of his stomach. He couldn’t remember the last time he vomited and between the ceasing of his abdominal muscles, he said to himself, “I guess that shower wouldn’t have done much good.”
 
    
 
   Pulling himself together, Rath squinted through the flickering light ahead. Within a hundred feet he could hear voices and recognized them as the men from his team. At fifty feet, he could hear shouts and within twenty, the screams of agony.
 
    
 
   Symon rushed out of the group of men and motioned for Rath to come forward. The screams coming from thirty feet ahead grew and then quickly silenced. “Hurry up; they aren’t giving us another minute.”
 
    
 
   “Whadda ya mean, who won’t—”
 
    
 
   “There’s no time,” Symon said. “They’re torturing them.”
 
    
 
   Anxious and confused, the men shuffled backward as they made a path through the crowd and reaching the last man, Symon pointed into the distance. The scene was unlike anything he’d yet laid his eyes on. Six Andros, four males and two females were the largest he’d ever come across. All standing nearly eight feet tall and the women covered head to toe in blood, the Andros had exterminated four of Rath’s men in full view of the others. Their limbs torn off one at a time, they all suffered an excruciating death.
 
    
 
   Turning to Symon, Rath said, “What the hell happened, why aren’t you running?”
 
    
 
   The larger of the two female Andros moved forward. She was obviously one of the members of the Arkuss and from the way she stepped out of line and in front of the others, most likely The Master. She stepped over the dismembered bodies toward Rath and from ten feet away, locked eyes. Turning to Symon she asked, “Is this him?”
 
    
 
   “What is this,” Rath said.
 
    
 
   Symon stepped to the side and turned to Rath. “They’re asking for you.”
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   As the drone ripped through the early morning sky, Archer continued to question his new co-pilot, having Tonya move through the rear cabin checking on the forty plus passengers, while Samuel occupied her chair. “Sam, we’ll be within visual range of Emerson’s beach within minutes and with the sun ready to come up, what are the chances we land without any problems?”
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Samuel said. “I’m already in shock that we’ve made it this far. I’m almost ready to declare the new guy a good luck charm; you know, the guy you wanted to kill twelve hours ago.”
 
    
 
   Archer shook his head and pointed through the glare coming out of the east. “That’s our spot, just a few hundred yards from the jetty, maybe five minutes. Let Vera and the others know to hold tight until we put down. I’d make the announcement, although I’m trying to stay off the radio until we get on the ground.”
 
    
 
   Smiling he turned to Archer and said, “Will do.”
 
    
 
   “What’s so funny?” Archer asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing’s funny, I’m still just amused that Boothe hasn’t been able to figure out what we did last night. The look on his face is going to be priceless. Can’t wait.”
 
    
 
   “Proud of yourself, huh?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, maybe a little.” Samuel moved through the crowded cockpit and out into the rear cabin.
 
    
 
   Reaching for the control panel, Archer flipped the toggle switch for the outgoing audio and lowered the mic to his chin. He turned to assure he was alone and then spoke quickly and calmly, while descending into the airspace above the beach. “Touch down in five minutes, forty-two residents incoming and no sign of the others.”
 
    
 
   As Tonya returned, she looked confused. “Who were you talking to?”
 
    
 
   Returning the switch to its off position, Archer turned to her. “No one…I mean, I was just talking to myself. I think being up here behind the controls for so long; I’m starting to go a little stir crazy. I’ll be better once we get out of this cockpit.”
 
    
 
   Sliding back into the co-pilot’s seat Tonya said, “Aren’t you at all worried about what Boothe and his men have waiting for us once we do land?”
 
    
 
   “If Samuel did his job, we’ll be the ones surprising him. Once Symon, Rath, and the others hit the beach, we shouldn’t have any problems with Boothe or his men.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll just follow your lead.”
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Not eating more than few bites of the previous night’s so-called dinner, Sarah’s head pounded as she lifted off the mattress and her stomach pulled in toward her spine. The thought of what awaited them and the prospect of having to spend another minute in the presence of that man left her with little hope that she’d ever see her husband again. She sat forward, turned to Lauren, and noticed her roommate had already awoken.
 
    
 
   Lauren, now seated along the bed she’d already straightened, with her back against the wall and her head hung between her legs, quietly cried. The past twelve hours had inched by without the pair speaking and with the last conversation once again ending with Sarah scolding the young mother; neither knew where to begin the new day.
 
    
 
   Although the room she’d been locked away in was void of windows, her internal clock told her it was morning. With that realization, Sarah watched the door like it held life, waiting for her captor to return and calming the voices in her head that spoke of the terror that awaited her. The dream she’d continually told herself to hold on to was slowly fading, as were her hopes that her husband would somehow find her. Sarah knew what she needed to do; she just no longer believed that she could.
 
    
 
   Standing, the polished concrete floors were cool to the touch. As she began to cross the floor to Lauren, the key entered the lock and the door swung open. Emerson Boothe entered the room just ahead of his three guards. “Ladies, it’s time, please follow me.”
 
    
 
   Into the stairwell and up to the ground floor, they followed the madman. Reaching the same door Sarah had gone through with Jonah at nearly the same time a day before, she stopped. Lauren also stopped.
 
    
 
   Boothe, already out into the dissipating morning fog, turned and motioned to his guards. They moved toward the women and pulled them, barefoot, out into the sand. They were dragged to the top of the dune and turned back toward the facility they’d been prisoners in for the last several days.
 
    
 
   The air thick and warm on her face, Sarah slid in next to Lauren and hugged her. Lauren neither responded nor acknowledged the gesture. She simply remained standing and stared at the sand below her feet.
 
    
 
   Boothe shouted from his perch high above the beach, now only a few feet from the women. “Bring them out.”
 
    
 
   Two additional guards forced four men out onto the beach, each chained to the one before and bloodied from head to toe. Void of any clothing, they were marched to a spot twenty feet from the foot of the dune and forced to their knees.
 
    
 
   Out of the cloudless sky over her left shoulder, drifted another of Boothe’s jet-black transport drones. Sarah turned from Lauren and watched as the aircraft slowed overhead and began its vertical descent less than a hundred yards from where she stood, unable to move her focus from the tortured men in the sand.
 
    
 
   Boothe turned to the women and said, “Right on time, that Archer is punctual if nothing else.” And as the drone finished touching down near the shore break, he made his way to the four men lying in the sand. Back to Sarah he said. “Your husband is out there, somewhere close, waiting for his chance to take you from me. I don’t know where, but I’m sure of it. Call to him.”
 
    
 
   Sarah stood motionless, staring back at him.
 
    
 
   “Your choice.” He held out his right hand and after being handed a pistol, fired one round into the forehead of the bloodied man to his right. Before his victim’s body hit the ground he again made his demand. “Sarah, this is the last time I ask.” He turned the weapon on the next man in line and pushed the barrel into his ear. “Call to him.”
 
    
 
   The three men lying before her we’re already dead. Boothe would execute them either way, although she knew her husband, and how this situation would have played out had he been anywhere within earshot. Shouting his name wouldn’t change the events about to unfold either way.
 
    
 
   Sarah closed her eyes and melted as the words left her lips. “Benjamin, please do not show yourself. If you love me, I want you to get as far from—”
 
    
 
   As Boothe discharged the three remaining men from this world, Sarah flinched and dropped to her knees. She wept as the drone opened its rear cargo doors and as the dust settled around the massive airship, she noticed those exiting were not Boothe’s people.
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   The turquoise ocean sat fifty feet to the left, framed by the morning fog and fading trails of sand. Archer stepped from the cockpit and lowered the rear doors as the warm coastal breeze filtered in. This was the first actual sunrise he’d seen in months; if he didn’t already known better, he’d have guessed that this part of the planet was about to experience its first summer day in over a year. Although with the colossal winter storm just miles to the east, it reminded him of why he was here today, fighting for his life. “Everyone out!” Archer moved into the rear cabin and began herding the residents out onto the beach. “There isn’t time, leave your things; we’ll come back for anything you may need.”
 
    
 
   Many did what they were told without question and marched out into the sand. Others, including Vera stayed behind, looking for answers. “What’s happening, where are the others? The beach looks deserted.”
 
 
   “I’m sure Rath, Symon, and the others will be coming up over that ridge any moment now. That is if they haven’t already moved on Boothe’s compound. Let’s get the others out onto the beach so we can get a head count.”
 
    
 
   A familiar voice flooded the interior. “Archer… move them out.”
 
    
 
   Standing between Archer and her people, Vera reached back and slapped him with an open hand. “What did you do?”
 
    
 
   “What I needed to do to survive.”
 
    
 
   “So, you sacrificed everyone that you’ve ever known to that murderous sociopath to save yourself? Like father like son, I guess.”
 
    
 
   He turned to strike her and then lowered his hand. “Just get outside. It was over for you and the others the moment you allowed Benjamin Rath into our mountain.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not willing to believe that you brought everyone here, simply to just let us die. You’re a disgrace. Not only to the people who trusted you, but to our race as a whole.” As Vera turned and walked into the daylight, many residents had already begun to turn back the moment they noticed Boothe’s men striding toward the aircraft.
 
    
 
   Through the passenger bay and out into the sand, Archer moved around and passed the former residents of the Patch, as they were being herded back toward the dune. He marched through the packed sand toward Boothe and eyed his target, Benjamin Rath’s wife.
 
    
 
   Many horrified and frozen in place at the sight of the four casualties tried to run, only to be brought down with a hit from a well-placed stun baton.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   As his men lined the residents three deep, just feet from the fallen prisoners, Boothe stood between the two women as Archer joined them atop the dune. He ordered the six children removed from their families and taken inside the facility. Three boys and three girls were torn away from their mothers and fathers at gunpoint. His lack of compassion for the children proved just how far Emerson Boothe had traveled from his former self. One of the fathers was hit with a stun baton continually until his limbs went rigid and he lay face down in the sand, blood running from his left eye.
 
    
 
   The three girls trailed the boys toward the facility as Lauren finally lifted her head from the ground below. She recognized the whimper of her little girl and tracking the sound, laid eyes on her as she passed behind the last row of residents. Without asking for approval and unfazed as the men in black shouted for her to stop, Lauren ran to her little girl. “CHLOE!”
 
    
 
   The guards turned to Boothe for direction and he motioned for them to stand down. His patience wearing thin, he turned to the hushed crowd as they watched the mother and daughter reunite and began his tirade. “I’ll keep this short…as most of you know by now, the world is changing. I’m sure Vera has given you all the unpleasant details of why she assumes I left you behind, to perish in the mountain. I’ll give you the truth; it’s callous, although it’s also reality. The new home I’ve built wouldn’t sustain everyone for the length of time we’ll be locked away. We ran the numbers hundreds of times and one glaring fact stared back at us every single time. If we took with us, every single resident, we would have run through our supplies years too early. We never—”
 
    
 
   Out from the third row, Samuel moved to Vera’s side and in speaking, interrupted his former mentor. “Boothe, you’re lying to these people. Why don’t you tell them how you’ve also killed off most everyone living in the Districts over the last few months? How you’ve randomly chosen to murder husbands, wives, and their children, tearing down their homes and letting them fight for their lives among the wastelands. Emerson, you’ve slipped…you are not the man you once were; the person we praised is gone. Tell them what you’ve done, these people deserve it.”
 
    
 
   “Samuel, if you’re looking for the reason you and so many like you weren’t asked to join us, you’ve already answered your own question. You see…if people like you, people who question my every step, people who cause trouble, people who cannot follow simple orders were allowed to share my new home, how long would it be before chaos ruled our lives? How long before people were forced against one another, how long before something had to be done to gain back control?”
 
    
 
   Boothe continued, although focusing only on his former head of technology. “Samuel, the time you spent trying to lock me out of the network here today only made my job easier. While you and Tyler were working to keep me from getting my hands on that drone, you became too distracted to see that I was already controlling it through Archer. I also recorded every word of every conversation. I just wish you could see the look on your own face. Not on my bucket list, although still very satisfying.”
 
    
 
   Vera had heard enough and finally stepped forward; trembling as she began to speak. “Emerson, what has happened to you and why are you doing this? Why not give us all a chance to live? ”
 
    
 
   “Vera, you’ve always been loyal, loyal to a fault. The reality is that our new home will be locked at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean for twelve years. And for twelve years, there won’t be an option to open the back door and throw potential lawbreakers out. Once we’re locked in, that’s it.”
 
    
 
   “None of these people have ever given you anything to worry about. You need to rethink your decision; these people are your family.”
 
    
 
   “Family? None of you are my family; you’re just the people who I’ve taken care of for most of your lives. It was me…I built the facility that kept all of you from freezing to death. I was the one with the foresight to stockpile supplies and find a proper location to make surviving the end of the world possible. Now that nature has decided to change its terms, you again expect me to come to your rescue?”
 
    
 
   Emerson Boothe paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “To each and every one of you…three decades ago, our planet was knocked off its axis. No one came to help, not the government, not even the local authorities. When God himself turned his back on you, it was me…I took you in, I gave you life, and for the last thirty-two years, I’ve been your God.”
 
    
 
   He tried to continue, although the respondent outcry drowned any chance of following the same train of thought. Growing tired of the back and forth with the very people he was about to leave to die, Boothe reached in to his waistband, pulled his nine millimeter pistol, and fired two shots into the air. The crowd quieting, he pointed to the hills between the beach and the reviled city of Presidio.
 
    
 
   “Go,” Boothe said. “We are done here. It looks like the man I’ve been waiting for didn’t make it here alive. Benjamin Rath is the reason my son was murdered.” He motioned to Archer. “He also killed this man’s father in cold blood. When I learned that Mr. Rath’s wife had been picked up by one of our transports, I realized that karma had evened the score. She’s here as payback for her husband’s sins, as are all of you. You took him in and then decided to betray me by not handing him over.”
 
    
 
   Sarah turned to Boothe and spit in his face. “My husband is not a murderer.”
 
    
 
   He didn’t react. Boothe removed a white handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his face, and turned to Archer. “She’s yours; I no longer have any use for her.” Turning back to the crowd he said, “Or any of you.”
 
    
 
   Grabbing a thick handful of Sarah’s hair, Archer pulled her to her knees and then down the face of the dune. Struggling, she managed to get ahold of his wrists and with her fingernails, tore into his flesh. Blood ran down her hands and onto her palms as he writhed in pain and instinctively released her. Sarah turned away from Archer’s right cross just in time to witness Boothe ordering the execution of everyone left on the beach.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Sarah couldn’t distinguish whether the gunshots preceded the massive explosion or if it had been the other way around. Taking four consecutive blows to the head from Archer’s right fist, blood began to pour from the corner of her eye and into her mouth. She lay on her back fighting for her next breath and upon regaining focus, she watched the soles of Archer’s boots take flight as the nearly two hundred pound man was blown backward more than fifteen feet.
 
    
 
   The explosion had rocked the entire beach, as residents of the Patch—including Samuel, Vera, and Tonya—gathered the others and started back toward the drone. The hillside to the right of the beachfront facility breathed fire and thick black smoke poured out of a cylindrical cavern, the obvious source of the explosion.
 
    
 
   Boothe’s men, the few that remained standing, moved toward the site of destruction as the smoke began to clear. As the earth began to shake, the men, in unison pulled back and at the sight of the first Andro, turned and started to run. Andros moving out onto the beach appeared to discriminate, choosing Boothe’s men over the weaker women and children from the Patch. The men in black were plucked one by one from the beach and tossed over the shoulders of the beasts exiting the tunnel.
 
    
 
   Sarah moved to a sitting position, and in attempting to stand, dropped back to her knees. As he walked through the fading black smoke, her husband was flanked by two of the largest beasts she’d ever seen. Standing at least two feet above the man she’d been waiting for, these Andros were different. They were both women and although that would have been enough, they also appeared to be walking with him and not attempting to devour him.
 
    
 
   Scanning the beach, Rath had yet to find her, although upon locating and pointing out Emerson Boothe, the two gargantuan Andros appeared incensed. They moved on him without regard for personal safety, and although the self-proclaimed deity fired multiple shots, not one found its intended target.
 
    
 
   He was hit hard, taken to the ground, and finally dragged away by the large female Andros. He attempted to use his remaining breath to curse Benjamin Rath, although he was quickly silenced with a crushing blow to his mid-section. Within minutes, Emerson Boothe and his men were made prisoners of the Arkuss, his fate completely resting with the sub-set of Andros that he’d been trying to eliminate for years.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Finally standing, he found her. Sarah began toward him and with each step, the throbbing in her head pushed more blood down her face. He didn’t appear to have fared much better, although he was moving at an increased pace as the two moved in a straight line toward one other.
 
    
 
   Pausing to wipe clean her eyes, Sarah was taken from her feet with an elbow to the back of the head. She spun to the right and was knocked back into the sand as he knelt over her with a raised fist. Archer…he had been spared the fate of Boothe’s other men, as he wasn’t initially targeted and was void of the requisite black uniform, although his time had come.
 
    
 
   As Archer swung, his balled fist was intercepted along its path by an inversely destructive force. The six-pound lead pipe came through exceptionally quick for being brandished by a man using only his right arm. The sound made by the two colliding was nearly as painful as the decimation of every bone in Archer’s right hand.
 
    
 
   Flat on his back and coughing up sand, Archer looked up at Benjamin Rath, unable to fathom the events that lead to their confrontation here on the beach. The blows came in quick succession and although every muscle fiber in his wrecked body screamed for him to stop, the picture of his beautiful wife pushed him on. Bending forward, he used his right hand to clamp down on Archer’s throat and as he struggled, Rath leaned in. 
 
    
 
   The younger man now motionless and with air rapidly escaping his lungs, Archer’s eyes began to twitch and close. “Let me die,” was all he was able to get out before Rath released his grip and moved to his wife.
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   As the cloud cover rolled in and the first signs of the new winter began to overtake the area, they moved to Boothe’s yacht, fully loaded and waiting to transport the seventy plus residents to their new home. Accommodations would have to be made upon arrival, as those in Boothe’s inner circle who already occupied the submersible habitat would need some sort of explanation for the change in leadership.
 
    
 
   Benjamin Rath marched through the soft sand with his wife. They leaned into one another and followed Vera, Lauren, and Chloe onto the vessel. He moved to the main quarters, helped her onto the bed, and made sure she was comfortable. “Sweetheart, I’ve missed you more than you know and cannot explain what these last few days without you have been like. That’s over now, we’re going home.”
 
    
 
   Before allowing Samuel and Tonya to captain the powerful, one hundred-foot yacht into the building storm and attempt to use the navigation to find Halo, the group shared a moment of silence for those lost in the battle with the Andros. Women cried softly for their husbands and comforted their children as they pulled out of the jetty and into the open sea.
 
    
 
   The women each took turns tending to Sarah, giving Rath time to have Symon set and bandage his left arm. Men who braved Presidio and were reunited with their wives and children thanked Tyler for helping get everyone safely to the beach and beyond. The mothers and children moved to the kitchen and started preparing meals for the hungry and exhausted.
 
    
 
   Still not herself and unable to string more than a few cohesive thoughts together, Lauren took her daughter’s hand and made her way to Sarah. “This is my baby girl, her name is Chloe. Your husband kept her alive just like you did for me. Sarah, my little family owes you everything. I will be here for you always… thank you.” She started to cry and sat with Sarah for the remainder of the trip as Chloe curled up next to her on the makeshift bed and fell asleep.
 
    
 
   .      .      .
 
    
 
   Within sight of their destination, Rath moved to the wheelhouse and was greeted by Vera and Samuel. “Is that Halo?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Vera said. “We’ve already made contact and explained our situation.”
 
    
 
   “And?”
 
    
 
   “Let’s just say that they were noticing the same personality defects with Boothe as of late.”
 
    
 
   “Are we going to have any problems?” Rath asked.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so,” Vera said. “They currently number just over one hundred and said they’d be able to accommodate twice the amount we have on board.”
 
    
 
   “So,” Rath said. “Twelve years locked away at the bottom of the ocean, seems like it may become a bit claustrophobic?”
 
    
 
   “Well, as crazy as it sounds, I believe we’ll be fine. One thing about Boothe, he made sure to think of everything. I’m not sure how he did it, although Halo was built as a city and there are areas that simulate being outdoors. This was his most perfect creation.”
 
    
 
   “I guess we don’t really have a choice, do we?”
 
    
 
   “No, not really. Now go be with your wife; you’ve more than done your part. You’ll be in your new home in less than three hours. Get some rest, you need it.”
 
    
 
   He kissed her on the forehead and hugged her gently. “Thank you, Vera…for everything.”
 
    
 
   Attending to the business of captaining the colossal ship, Samuel turned to Rath as he was exiting the wheelhouse. “Hey…one thing I can’t figure out. How on earth were our men spared by the Arkuss? I’ve never seen or heard of anything like it.”
 
    
 
   Rath turned and smiled. “Short answer is that they wanted Boothe and I knew where and when he’d be the most vulnerable. We simply made a deal.”
 
    
 
   “And the long answer?”
 
    
 
   “For years, Boothe has been steadily eliminating the Andros. Recently he upped his game and began going to Presidio and targeting the Arkuss. All but twelve were slaughtered at last count and with their backs against the wall; they started fighting back, although until today they never were able to get close enough and in such numbers to have a real chance. They wanted him; I just showed them where to find him.”
 
    
 
   He turned and strode out the door and down onto the main deck, sharing a moment with Symon and the pair acknowledged their newfound trust for one another before parting. Symon made his way back to his family as Rath moved to the main quarters and his wife.
 
    
 
   Entering the room as Chloe exited with her mother, he smiled and gave her a high five. She turned back to Rath and said, “Mr. Rath, you’re still my protector, but you’re also still very stinky.”
 
    
 
   Feeling somewhat like herself and unquestionably excited to see him again, Sarah sat forward as he moved to the bed and greeted him with a kiss. She shared the plate of food she’d yet to finish and a small glass of cold water. While he ate, she detailed her time without him, leaving out the darkest times where she felt most alone. She instead focused on the impact his memories had on her surviving the terrible ordeal. He listened for as long as he could keep his eyes from closing and when they finally did, she held him close and watched him sleep.
 
   
  
 



Sixteen Years Later…
 
    
 
   The sand between her toes and the warm spring air pushed her hair away from her face. Peering out over the shoreline, Sarah watched her husband’s hand carve the large piece of driftwood. He’d been working since sunup and today was determined to break the halfway point. She sat on the last step with her seven-year-old son, enjoying the day and answering questions about his father, the man who saved the last remaining humans, those who would repopulate the earth.
 
    
 
   “Mom, how old is he today?”
 
    
 
   “He won’t admit it, but he’s fifty-six.”
 
    
 
   “Are you getting him a present?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am and so are you.”
 
    
 
   “We are? What are we getting him?”
 
    
 
   “Just before the sun goes down, we’re all taking him to the cemetery to visit Aunt Vera. Then tonight, a barbeque for his birthday, on the beach.”
 
    
 
   “Dad really loved her; he told me that you guys are together because of her.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, she was very special to him. Vera took care of him like a mother. She helped your dad find me when I needed him.”
 
    
 
   “Did you love her too?”
 
    
 
   “Very much.”
 
    
 
   He hugged her and before running off to help his father, turned to her. “Mom, I love you.”
 
    
 
   As he scooted away toward his father, she whispered, “I love you too, Benji.”
 
    
 
   “Hey dad.”
 
    
 
   “Hey kiddo, you here to help?”
 
    
 
   “Yep, whadda ya want me to do? Can I use that tool? The one you make shapes with?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, I left a section that’s all your own. You know, long before you were born, I made a swing for your mother and would watch her sit and enjoy it every single day. Even in the cold, she’d go out and swing until she was frozen. I think it reminded her of being a little girl.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to it?”
 
    
 
   “Just like everything else from before…it’s gone, but the world is a much better place now and your mother and I get to smile every single day. You are a big reason for that.”
 
    
 
   “Are we ever going back there, to Halo?”
 
    
 
   “Not again in our lifetime. Samuel and the others he works with say that we are good to live here on the beach for as long as we like.”
 
    
 
   “What about those bad people who used to be here?”
 
    
 
   “The Andros?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   “Well,” Rath said. “We haven’t seen them since we got back. Hopefully they’ve moved on.”
 
    
 
   “Okay dad, can I go play with Evan?”
 
    
 
   “Sure buddy, have fun.”
 
    
 
   He watched his son run across the same beach he and Sarah had found one another on all those years before. Trotting off without a care in the world, his son would never fully understand what it took to get to this place in time. He’d never understand how the human race had dwindled to less than eighty-six souls before ascending back to the surface of the ocean and repopulating the place they had once lost.
 
    
 
   Turning to face the blue water, he smiled as she approached. All grown up and as strong a woman as he’d ever seen, he was proud of the person she’d become and often thought of her as his own child.
 
    
 
   “Hey Mr. Rath.”
 
    
 
   “Hello young lady, I can’t imagine you’re that bored that my company seems worthwhile.”
 
    
 
   Chloe knelt in the sand next to him, wrapped her arm around him, and hugged him tight. “Happy birthday, how you holding up?”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine, can’t wait for the barbeque. You still coming tonight?”
 
    
 
   “We’ll be there, mom just went to the cemetery; she likes to be there alone, you know.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Rath said.
 
    
 
   “Hey, I know this is hard for you. Her passing on the same day as your birthday. I’m sure the reminder every year is a bit of a downer. You know I’m here if you need to talk.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, although I think Sarah needed you for the final fitting. I sometimes think she’s more excited about this wedding than you are.”
 
    
 
   She patted him on the back, complimented his woodworking abilities and started toward Sarah. A few steps in and she returned. Chloe took his hand and said, “After all these years, I still need your help.”
 
    
 
   “Anything.”
 
    
 
   “You mean more to me than just about any person in this world, you know that. I need you to be my hero one last time…will you walk me down the aisle next month and give me away to Logan?”
 
    
 
   “I was hoping you’d ask, and I absolutely cannot wait sweetheart. Now go before I start to well up…and thank you.”
 
    
 
   Chloe moved off and disappeared into the beach house with Sarah as he returned to the task of creating the last porch swing his wife would ever use. Benjamin Rath spent the remaining daylight sitting in the warm air and watching the younger children play in the shore break, calling to mind those he now cared for and so many others who’d already left this beach for a better place.
 
    
 
   Just before sunset and as the group began to gather where the tide reached up and kissed the soft sand, Rath moved in behind Sarah. They leaned into one another along the railing of the raised deck, overlooking their new family and smiled. Sarah pointed to the piece of driftwood he’d spent the day with. “It’s coming together nicely, just like the last one you made me. You gonna let Benji help you again tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he asked me how we’ll know when it’s finished.”
 
    
 
   She laughed and brushed his greying hair away from his face. “What did you tell him?”
 
    
 
   “I said that when it’s as beautiful as his mother, then we’ve built something worth giving you.”
 
    
 
   It took him eleven separate days outside in the scorching sun to secure the piece of wood suitable for his latest project, although it took him nearly thirty years to find her. She was still worth every second.
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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!” 
 
   
  
 



2
 
    
 
   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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