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    Prologue: James Clarence: We Had This Coming
  
 
    During the early days of the infection, it is was anyone’s guess who was responsible. It was no secret that something was coming, but I doubt anyone could have predicted any of this. The President blamed the United Nations but, while his assumptions proved true, we really had no one to blame but ourselves. The walls, the deportations of expatriates, and the infection were all our fault. We brought down the vengeance of the entire world on ourselves. Our hands pulled the cornerstone that caused the collapse. But like a spoiled child...or a sociopath...we blamed everyone except ourselves. 
I could tell you that we were the victims but, that would be a lie. I could tell you that it was the fault of our government but, that would only be a half-truth. The truth is that the entirety of our population was to blame. The passive as much as the aggressive. Truth being as subjective as it is, one could interpret fault in any number of ways. But in the end, when you drill right down to the marrow, there is always only a single blamable entity, and this time it was us. Everyone played their part in our descent. You see, one either engaged in the violence, turned a blind eye to it, or were its victim. Regardless of what anyone would like to say, we were, and are, all to blame. 
I’d love to tell you it began with that last farce of an election. The twelve parties vying for the favor of the ants they sought to control using tactics, techniques, and procedures so convoluted that I doubt they themselves could have told you what they were talking about. But in truth, it began with the birth of our nation. The Colony was born out of violence, and into violence is has since descended. From the day the first Europeans foot dented the sands of the shores and began to settle.  When the first shots of the American Revolution were fired in Boston after the Colonists, dressed as Natives, threw the first crates of King George’s overtaxed tea into Boston Harbor. Every time a Colonial musket ball tore through an Englishman’s heart, lung, leg, throat, stomach, or head, we took another step closer towards this eventuality.
It began with each defeat of the Red Coats, and continued with each, more brutal defeat of the Native peoples.  This unholy corruption began with the first smallpox blanket handed to a Cherokee woman or child in the Colonial crusade known as Manifest Destiny. That schizophrenic moment when the newly minted Americans began hearing, as one, the voice of the Divine calling and urging for their scourge to spread from sea to shining sea. It began with bodies on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean, tore a blood-soaked path straight across to the Pacific casting a wake of unnumbered dead. And that path we cut could only lead to the hell we know today. 
Each rail and tie of the Transcontinental Railroad that was laid was another step towards the walls, the deportations, the infection. Each pounded spike was just another nail in the coffin, and the miles crossed were nothing more than us being lowered ever closer to the bottom of that six-foot hole in the midst of a tombstone forest. 
With each lash and crack of the whip against the back of a slave, we took a step. Each dead slave meant another footfall closer to this sequestration and infection. The violence done against those some viewed as property and subhuman meant we were walking right into this. 
No...we were running really.
From the secession of the Confederate States of America to the burning of Atlanta by Sherman to the signing of surrender at Appomattox. As the Civil War raged and brother shot brother, father killed son, and cousin fought cousin, we’ve been on this slope towards this just and deserved reward. 
We had this coming. The walls were merely meant to contain the spreading cancer we had become. The infection was our true punishment. People like me were our true punishment.     Skipping forward to the Industrial Revolution, we began to dump shit into the environment. We began to engage in a suicidal campaign of domination disguised as progress bent upon the domination of the planet. Toxic chemicals into the waters, poisoned gases into the air, and worse into the food we fed our children. Rather than protect ourselves from ourselves we seek to destroy ourselves in ever greater and inventive ways, and the irony was completely lost on all of us.  Uncle Ted was right when he sent the first packages to universities, laboratories, and airports from his shack in Montana. 
We had this coming. 
The flames that licked and spread across the Cuyahoga River in Ohio, the crude oil that smothered sea fowl along the coast of San Francisco were all precursors to this segregation of the once great and powerful United States.
Today, my kind are in control. Today, it’s the people like H.H. Holmes, the Theodore Bundy, and Charles Manson that dictate the rules of the Colony. The Politicians behind the small walls near Old DC can play at lawmaking as they have since everything fell apart, the Colonial Brigades can play soldier, going to war with one another, but the Colony is our playground; the passive have become our swings, see-saws, and slides. We bury the weak under the contaminated soils on which we walk and drown them in the infected waters in which we swim.
The walls trapped the lambs with the lions.
There is no escape. This is our true punishment.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    








  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1
  
 
    
He sat in the low light of his lab, eyes hovering less than an inch away from the microscope. The microscopic blob, Naegleria accidia, was slowly moving to the left, but it was moving in the direction Heinrich wanted...no...needed it to move. The various test specimens had limited success but, for the last three days, every test had been a success. This tiny monster that he’d created was finally ready for animal trials. Human trials would not be far off in the future.
He sat back rubbing his eyes from the strain and stretching his back. There was no need to watch any further. The end state was always the same or had been since the first successful control trials three weeks prior. 
While they had only just taken the first steps into the final stages of the parasite's development, Heinrich could easily predict what the outcome of a full and successful infection would be. Naegleria accidia was designed to mimic the only other member of its genus capable of human infection. However, where Naegleria fowleri will simply kill its victim, N. accidia is meant only to create a state of total passivity. Once in this state, the infected will lose the ability to feel any emotions. The Infected’s primary preoccupation is with survival, and nothing more.
Fowleri is a shotgun; accidia is a scalpel, he thought, as his eyes scanned the groom of the empty room. His thoughts drifted back to the day that this project had all begun.

Heinrich Amsel II was one of the world’s foremost epidemiologist. He’d spent his life up to that point in the hot spots of disease. He’d been the first to spot the precursors of an epidemic of Ebola during an outbreak in Liberia. Instrumental in the treatment and eradication of various waterborne and insect-borne diseases in coastal areas of the third world when the waters had begun to rise during the last warming cycle, particularly in Bangladesh. He’d even made a short, but rough foray into The Colony after the Northern and Southern walls had gone up to prevent the spread of plague near the borders of the Manhattan Island Exclusion Zone. That had been near 10 years ago, and he hadn’t been back into the Colony since.
He had been squatting in ankle-deep muck in a remote part of Northern India where there had been an outbreak of malaria when he heard them approaching. Their footsteps told him everything he needed to know, they weren’t field people like himself. They were loud, even by politician standards. He’d half expected to turn and find them wearing plastic bags over their shoes but, a side glance found them both in roughs and hiking boots. 
  
 
    “Watch that snake, Frank.” he’d said, and the man gasped as he moved away quickly. “You’d be dead before we could make it to the field hospital.”
  
 
    “How did you know, Henry?” Came the man’s reply in the heavy, familiar French accent.
  
 
    “Because you’re the loudest person with knowledge of my whereabouts.”
  
 
    “Trying to hide, Henry?” 
Heinrich always winced at his use of the Colonist bastardization of his name. That, combined with his heavy French accent, made the name nearly unbearable. But Heinrich loved the man like a brother so, he allowed the slight without any reprimand.
  
 
    “Clearly failing in that endeavor,” he replied standing with a warm smile.
  
 
    “Henry, this is the…”
  
 
        “The UN Secretary General, Azadah Byrne.” he interrupted, “You need not introduce me to my boss, Frank.” he chuckled as they shook hands.
  
 
        “Well, you know how much a slave to ceremony I am.”
  
 
        Azadah Byrne was beautiful, the pictures hung around the United Nation’s headquarters in the Exclusion Zone on Manhattan Island, which made her appear stoic and cold, did not do her much justice. Born to an Afghan mother and Irish father, and spent her life going between the two countries since the end of the Colonist war in Afghanistan. She had long, black hair but, her eyes burned a deep green from her Irish heritage. She was tall and athletically built, he’d read somewhere that she’d played football at a university in Ireland. Her skin held the dark olive hue indicative of her mother’s side. Her smile, Heinrich noted, was especially disarming. It wasn’t a shock that she’d been able to accomplish all that she had in her short 34 years of life. 
  
 
        “Dr. Amsel,” she began, reaching out to shake his hand, her accent was decidedly Irish, “I have a task which our mutual friend assures me only you are capable of.”
  
 
        “Is that so?” he glanced to Francois who quickly averted his gaze.
  
 
        “Indeed, he did.” she continued, “Your reputation for being able to find solutions for epidemics is a topic of conversation quite often. Your name is not unfamiliar to me as mine is not to you. And Francois certainly thinks highly of you, there is no mistaking that.”
  
 
        “Madam Secretary, I’m sure you didn’t travel all the way out here to discuss my accomplishments.” he said, “I have a great deal to finish here, and these people need my assistance.”
  
 
        “Frank also told me you were a very…dedicated and direct man as well.” she smiled, “Right to the point then. What I am here to ask of you is no easy task but, if it is successful, it could very well be the final step towards total world peace.”
  
 
        Total world peace. Those words had hung in his head every day since that moment three years ago. World peace had long been the dream of the UN for as long as Heinrich had been working for them. It became more than a dream once the Northern and Southern walls had gone up. They were taking steps to make it a reality. Peace had been the reason for all the deportations of Colonists living abroad out of fear that they might be sleeper cells sent out by the Colonist government. But every time one of the Colonist Brigades attacked the walls, and was able to kill one of the guards, world peace seemed just a little further out of reach.
    The plan that she had outlined in that Indian swamp had gone against everything that he’d believed, everything his parents had raised him to believe in. She’d been able to convince him that it was the only possible way. She’d been adamant that his method produces as few casualties as possible. She’d claimed that she would have preferred none, but even Heinrich knew that there would be a body count. No war, no matter how well received by the indigenous population, nor how covert, was without collateral damage.  

    The room was quiet. He’d turned the lights down low after the last of his staff had retired for the day. Jazz that could have been from some old noir film played low in the background. His mind began to drift from the present day’s accomplishment to the distant past and memories from childhood.
    He could see her lying there on the cot in front of him. She’d been symptomatic for thirteen days and, though he was just a young boy, he could tell that she would soon succumb. 
    Heinrich doubted he’d truly understood what was happening at the time. He’d often wondered if he’d placed his own adult understandings and emotional depth into the child from his memories. 
    His father, Heinrich Sr., was standing at his side with a gentle hand upon his shoulder. He could remember his strong, stoic face in the dim light of their tent. He’d done all that he could to save her but, the infection was nearly always fatal. His father had told him that only 1% of the infected survived.
    Even though decades separated him from his memories Heinrich could feel the white-hot tears streaming down his face. He could remember there being a hesitance in him as she smiled and called him close. He’d been afraid of catching the parasite that was taking her away from him. He’d never quite been able to get over that split second pause. Her voice was barely a whisper when she spoke but, her words were clear, even through the fog of memory.
  
 
        “Heinrich, will you promise me something?” she said.
    Heinrich could only nod, his own voice too shaky and caught in his throat to escape.
  
 
        “Take care of your father for me.” A smile that could have been the last bit of humor in her crossed her face, “He can’t take care of himself.”
  
 
        The breath from her final words cascaded across his cheeks as the remnants of life flushed out of her body. Heinrich had never been able to forget that feeling. He’d felt the last of her on his cheek, and felt it still in the dark of his lab.
    The present held nothing for him except loneliness and the past nothing but sorrow. He could feel the two stray tears rolling from each eye, but he did not reach to wipe them away. They could travel their course undeterred. He wasn’t a particularly emotional person but, in private moments, he’d allow himself the small transgression of release. Nothing he had done in the months and years since that day in Northern India could be undone. This path was the only path now. There was no turning back.
























Chapter 2
  
 
      
 
        Fuck me, it’s getting hotter, Adam thought, rolling down the window. The speedometer of his old beat up Ford Ranger read 90 miles per hour. He lit another cigarette. The Texas sun blazed overhead, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky to provide relief. He could see the gates of Abilene ahead as he topped the overpass coming in from the Western Wastes. Abilene was the last inhabited town before they began.
    A freshly killed and dressed deer lay in the bed of the truck. They’d had to travel further into the Wastes this week to find even the scantest sign of game. People trying to find food seemed to be traveling further away from the city, and that was a problem. The further you had to travel, the more likely you were to end up having to stay out overnight. The longer you stayed out in the Wastes, the more likely you were to have a run in with a hungry Hunter. And run-ins with Hunters usually ended up one of two ways, you killed them and got away or, you were killed and ended up as food. Nobody wanted to overnight in the Wastes. 
    The kid in the seat next to him pulled a smoke from his pack and lit it. He was only 16 but, Adam figured the old world laws were moot at this point. Scratch, as he was called, had been through enough in the years before he came to live with Adam. He knew what the kid had had to do to survive. More importantly, he knew why the kid was alone. He’d not stop him from having a smoke now and then. 
    They’d left early that morning, just before sunup. Adam had been hunting since he was a boy but, this was Scratch’s first time out. Eventually, everyone ends up on their own in the Colony so, the kid had to get his feet wet at some point. He’d learn sooner or later. Tomorrow was never a promise in The Colony. Everyone still left unaffected by whatever made the Hunters the way they were, knew how to fend for themselves. Anything less was a quick way to get yourself killed. 
    The drive into the Wastes had been uneventful, which put Adam’s mind at ease. Probably better for the kid’s first time, he’d thought. Adam had packed their gear but, he’d shown Scratch where everything went. Knowing where everything was would be important should they come across any Hunters while out on the hunt.
    Adam had spent several years in the Army prior to the walls going up and the infection that followed. He’d been a forward observer in the Artillery out in Hawaii and up in Kansas so, he knew the utility of having a load plan when heading into a possibly deadly situation. Consistency was the key. He packed the same things in the same place each time, every time. If you knew where to reach without looking, you were good to go. 
    The bed of the truck had a solid top that hinged up like the hood, and he could reach the most important items from the tailgate. He had built a compartmentalized platform into the bed. Beneath this portion, there was a second compartment where he kept food, water, and rucksacks they might need for the hunt, as well as his bow, which he preferred to hunt with. There was also enough ammo for the arsenal they’d be taking along for protection from the Hunters. They both wore headlamps, and Adam pointed out where things went and why they went there. Scratch listened in attentive silence.
    They’d be taking more weapons with them than they really needed for the hunt. Three hunting rifles, two shotguns, and six handguns. All loaded, and ready to use. Adam thought back to when his wife had asked if all this was necessary. Not really, he’d said but, they sure are fun! That arsenal wasn’t meant for employment against deer.
    The Wastes were dangerous for a number of reasons, not just the Hunters. You’d also have a chance of running into the people who hadn’t been infected and made their home in the Wastes. These people were just as tough to put down as Hunters. At least Hunters were only a threat when they were hungry. The Wasters would kill for resources or, more likely, fun. The worst part of dealing with a Waster is that, if they got the upper hand in a fight, they were just as apt to spend the next few days torturing you instead of killing you. Adam had seen what they really enjoyed doing the few times they’d made their way into Abilene.
    Adam’s home lay just inside the city’s perimeter. His drive from there to the gates was less than three minutes. He could make it out into the Wastes in less than ten. Once you got past Old Tye, however, you were on your own when it came to self-preservation. 
    Most Wasters never came closer to Abilene than Tye, and even more barely came to within 15 miles of that. The only time he could remember them entering the city was five years after the infection. They’d entered the city through one of the gates near Dyess and, while they’d hadn’t tried to coe much further than the outer homes, what they left behind had been the talk of the city for the next several weeks.
    Three families were all that remained in the neighborhood near that gate; only five Wasters had been in the raiding party. Like any other family, they were well armed and stocked with provisions. Adam’s friend Jesus was the warlord that controlled the area in which they lived. Jesus had taken the deaths harder than anyone that had known the families prior to the raid. 
    No one heard anything that night. The skies had been overcast with massive thunderheads, and the streets in that area were darker than black except when the lightning flashed across the sky. The rain came down in buckets and flooded most of the streets. The Wasters had timed their attack to coincide with the storm. They’d known it was their only chance to get in and out without being noticed. While they’d made off with plenty of supplies and even two vehicles, it was what they’d done to the families that had shaken loose the last of what remained of Jesus’s mercy.
    Five men, six women, and twelve kids had been in those houses. Blood spattered across the walls from floor to ceiling, and in every room of the three houses. The five Wasters had taken them one by one. The men had been the first to go, probably seen as the bigger threats. Each one had been riddled with bullets during the initial contact and then their throats slit as though they wanted to make sure none of them were going to be getting up. The men were the lucky ones. 
    The real violence began with the women and children. Adam had seen the worst kind of violence war had to offer, he’d committed his own acts. But what he saw when he went there with Jesus the next day had brought back a buzzing in his mind that he’d last felt during his time in Kansas. None had been spared the beatings, the torture, the raping. The excessive brutality they found in those homes had been beyond the realm of what ordinary human cruelty was capable. Death had been the only mercy these people had known in their last hours of life. Had they had to continue living, they’d have been broken beyond repair, a kind of damage that Adam knew all too well.
    Adam, Jesus, and four of Jesus’s men left behind the carnage of flayed, dismembered, and mutilated bodies to track down the Wasters responsible. At the gates, Jesus told the guards to call replacements and wait for his return. In Jesus’s mind, there were only two reasons the Wasters had made it in: the guards were fucking off and hadn’t seen them or, they’d let them through. In either case, all four of the men lost their heads and were mounted on stakes at the gates as a warning.
    They found the group just inside the Tye city limits. West Texas thunderstorms have been known to shut down roads for miles at a time. They’d stopped over for the night and, clearly, their activities from the night before had worn them out. Jesus knew Adam’s abilities, and while he and his men kept watch on the other, Adam worked each of them until there was nothing left but dead. They hung these bodies from a billboard along the highway for all to see.

    The Colonial Brigades that operated in the Wastes were dangerous, but they weren’t known to be out of control raiders; they could be reasoned with. They believed themselves to be freedom fighters but, they were really just the remnants of the military, and more than a few sociopaths and hillbillies. Usually, they could be bought off with a couple boxes of ammo or scraps from a fresh kill. By and large, they were more concerned with attacking the walls. In Texas, this would mean the Mexico wall. Further north they’d bombard the Canadian wall. Adam had seen both and felt that the brigades’ entire endeavor was ridiculous and stupid. They were wasting their time trying to bring down the walls. And end would any of that serve? If they came down, what then? Would the Brigades invade Mexico or Canada? It was doubtful. But regardless, they could still be a very real threat to Colonists traveling through their territory.
    They’d driven for about an hour before Adam caught sight of a small group of deer grazing in a field. The deer were nothing but specks, nearly invisible when set against the gracefully gnarled mesquite trees. But he’d spotted them all the same.
    They pulled to the side of the road near a stand of trees that lined a barbed wire fence and got out. Adam pulled his bow from its resting place in the truck bed, and instinctively notched an arrow. Scratch grabbed one of the 308s and slung in on his shoulder. They moved quietly behind the trees at a pace that made sure they’d move in total silence. Against the trees, out of sight, they made their way to the far side of the field. When they were within 200 yards a buck’s head perked up. He could smell the threat but, remained motionless. Testing the air. He knew something was there, but when he was unable to locate the source he returned his head to the grass.
    Adam and Scratch held their breath from their hiding place. Every muscle in Adam’s body was filled with a tension he’d not felt since his days in Afghanistan’s Korengal or Fallujah in Iraq. This was an important hunt. They hadn’t been able to get meat for the last three weeks, and what they had was dwindling. Also, he’d promised Jesus he’d bring something in this time. 
    Jesus would never hurt Adam for not bringing down a deer, but Adam was loyal to him all the same. He’d made a promise, and he intended to keep it.
    The boy’s tap on his shoulder nearly caused him to jump when it came. He was motioning to the rifle on his shoulder. Adam shook his head but, the kid was insistent. Adam went to reach for the gun but, Scratch pulled away. He pointed emphatically to his chest, shaking his head to let Adam know that he wanted to take the shot. Adam nodded, better sooner rather than later. 
    Scratch lowered himself into the prone and rested the barrel of the rifle against a nearby tree. High stance, elbows close. Pressing his cheek to the buttstock, he put his eye to look down the scope. Not right up to it, back away so you can see your target fully. Squint your non-dominant eye but, don’t close it. His finger curled around the trigger. Don’t pull the trigger. Squeeze it. Let it surprise you. He breathed in, and then out. When you’re at the end of your exhale, squeeze. BOOM….
    The deer bolted and scattered towards the surrounding tree line. Scratch pulled his head up to look. Adam was already bounding through the tall grass toward the spot where they had just been. Scratch followed. 
    They covered the 200 yards quickly and were rewarded for the exertion. The shot had been perfect. The buck would provide enough meat to last the two of them the next several weeks. The bullet had entered just behind the left shoulder; they could see the entry wound. The animal breathed once more, and then the life its eyes went cold. Scratch had always promised to contribute when Adam had taken him in two years ago, and now he’d been able to hold up that promise. 
    They cleaned the deer quickly and packed it away for the trip back. 
    Climbing into the truck Adam spotted them across the field. Two people, standing near the spot where Scratch had taken his shot. They watched them without making a move to cross in their direction.
    The smaller of the two leaned over to the side, and Adam could see a tensing in its body as it wretched and spewed a stream of vomit to the ground. Hunters, he thought. But that’s a freshly infected one. 
    The Infection had spread quickly across the Colony. Adam had followed the news of it by a HAM radio he’d set up in a back room of his house. The thing that he noticed about the spread was that it appeared to emanate from fresh water. Drinking water. Aquifers were the first major source. Lakes and reservoirs came in a close second. But once the infection hit the rivers, it took off like wildfire. 
    The usual precautions had been advocated, boil your water and drink bottled when you’re able, but neither seemed to stop, or even slow the spread. Adam could remember watching old World War II propaganda movies where the spread of the Nazis across Europe had been portrayed as a black slick, and the comparison was an appropriate one. From sea to shining sea, he had thought back then. 
    The symptoms of the infection told of some kind of parasite infestation. Most likely something that got into the brain. Victims would suffer from high fevers, severe headaches, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and lethargy for nearly two weeks before the symptoms subsided. Most people died from the infection within days, and those that didn’t were never the same.
    Adam could always spot it in their eyes. If the lack of personal hygiene didn’t and vomit stained clothes didn’t give it away first, it was the eyes that would. 
    When a person feels something for the rest of the world there’s a light, a spark in the way they look at the world around them. Taking in the expanse of creation their pupils can’t help but dilate; their irises can’t dart this way and that trying to take it all in at once. Their breathing becomes more pronounced, and the joy that covers their face is noticeable even if they try to hide it, creases at the corners of the eyes show this. There was none of this left in the aftermath. When the symptoms departed, it took whatever that was with it. 
    The Hunters care nothing for the joys of the world. They live only to survive. They kill and consume whatever is close at hand. Empathy for their victims was never shown except that they’d never been known to torture their prey. Death came quickly, like a hunter’s arrow or bullet. They had at least shed themselves of the cruelty of man.
    Once the initial devastation of the infection had passed, the symptoms never returned. Eventually, the all that was left were the stains and scents of the filth that had exited their bodies during their weeks of suffering. 
    The last that anyone had heard of a fresh infection had been three years ago. Adam knew what this likely meant, and the implications were not lost on him. 
    Evolution can take place over the millennia or in the matter of a handful of years. Mother Earth - with help from someone outside the walls, no doubt – had possessed a weapon that, for a time, been able to spread unabated through the Colonial population. Killing the majority, and leave those that survived nothing but animals driven by the basest of instincts. A freshly infected Hunter meant that the infection was evolving, and would be looking to spread again.  
    That the two Hunters weren’t moving to overtake them meant that they weren’t a threat. They weren’t hungry. The taller one waved at them. Hunters could act perfectly human when they weren’t on the hunt. That was the most unnerving part of them; human and companionable one minute, at your throat the next. Adam started the truck, hit the gas, spun a quick U-turn spitting gravel in an arc, and tore off toward the highway. 
    Regardless of how congenial they might seem at first, Hunters were not to be dealt with lightly. They could turn on you quick as shit, and Adam knew that all too well. But with the sun getting well overhead, they needed to get back to town. Meat in a hot truck spoils quickly.
    Fuck me it’s getting hotter…Adam thought as he caught sight of the two Hunters crossing the road in his rear view mirror.



  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
      
 
        Heinrich hated ties. Moreover, he hated suits in general. More than either, he hated giving presentations, and the one which he was having to give today was the last thing he wanted to do. 
    Frank’s accent carried through the darkened auditorium to the gathered dignitaries lurking about the room. He hated politicians too. Pompous assholes, he thought. Even Francois, a friend though he might be, would freely admit to this character flaw. Not a single one of them really understood the gravity of what they had asked of him. Create a disease, create a parasite, and create a monster. They’d asked him to create the death of an entire country’s population, whether they recognized them as being of the same species or not.
    He’d make sure that there was no doubt in their minds once he was through.

    James Clarence had been nobody before the walls went up and the United States became “The Colony”. In truth, he’d remained nobody after as well. He preferred anonymity. He worked best when people paid him no attention. His secondary vocation being what it was, isolation from the rest of society felt necessary. 
    He’d been a professor of English literature at Colorado State University, and it had been the best place for him. Students seemed to enjoy the courses in Modern American literature, especially those on poetry. He’d published a few collections of poems, and even a couple of novels. But aside from a few of his students, mostly the girls, he’d never seen any critical acclaim. Teaching was what paid the bills, kept him in a small comfortable bungalow among the mountains he loved and afforded him close contact with the young attractive co-eds which caught his fancy.
    The Colony was without laws. Most people were more concerned with their own survival than the disappearance or confirmed the death of a random twenty-something. He preferred this world. They’d been close to naming him a “person of interest” when everything had collapsed. Suspicion had begun to peak just as the walls’ construction began. Now that America had fallen apart and given way to The Colony, there was nothing to worry about. Save for survival, that is.
    Death was a reality, a cold fact of existence in that world. It stalked like a monster through the trees, among the hedgerows, and under the bed. The Brigades were too busy trying to tear down the walls to concern themselves with anything he might be doing. And the Hunters cared nothing for anything that did not directly affect their own survival. A serial murderer’s comings and goings barely struck a blip on the radar in the daily violence that was common in the Colony. 
    James was free to go about his work, the work he was truly good at, to his fill, and he was in the act of doing just that when he’d been captured by the UN troopers. 
    They hadn’t found the girl, which was good for him since they’d have likely killed him on sight if they had. He wasn’t a part of the Mountaineers but, they had mistaken him for one of them simply due to his proximity to their most recent attack on the wall.
    He’d been taken prisoner with two others. The man had fought wildly and killed a few. James had been impressed but, contained his enjoyment at the sight of violence. He had a keen ability to mask his true feelings if there were any left other than the impulse to kill. The girl had fought as well but, was powerless against the guards. She was pretty, and under different circumstances might have caught his more malicious intentions. 

    Heinrich now looked into the room in which James was sitting, surprised to find that he was still, four days after the initial infection, asymptomatic. James was handsome in a way that wouldn’t draw his out of a crowd. You’d only notice him if he approached you, and by that point, it was likely too late for you to run. Tall, dark hair and pale blue eyes that seemed watchful but, cool at the same time. He was also the most dangerous of the three captives. This was a certainty he was now that the large man in the next room was dead. 
  
 
      
 
        “How’re you doing today, Doctor?” James asked without looking up from his book. “How are the others? My...companions?”
  
 
        “How do you do that, James?” Heinrich asked. James seemed to have the uncanny ability to know when he was being watched at all times. Even if he appeared otherwise distracted he could apparently feel the person’s eyes on him. Probably a good skill given his proclivities.
  
 
        “Call it a gift from so many years on the hunt.” James smiled, looking up from the book. It was a dead smile that said there was really nothing behind it except a predatory nature and violent calculations. Heinrich held no delusions that this man wouldn’t hesitate to add his body to the tally of the dead he’d left in the Colony over his many years.
  
 
        Heinrich found it also unnerving that James spoke so freely about being a serial murderer in the years before the Colony was established. He was perfectly comfortable with what he had done, and would likely continue to do upon his release back into the wild, as he liked to say. But he thought that there was a connection between his psychopathy and the lack of symptoms. There was a complete lack of empathy in the man, but there was also a complete lack of any emotion whatever. He was like a real-life Hannibal Lecter but, without the any of the overwhelmingly campy narcissism, Heinrich felt made that character slightly off-putting. James could have you eating out of his hand in a matter of seconds. A few well-placed words was all it took to draw you under his spell. The entire facility staff had taken to him from the beginning, especially the women.
  
 
        “Why are you so comfortable talking about what you’ve done with me?” Heinrich asked.
  
 
        James looked him over for a long time before answering, he smiled devilishly, and it pierced through to his core. It made him shudder. “Doc, I think you and I both know the answer to that question.” He stood and walked to the window. Even the way he moved about the room reminded Heinrich of a predator; a big cat or wolf. Languid and stalking with every stride he covered the distance with grace. He leaned against the window and brought his face close enough that Heinrich had to fight the urge to retreat.
  
 
        “For whatever reason, you need me alive. Correct?” He paused, even though the question was rhetorical, “It’s likely that I won’t ever leave this facility still breathing. But if I do, I’ll be released back into the wilds of The Colony.” he looked around the room, and then back to Heinrich, “What is it that you’re doing here? Medical trials? No.” Heinrich was sure James could smell the fear he was trying his damnedest to hide. “You’re certainly testing something but, whatever that might be, you’re not seeing the effects in me you’d hoped for. Am I right?”
  
 
        “Well…” he began, “You’ve not had the same reaction as the others.”
  
 
        “I’ve been infected with something.” It was a statement of fact rather than a question. But James looked to be mulling over the answers he found in his own mind. “Chemical weapon? Germ warfare? Parasite?”
  
 
        Heinrich had tried to hide his reaction but clearly failed, James must have caught the slightest change in his expression because those animal eyes of his flashed with a spark of understanding. He could draw information out at will.
  
 
        “A parasite...huh?” he continued, with no observable measure of emotion in his voice, “It must certainly have some very pronounced symptoms, Doc. Have you been feeding it to me? It’s in the water, maybe?”
  
 
        “The water, yes.” Heinrich’s eyebrows rose with astonishment, shocked at how easily he had given up the mechanism of transmission. “How do you do that, get information out of people so quick?”
  
 
        “Again, Doc, years on the hunt.” he smiled.
  
 
        “What’ve you been reading?” he asked, changing the subject.
  
 
        “Just a chronicle of my work. I find it rather confusing how they get so many of the details wrong, Henry.” Heinrich looked up with confusion in his eyes, he hadn’t remembered giving James his name. “You left the intercom on one day,” he said, answering the question he saw painted across Heinrich’s face.
  
 
        “You know, the part of this book that I don’t get is why they believe that all serial killers have some strange, pent-up sexual attachment to their mothers. That there must clearly have been some sort of sexual, physical, or emotional abuse during their childhood. It was never anything like that with me. My parents were wonderful, never even spanked me. I did well in school, wasn’t popular but, nobody there abused me. Teachers or students.” 
  
 
        He paused looking back towards the bed where the book lay. He was quiet for a moment, thinking about something unspoken to Heinrich before he continued. “It’s really just a curiosity about death that compels me. I'm interested in how fragile we are as people. When the flesh is torn from bone and muscle we find ourselves at our most vulnerable. I’ve only ever had one or two that made it that far, still breathing through all that pain and suffering, Alice Sparks and Joni Martin. You always remember the special ones. I’m sure that that is part of why you do what you do, Doctor. Am I right?”
    Heinrich nodded despite the revulsion he felt turning in his stomach. He fumbled for a reply at how coolly James spoke about the desire and act of killing another human being. It was not a concept that he, himself understood. Though, in light of what he had created, the parasite, and its observed effects still lying in the next room, they were more alike that Heinrich wanted to admit. 
  
 
        “I’m guessing the others are dead by now,” James asked.
  
 
        “Just the man.”
  
 
        “Hmm, didn’t expect that.” He laughed a dry, humorless chuckle. “If anything I thought the girl would be the first one to go.”
  
 
        “You didn’t know them, did you?”
  
 
        “No, not at all. I’m merely a victim of circumstance, or proximity, Henry.” he laughed. “Take your pick on that one.”
  
 
        “Why didn’t you say anything when you were captured?”
  
 
        “Wasn’t necessary. Besides, this room is much better than my camps back in the Colony. Food’s better too! Parasites and all.” he smiled again. “I should have never gotten as close as I did to the wall, I guess.”

    “I want to welcome to the stage our lead scientist, Doctor Heinrich Amsel II,” Frank said, and his introduction broke him out of his daydream. He walked confidently out on the stage refusing eye contact with the audience until he found his place behind the podium. It had been nearly a year since his interactions with James. He’d been released back into the wild since. There had only been two others, one a dedicated Buddhist priest, the other the same as James but, that was out of a test group of roughly one hundred subjects. The majority died in the same fashion as the Mountaineer brute, and the remainder ended up like the girl; docile, subdued, and caring only for the small necessities of survival. But now, this was it, the moment when Dr. Frankenstein would reveal the monster he had created. 
    A screen behind the lectern came to life, and he leaned into the microphone, “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, I am Doctor Heinrich Amsel. What I have come to present to you tonight might well be considered the last and only course of action to secure total world peace.” The phrase turned over in his head as he continued. “But, there are still tremendous risks associated with this endeavor. You should all be well appraised of this from the outset.” There was a hushed murmur that rippled through the gathered diplomats. He’d had their passing attention, most would rather be anywhere but here. But now he was going to make sure that he had their full attention going forward.
    He continued as silence returned, “I will not pretend that this is going to be without a mortality rate, one that will be quite significant. Most would argue, and I am of the same mind, that it is higher than is necessary. Even successful infection will likely lead to more dead for reasons which I will address later in the presentation.”
  
 
        “My team and I have genetically engineered a parasite we call Naegleria accidia. This organism is a wholly new species, but derived from the well-known, Naegleria fowleri, commonly called the “Brain-Eating Amoeba”. Similar to its cousin, N. accidia feeds upon the brain. However, unlike N. fowleri, it is very focused on a specific area of the brain, those associated with emotional centers, the limbic system.” 
    A slide appeared on the theater screen behind him showing a diagram of the limbic system in its entirety. As Heinrich clicked, each successive slide showed the path of the parasite as it made its way from the point of infection to the brain. Once there a black spot began to form and spread until the system as a whole became a black void.
  
 
        “Both species are transmitted through fresh water; but only N. accidia is capable of infection through ingestion whereas N. fowleri must enter the victim through the nasal cavity, specifically the olfactory nerves. Additionally, where fowleri can only live within dirty, untreated fresh waters, accidia has the capacity to thrive even in treated waters. The parasite possesses a resiliency that enables it to even survive many traditional purification methods such as iodine tablets and boiling. Simply put, it is nearly impossible to purify the waters once they have been tainted.” He’d felt sure there would be objections at this point. The idea that the parasite could thrive in any fresh water source meant that it was possible for it to spread beyond the site of contamination.
  
 
        Maybe they had heard him. Maybe they were just too committed to ending everything in the Colony to care about the possible ramifications. He continued, “Both species possess a high mortality rate, and while there has been successful treatment of fowleri infections, there is no established treatment in the case of accidia. It is entirely possible that there will never be any treatment able to cure an infection.”
    He allowed that last part to hang in the air for a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. They had to understand that should any infected escape there was a very real possibility that the parasite could spread. 
 
     Once this all began, there was no going back to the beginning and stopping anything. What’s done is done.
  
 
        “From the time of infection symptoms have a varying timeline of observation, usually from 24 to 36 hours. Full, successful infection leads to a final passive state within three to four days. Death, when it occurs, is observed between four to six days. The longest lasting approximately two weeks. At this time you will all view time-lapsed videos of both cases, successful infection, and death. I feel that this is necessary so that you are all appraised of the realities that implementation of this plan will lead to.”
  
 
        Heinrich stepped away from the lectern as the first video began. A man in a small white room filled the screen.









  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4
  
 
      
 
        Jesus sat in a lawn chair in the middle of his yard when Adam’s truck came to a stop on the road in front of his house. He pinched a joint between two fingers and sipped a beer from the brewery he’d built in his garage; his crew ran it as a source of income. People still wanna get fucked up, man, he’d told Adam from time to time. 
    He was the Warlord for nearly the entire South-West side of Abilene. The other warlords fought over boundaries but, none were going to make a move against Jesus. After the Waster attack, and the response that followed, the rest of the city had been put on notice. In the time since that incident, the rest of the city’s warlords respected the boundaries of his territory.
    Jesus was one of the most intelligent people Adam had ever known. He was one of those people that had never had to try too hard to do well in life either. These days he looked more like Danny Trejo than the MIT educated mathematician he was. 
    He was stocky, looking like he’d been in and out of prison most of his life. The closest he’d ever come to jail was the time the two of them had been picked up by the cops for being out after curfew when we were 13. He’d spent more time at math camps than in the back of squad cars. He stood just 5 feet and 6 inches tall but, that didn’t mean he was weak. Adam had, more than once, seen Jesus put down men twice his size in half the time it might have taken a bigger man.
    Adam laughed to himself at the sight of his friend. The kingpin of the Abilene Barrios, if there was such a thing. 
  
 
        “What the fuck, bitch!” Jesus called out, “You got my meat!”
  
 
        “Yeah, I’ve got your meat, dickhead!” Adam called back, grabbing his crotch.
  
 
        “Hey, kid, why you still hanging out with this asshole?”
  
 
        Scratch shrugged, not making eye contact. He was still uncomfortable being a regular around a man he knew was capable of great violence. He’d seen it firsthand. 
  
 
        “Still don’t want to talk to me?” Jesus laughed, “No worries, kid. I can feed your tongue to my dog if you’re not using it.”
  
 
        “Lay off, Jesus.” Adam chided, “Besides, Hector’s more likely to drown him in drool than eat his tongue.”
  
 
        “Man, fuck you, that dog is a goddamn killer!” He said, looking down to Hector who’d barely moved since they’d shown up. 
  
 
        “Yeah,” Adam laughed, “Fucking terrifying!”
  
 
        Hector was Jesus’ English Bulldog. Adam often joked that he couldn’t tell them apart.
  
 
        “Sorry, Jesus,” Scratch said, using the Spanish pronunciation by accident.
  
 
        “That’s a hard ‘J’, kid.” he corrected.
  
 
        Jesus preferred the Christian pronunciation of his name to the Spanish. He argued that it was more intimidating to his rivals if they were threatened with mutilation by their Lord and Savior rather than the gardener. But Adam knew that this was mostly an act, a character that Jesus had taken on in order to maintain control of his territory and protect the people in that territory. 
    Julia, Jesus’ girlfriend, came out of the house, and greet Adam and Scratch with a wave and smile. She was pretty, tall with light brown skin and dark brown eyes. Her hair was black and fell to her waist. She wasn’t from Abilene, they’d met MIT. Adam was convinced that she was smarter than Jesus. She took the meat from Adam and returned inside.
  
 
        “So, how’d the hunt go, bro?” Jesus asked.
  
 
        “Not bad. Had to travel further out than usual.” Adam replied, “Saw two Hunters out there. One was freshly infected.”
  
 
        “Seriously?” Jesus’s expression went grave. It wasn’t often that he got serious, but when it came to Hunters, and the threat they posed, any humor left his voice.
  
 
        “Yeah, haven’t seen a fresh one in a while. The infection might be evolving.”
  
 
        “Maybe. They didn’t try to come after you did they?” he asked.
  
 
        “No,” Adam pulled Jesus’s quarter from the bed of the truck. “They probably got one of their own from the herd we found.”
  
 
        “Who took the shot?”
  
 
        “Scratch did, pretty clean on too.”
  
 
        “No shit? Good job kid.” He slapped the boy on the back with a smile.
  
 
        “Thanks, Jesus,” Scratch said.
  
 
        “There we go, kid.” Jesus brightened, “You know there’s no real reason to be scared of me. I’m all talk, no real follow through.” That was a lie, and they all knew it, he put his hand on Scratch’s shoulder, “I take care of the people in this neighborhood, I wouldn’t kill anyone here.”
  
 
        Scratch appeared to relax a bit and even smiled, a rare sight.
  
 
        “So, the infection is evolving, you think?” he turned back to Adam but, left his hand on Scratch’s shoulder.
  
 
        “Yeah, looks like it.” He said handing the quarter to one of Jesus’s men. “One of them still had the symptoms of the initial infection.”
  
 
        Adam had an advanced degree in Biology and had focused predominately evolution during college after leaving the military. He’d studied under Doctor Heinrich Amsel II, an epidemiologist, while pursuing his master’s. When the infection began, he’d followed the spread of it over television when that still ran, by radio later, and finally word of mouth. He knew enough to know that three years ago the infection had stopped spreading, and the cases of new Hunters had ceased. Newly infected could only point to the possibility that the infection had evolved to spread more. 
  
 
        “Well, it’s been nearly five years since the infection began, it’s certainly a possibility.” Jesus spoke after a time, “What’re you thinking?”
  
 
        “Getting out of here, maybe…” Adam began, “Head up north, somewhere with fewer people, more game.”
  
 
        “Sounds like a good idea.” he agreed, “What do you think, kid?” he pulled Scratch closer, bringing his arm around his neck, “You ready to get out this little shit hole town?”
  
 
        “If Adam thinks it’s a good idea, probably.”
  
 
        “You know what, the kid has a good goddamn point.” Jesus laughed.
  
 
        “You know he knows what he’s talking about, Jesus.” came Julia’s voice from the doorway.
  
 
        “Who asked you, woman!?!” Jesus puffed up in a mock display of alpha-maleness at Julia’s comment. “Ain’t you supposed to be cooking or making sammiches, or some shit?”
  
 
        Julia gave him a slap to the back of the head that helped him remember who was really in charge in their relationship. 
  
 
        “Come on, baby, you can’t be emasculating me in public,” he joked, getting on tiptoes to reach her lips to plant a kiss. She was nearly six feet tall, and they were certainly an odd couple. 
  
 
        “Everybody knows you’re a bitch, Jesus.” one of his crew called from his post near the road.
  
 
        “Shut the fuck up, Eddie,” he barked, laughing as he did so, “She’s allowed to give me shit, you ain’t dick!”
  
 
        “Jesus,” she started, her tone serious, “If Adam says he saw a fresh Hunter, then you know he did.”
  
 
        “I know, baby.” he said, adopting her tone, “So, you serious about heading up north, Adam? Where exactly?”
  
 
        “Not sure, Montana, maybe. The Dakotas, possibly.”
  
 
        “You know that that’s RMB territory, right?”
  
 
        Adam knew. If you don’t think about it, it doesn’t exist? Bullshit, he thought. It’s a nice thought, but total bullshit all the same. He’d tried to put off that reality until later.  Possibly while he was in route North. The RMB, Rocky Mountaineers’ Brigade, was one of the more ruthless groups among the Colonial Brigades. They’d done more damage to the walls, killed more troopers, and held more ground than even the Appalachians out East. There was even talk that some had actually found a way to escape into Canada, and smuggle supplies back into the Colony. But that was only a rumor.
  
 
        “Yeah, I know, man,” Adam said.
  
 
        “You think we can work a deal with them to move in?” Jesus asked.
  
 
        “We?”
  
 
        “Fuck yeah, bitch. You think I’m gonna let you strike out on your own? Not a fucking chance, brother.” Jesus let go of Julia and Scratch, and pulled Adam in close, growing serious, “We made a fucking deal a long time ago, I’ve always got your back. You ain’t getting rid of me that easy.”
  
 
        After high school the two had parted ways, Adam joined the Army, Jesus left for MIT. They’d stayed in contact but, for the most part, didn’t see one another until everything went to shit. When they found themselves back in Abilene, Jesus had promised Adam that they were sticking together through the, then developing, situation. Neither had ever known the other to make promises they didn’t intend to keep.
  
 
        “It’s going to take some planning but, we’ve got time,” Jesus said, breaking the long silence. He went on, “You know this isn’t going to be easy going, even if we do get the RMB’s permission to settle in their zone. Everything between here and there is hostile territory for the most part. OKC is probably the worst of it too.”
  
 
        “I’ve already got a plan,” Adam said, “I’ve got a contact on the other side of the wall that might be able to help us get the fuck out of the Colony for good.” The group looked to him in stunned silence at this. “I mean, if I can get a message out to the guy, he might be able to help us out. He lived in Toronto last I checked, but that doesn’t really mean shit.”
  
 
        They stood there looking from one to the other in silence. All wondering if Adam might actually 
 
     be able to get them out of the Colony. Even Adam wasn’t quite sure that he could pull it off.




















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5
  
 
      
 
        The fever had been building for the last three days. The fucks that had caught her team left the harsh, glaring lights on 24/7, and that hasn't helped matters much. She’d been in a rage from the moment they’d locked her in the room two days ago. It was in total disarray. Her bed had been thrown up against the door as a barricade but, it did little to prevent the white-clad orderlies from entering. The bastards are fucking big, she thought and tried to smile.
    She’d eat the food they brought, only because the Colonial Brigade to which she belonged had had so little prior to her capture. The Rocky Mountaineers had been on a wall raid when three of them, one she’d never seen before, had been “balled up” by the UN troops. But she’d stopped eating that morning, if it was morning, with the onset of nausea and sweating. She hadn’t had an appetite since.
    At intervals there was a tall, athletically built older man in a lab coat that would come to her window and watch her for a time. He’d make some notes, ask a few questions she wouldn’t answer through an intercom system, and then move on down the way to where she was sure her fellow Mountaineers were being held.

    He lay there under the perpetual lights that had beamed down on him since his arrival. He was naked and pouring buckets of sweat. No matter what he tried, the burning tearing through him continued to grow more intense. He’d been vomiting nearly continuously for the last three hours, and the fever was blinding under the glare of the lights overhead. I’m going to kill the next son of a bitch that comes through that goddamn door, he thought through the haze of his increasingly impotent and muddled mind. When that time came he had so little strength left in his body that he was only able to stumble about the room. 
    Slurred curses fell from his lips, cutoff by more vomit and drool. His voice came from him in garbled gibberish, and his movements were not those of a former Army Ranger and current team leader for the Rocky Mountaineers. He moved and fell about the room like a toddler just learning to walk. His limbs and mind becoming less his own, and more belonging to the sickness that was ravaging his body.
    He began to lose control of his functions too. Urine would pour from him to the floor, and there was a twinge of embarrassment at his newly acquired incontinence. When he would defecate it would come in streams of diarrhea that would splash equally as disgusting upon the floor. 
    He began to weep for the pathetic state to which he had been reduced. His hand slipped in a puddle of piss and vomit and shit and collapsed to the floor.

    The first few times he’d shown up her rage was instant and full of all the furies of hell. She would throw whatever she could at the glass in a vain, but a violent attempt at breaking it. The man had appeared to be unaffected by the fits. He'd jot down his notes and move on. The last few hours, days maybe, she’d barely given the man any notice when he appeared. Only her eyes would reach up from her place on the floor. She’d give monosyllabic, grunted replies to his questions. The whole situation, his questions, her anger and hate, everything, had become...meaningless.
    When the nausea became too much to bear she’d vomit on to the floor or, across her chest when it was too much of an inconvenience to move. The guards continued to bring her food and water. But as quickly as she could consume its contents they would return back up and spill out all over. The buckets of sweat she was now producing had created a pool around her on the floor and mixed with the vomit there. 

    The voice that came from the man on the other side of his room’s large glass window was calm.  He felt insulted at the intrusion. Here he was, covered in his own filth, writhing about the floor in agony, and this piece of shit had the audacity to ask, how are you feeling, Stephen? The voice, though soothing in tone, only served to send his rage boiling over, though now he could barely put that on display. He wanted to wring the old fucker’s neck until he could enjoy the subtle satisfaction of watching the life drain from his fucking eyes. He wanted to move to the next person, and the next, until the entire place was nothing but silent halls and rooms filled with corpses. He wanted to, but he couldn’t.
    His inability to show this rage was as infuriating as the man’s eyes were upon him. He wondered to himself if this is what all those test animals felt like when they were being poked and prodded by all those fucking quacks in the university labs, pharmaceutical testing facilities, and cosmetic labs. 
    He could feel an uncontrollable rage and hate pour from him like the sweat that made his whole body slick and shimmering. He’d felt like this many times before. He could remember back to the wars when he’d been in too many firefights to number. He’d killed more men than he could count, and by as many means as the number. This was an entirely different sort of rage, a new kind of hate. The kind you found in a war was a controlled and measured kind. What he felt now was due to the lack of power to change his current situation. That lack made the tears falling from his eyes flow with greater volume.

    When they came now, the guards were clad, head to toe, in biological protection suits, and she couldn’t make out their faces. Not that she cared to at this point. Whatever it was that they were doing to her was no longer her concern so long as they kept bringing her food there was no reason to fight them. Should the food stop coming, I might have to take measures to get it, she thought.
    She had become docile to the point of apathy at the activity going on around her. There was little reason to fight any of what was going on. Her mind continued to appraise the specifics on a loop; they have food here, and a room out of the elements. They have food here, and a room out of the elements. Food...and room. Food...and shelter. It wasn’t a bad place to survive really when she deigned to think about it with any measure of real consciousness. This place was acceptable. She could survive.

    The next few hours slipped by like the most painful years Stephen could have ever imagined. If something was waiting on the other side of all of this, he hoped it wasn’t Hell. The old man came and went, how many times he couldn’t be sure. The man’s questions becoming increasingly incomprehensible to his fading consciousness. The blurring vision was a blessing. Figures would form at the window from time to time, and he couldn’t tell whether it was the man or one of his assistants. He wasn’t sure he could take looking at the man’s face much more. The prayers that spun through his mind all petitioned for death.
    Breathing became difficult, heavy and labored. The sweating had slowed some, and the vomiting had stopped altogether. With what remained of his strength his hand clasped around the pale tan hospital blanket. Slowly and painfully, he pulled it up the length of his body and covered himself. He’d have some dignity if this was the end of everything. Closing his eyes, he released not only that last bit of his will to fight his condition but, his last as well. 

    Heinrich watched all of this transpire with barely contained horror as the final effects of his creation played out through the window before him. The scene was grim and grotesque. He understood then that this was a scene that would play out time and again throughout the Colony. Though it would be out of his physical sight; his conscience would know and see this again and again until the day he died. 
    The once violently powerful Rocky Mountaineer, Stephen, lay before him, slumped and fetal in a far corner of the room. He’d been the most difficult of the three to subdue when they’d been caught fourteen days prior. He’d killed four troopers before finally being tranquilized. Now he was nothing more than a hollow husk. Lifeless.
    There would be many more like him.
    Heinrich turned his attention to the man in the third room. He was reading a book quietly as he had been since he arrived at the UN facility with the others. 
    This was James Clarence. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6
  
 
      
 
        Gunfire broke the silence of the night off in the distance. He could hear the faint rapport of the small arms, more violence tearing someone’s world apart. The city between them making them little more than fireflies darting across the blackened sky. He knew where they were coming from, the YMCA in Red Bud Park across from Madison Middle School, the last one he’d attended before everything fell to shit. He took a drag from the cigarette and a sip of beer. He sat on the roof alone, watching the far-off skirmish rip through the heavens. Adam had gone to bed only an hour ago but, Scratch usually stayed up late, if he went to bed at all.
    His mind traced and retraced the route, and repeated the details of the plan that Adam and Jesus had discussed over the map that night. He could feel the nerves twitching at the back of his mind, but coming to the fore. Control that shit, he thought, and closed his eyes as tight as he could. He’d learned long ago that emotion meant infection. Infection meant death, by one means or another. He was stoic, Adam had told him, and explained it as best he could. But Scratch knew the truth, he was fucked up. His mind didn’t work the way most others did. There was something missing in there, but he never told Adam. He didn’t want him to kick him out.
    Scratch had been on his own until Adam took him in a couple years prior. Before that he’d been scratching a living where he could from the streets. He might have given himself the name but, he’d earned it. He’d survived alone from the time he was 13.
    The weeks before he’d been forced to live that life came to his mind and, for once, he didn’t try to push it back down.
    Scratch couldn’t really remember what his mother and father were like before the infection. Their faces too were fuzzy in his memory. They both worked too many hours to be around much. He’d walk home from school alone, sometimes running to escape the bullies giving chase. He was small but fast and usually made it home without a scrape. They’d reach the front door seconds after him and spend the next few minutes slamming their fists against it, tapping on windows where they could see him, and jiggling handles trying to get in. He didn’t let it bother him though. They were out there and he was in here. He felt safe even in his isolation.
    After the walls went up that all changed. His mother and father were insurance agents, and not adept at surviving without the convenience of Walmart. However, much like any good, God-fearing, freedom-loving Texan, they owned plenty of guns. Sadly, while they were both pretty good shots, neither parent had taken much interest in hunting. They had little idea how to track down game, and nothing about butchering. It wasn’t long before food started to run short. 
    Scratch had spent most days alone watching most anything he could find that had to do with survival. When television was still running, he’d watch hunting and fishing shows, prepper shows, and he absorbed the information like a sponge. When the TV went out, he’d stole away to the north side of town, just over the tracks, to break into the library and steal books. He didn’t bother trying to teach his parents, just took it upon himself to go out and scavenge what he could. He carried a small 9 mm pistol his father had given him and it provided mixed results each outing.
    The schools closed shortly after the walls went up, and the streets near his home were mostly empty. Most folks had taken off trying to find better prospects elsewhere. They’d stayed, and so had most of the bullies from his days before the Colony became the Colony. The only difference was that now there was nothing to stop them from breaking through the windows. People were left to fend for themselves.
    The last time they had chased him down his street had changed him into who he was now.
    His breaths came in painful, lung burning heaves. Pounding footsteps became louder as they closed in on his heels. Rocks went whizzing by his head as he ran. Their screams and taunts grew louder with each step. The pistol at his hip slide up from the waist of his jeans, he grabbed, pushing it back down, trying to keep it in place. 
    He choked back anything that resembled fear. What is fear, he thought to himself. There was an exhilaration in this cat and mouse game. But there was a part of him that grew tired with this repetition. He slowed to a halt and turned to face the boys that had spent the better part of their years tormenting him
    There was no smile as he raised the gun. No joy filled him as he leveled the sights on the lead boy. He felt no hesitation, only the recoil of the first bullet exploding from the gun. There was nothing at the second, the third, or fourth. There was nothing there at all. Curiosity itched inside his mind as he walked over to where the four boys were laying, blood pouring from them onto the pavement.
    One, the smallest of the four, was still alive but, only for a few minutes. Long enough for an explanation.
  
 
        “Why?” Scratched had asked. His voice bearing no discernible emotion as he leveled the pistol at the boy’s face.
  
 
        He was frightened, the boy, his victim. Only a few years older than he, coughing up blood from the wounds high on his chest. He hadn’t meant to kill this one quick, the others he’d put down by a single shot to the head.
  
 
        “What?” the boy asked between coughs.
  
 
        “Why me?” He pulled back the hammer to punctuate the question. The lack of any inflection meant that he had to convey seriousness in other ways.
  
 
        “I don’t know.” The boy cried out, his thoughts frustrated by the effort of trying to find and utter a suitable answer.
  
 
        A shot rang out from the gun, and the boy’s knee splintered, “Wrong answer.” Scratch said, without the slightest hint of sympathy for the injury. He looked at his ruined knee with fascination. So that’s what gun can do to a kneecap, he thought and returned his attention to the boy’s face, now twisted with pain.
  
 
        The boy screamed, “Because you’re small, easy to fuck with.” He drew a breath as jolts of agony shot through him, then screamed again with a note of defiance, “It was fucking just a joke!”
  
 
        “Wasn’t a very good one,” Scratch said and pulled the trigger one last time. 
  
 
        His skull exploded against the street in a splash of blood and bone and brain. The boy fell silent and Scratch turned to walk away. They’d wouldn’t be chasing him anymore. He was safe again.
    His eyes rose to meet the horrified gazes of his mother and father. They’d seen everything. They’d done nothing.
    They let him stay after he explained everything he’d never told them. The beatings, the chases, the banging at the doors and windows. His mother had cried through most of the story. His father had held his hand as he spoke. There was a sadness in his father’s eyes he’d never seen before. 
    The infection took both them a year later. Try as he might, Scratch was never able to keep their hunger at bay. He’d use that same 9 mm to put them down when they came for him after the food had run dry.
    He pretended to not know how to shoot when Adam would take him to practice. He enjoyed having someone teach him the things his father never had.


Chapter 7
  
 
      
 
        Months before he’d given his presentation Heinrich had been sitting in his office looking over the latest data for the human trials. Thus far they’d seen a 75% mortality rate, 20% successful infection with survival, and only 5% survival without any sign of symptomatic infection. The 5% was indeed infected, they were practically crawling with the parasite; they could even spread it through contact with bodily fluids. That last bit of information had been learned when a lab tech had taken a bite from a half-eaten burger from one of the test subjects. Saliva was a viable means of transmission.
    There was a knock at the door. Heinrich gave the person permission to enter, one of the psychologists, named Nikki. He’d spoken with her several times, she was brilliant but, she was only an intern and her time with the project was coming to an end fairly soon. For some reason that made him disappointed though he couldn’t reason why that should be.
    She entered and crossed the room to his desk.
  
 
        “Doctor, I think I might have found something interesting,” she spoke, her Scottish accent heavier than he’d remembered. She’d found her way into his imagination more than a few times since she started work with the project. She was a cute brunette, with bright green eyes, and pale, porcelain skin.
  
 
        “What’s that?” he asked.
  
 
        “The neural signals that the parasite uses to find its way to, and destroy the limbic system,” she began, but paused as though unsure before she continued, “well, it doesn’t seem to be present in the 5% of subjects, those unaffected by the parasite.”
  
 
        “Are you sure?” He stood and joined her on the other side of the desk.
  
 
        “Positive, Doctor.” she held out the papers.
  
 
        He took them from her and scanned them. She was right, the brain scans appeared to confirm her beliefs. They’d been trying to figure out the exact reason for the non-infected 5% but, outside of conjecture based on observation, there was little in the way of conclusive evidence to support their assumptions. Heinrich had believed all along that the cause was something neurological, but until this moment he’d kept that to himself.
    James had been the first of this 5%. Out of one hundred subjects, only five others had shown similar reactions. None were exactly the same in personality. Only one other had been anything like James. All five had been strange in their own ways. James and the other like him had been serial murderers. Another was a devoted Buddhist they’d found during one of his weekly supply runs coming down from a mountain hermitage. Another had been seemingly so unaffected 
 
     by the world around him that he’d come with the troops willingly. The last man was a soldier, not unlike James in his psychology, just more controlled in its application.
    Heinrich was overcome with excitement, he pulled her close and kissed her before he could stop himself. He pulled away from her and their eyes met, both stunned and breathless. She gave him a half smile, put her arms around his waist, and pulled him back into her where their lips connected again. Heinrich hadn’t been with a woman in more years than he cared to count in that moment. Kissing seemed to come natural, riding bikes and all that. He held her tight, and kissed her deeply, not wanting the moment to end.
    There was a loud knock on the door. 
    They pulled apart as quickly as they’d come together. 
    Heinrich compose himself, and put on as professional a tone as he could while still gasping for breath, “Yes...yes, what is it?”
  
 
        She laughed where only he could hear as the door opened to reveal a large female orderly in white scrubs.
  
 
        “Doctor, you need to come down to the observation rooms,” then she said, the hint of a smile lightened her grave voice, “Walter is at it again, Doctor.” She paused to look from Heinrich to Nikki and back, “You said come get you if he started up.”
  
 
        Walter Seabring was from England and a technician working in the observation lab. He possessed a good mind for the work they were engaged in, but there was little in the way of restraint when it came to his conduct with the test subjects, animal or human. His perspective on either was the same. He had a distaste for the Colonists that even the most callous orderlies viewed as unhealthy. To Walter they were lower lifeforms, at times he believed Colonists lower than animals. 
    He’d been reprimanded on several occasions for misconduct. Heinrich had decided that he’d address the issue personally the next time there was a problem.
    With the female orderly in the lead, the three descended the flight of stairs from the office suite to the observation lab. Upon arrival they were greeted by Walter in rare form, hurling insults and taunting the much larger man through the glass. Heinrich knew the man could have easily torn Walter apart had there been nothing between them but air. Heinrich would have likely enjoyed that.
  
 
        “Walter!” Heinrich’s voice reverberated through the lab, making several of those gathered jump, Walter included. “What is it that you think you’re doing?”
  
 
        He grabbed the man by the collar of his shirt and yanked him away from the window, and the man stumbled halfway across the floor. 
    Heinrich had never been a physical man. He could remember having been in a handful of fights in his entire life, and most of those were nothing more than what most would consider schoolyard scraps. But watching the man behind the glass bloodying his fists against the glass had made him snap. Walter had regained his footing and stepped back towards Heinrich inflating himself in a show of comical intimidation. 
  
 
        “What do you fucking care, Amsel?” he spit, not more than an inch from his face now, “They’re just test bunnies! They’re not even really people after what we do to them here!”
  
 
        “Walter, they are still people too!” He said, pushing the man back, “We are not going to make their time here any worse than it has to be! Do you understand me?”
  
 
        “Most of these people are going to die, Amsel!”
  
 
        “Keep your voice down, Walter,” Heinrich said through clenched teeth.
  
 
        “I’ll talk as loud as I fucking want, Amsel!” Walter moved to the glass where the still enraged man stood. His shoulders rising and falling with each heaving, rage-filled breath. He clicked the button to the intercom, “You’ve been infected with a goddamn parasite, you piece of shit! If you don’t become an emotionless, apathetic zombie, you’re probably just going to die!”
  
 
        The man’s rage spilled back over, and he was again punching the glass and screaming obscenities. Walter began laughing with that high nasal laugh that causes most people to cringe, like nails on a chalkboard. For Heinrich, it just made him want to kill the man.
    During the next several moments, Heinrich felt as though he was outside of himself. He had no control over what was happening. He didn’t want control. If he had had it, he’d have never done what he did to Walter. And what he did had to be done.
    He grabbed Walter by his hair and saw his fist flying through the air. It made contact with his jaw where it curved up to connect with the temple. Heinrich had never punched a man before, not as an adult at least. The slight reddening where his fist had connected stood out against the Englishman’s pale, splotchy skin. The second connected with his teeth at the front of his face, and he felt them crunch. Blood seemed to explode from his mouth, staining the man’s lab coat and Heinrich’s fist. There was some part of him during all of this that, in spite of feeling justified, felt an exhilaration, a rush. Endorphins flooded him with something strange...joy?
    The thought left him almost as quickly as it had come. The next few seconds existed somewhere between slow motion and a blur but. When he came back to reality, Walter lay in a heap at his feet. Blood pouring from his mouth, and a face that was a swollen, spattered, and destroyed. The man cried softly as he writhed at Heinrich’s feet. 
    Nobody made a move to protect Walter. It was just as likely that any of them would have done the same had they believed they could have gotten away with it. But it was Heinrich, the last person anyone would have suspected capable, that had.
  
 
        “Get him out of my facility,” Heinrich said to one of the guards, and they drug him from the room. The perfect calm he found in his voice scared him, terrified him. He should have been out of breath, strained, anything but calm.
  
 
        He looked at the people in the room, scientists, guards, and test subjects stood in complete silence. 
  
 
        “We are not here to torture these people.” he said in a softer voice that made sure everyone had to stay silent, had to hold their breath, to hear, “These are people, whether you choose to believe that or not. If you cannot, or refuse, understand that fact, you are more than welcome to follow Walter out of that fucking door.” He didn’t usually swear, but driving the point home made it necessary. He’d become disillusioned with their work after his talks with James, after his talks with those changed by his creation. But most of all he had been changed by the mountain of souls he had sent to the afterlife. He didn’t feel that what they were doing was right but, there was no way for him to stop what had been started. 
    No one spoke a word as he turned from them. The room was still quiet as he opened, and passed through, the door. Heinrich walked slowly back to his office with only the sound of his footsteps as company. And for the first time in all his life, he felt what he should have felt the day his father died…alone.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James Clarence: The Unfamiliar Familiar
  
 
    
    There is, in my mind at least, the nature of the familiar in our unfamiliarity. When first we approach, you might feel as though you know us even though you have never met us before. This is how people fall prey to my kind. Sure there are some of us that use brute force to accomplish the ends of our vocation, but I’ve always preferred the delicate approach. The steady hand isn’t required to open a safe when they’ll open it themselves. We can always gain that confidence when we put our minds to it, the talented ones among us in any case.
 My favorite trick was to convince a person that they had forgotten me, that I was a long-absent childhood friend. Most people are more considerate than we’d like to believe, and probably more so than they really should be. Even some of the worst assholes will usually try to be accommodating if they think that they might actually upset someone. My intended victim, not wishing to offend, would adopt that flash of false recognition, and I knew I had her.
  
 
    "You forgot all about me?" I would ask with my best disarming smile.
  
 
    "NO! No, no!" They'd reply, falling over their tongues to get the apology out, not wanting to see that wounded look darken my face. "I've just been so busy these last few years, and you've been gone so long I hadn't expected you to pop up."
  
 
    And...PRESTO!...They finish the lie for me...when I'm lucky. This isn't the only trick in my book, just the most fun when it’s effective. I used it and a few others to fly under the radar for nearly twenty years. I could tell you the number of victims I took in that time but, there's no fun in that. Besides, that's the folly that so many of my kind fall into, arrogance. They want to brag about what they've done. They need to brag about it lest they feel like the nobody they’ve been conditioned to believe they are. They crave the attention. They crave notoriety. Mostly, they crave the power that comes with both. I've managed to avoid that little pitfall of my vocation. But I don't have to worry about that now.
You see, when America died and the Colony was born, law and order died with her as well. People like me, in some places, rose to prominence without fear of retribution. Fear can be a powerful control mechanism. I've never aspired to such heights. I’m content with my playthings for the time that they are mine. My satisfaction comes not with infamy or power over people, it comes with the actions associated with what I've done, and do still.
The Hunter's, when they first started to appear, cared only for one thing, survival. While my kind relished in the malice of bringing death upon another human, they saw them simply as a source of food. They would kill animals when they were able but, they were not so discerning as to turn down one among their species. Their needs depend upon the availability of the resources within reach. This made them as much a threat to human survival as my kind.
Please understand, there is more than a single species of human, homo sapien is not a singular creature. There are at least three varieties since the infection. The Killers, my kind is one breed. The Hunters are another, and then, of course, there are the victims.
I think there would have been a more stark contrast between the Killers and the Hunters but, the walls and the fall kind of made any significant differences moot. Even as much of a hazard as they were, an observant person could spot a Hunter just by looking for the vomit stains and foul odors which were plainly apparent in the beginning. My kind though, we have always been much more difficult to detect.     
 
    The Colony is a pick your poison kind of place, hunt or be hunted. It is social Darwinism at its most dangerous and brutal.
The Colony wasn't a safe place prior to the walls or the infection, these things only served to pen the prey in with predators. Before the infection came, the population was so desensitized to violence that there was hardly a crime that able to raise the eyebrow of even the youngest among us. Violence was an all too real fact of life. Violence was the only truth of our existence. The strong either devoured the weak or, brought them under their banner giving them the illusion of strength. The weak were merely fodder with which the strong play in the various conflicts that took place after the walls and the fall but, well before the infection.
If anything, the rise of the Hunters gave these divided factions a common enemy. A focal point upon which to turn all their impotent rage. Their arrival brought about a temporary cease-fire between them.
The only problem was that, while some of the Hunters were put down in ones and twos, their numbers still swelled in the days and months and years to follow. Eventually, they began to form packs and hunt like wolves. Once they became this organized took over entire cities. Chicago is now one of the biggest havens for these creatures. The wise stay well clear of these places. The foolish are devoured by them. 
I can see the Windy City skyline, but its shadow has never darkened my path.











  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8
  
 
      
 
    This is UN Special Agent Arthur from the Colonial Breach Investigation Division, and I am interviewing one, Adam Evans. The time is now 1300. Let’s get started, shall we, Mr. Evans?
 
 
    “You know, there'd been the talk of building a wall on the Mexico border for years. They even put some of it in sections here and there. Each election, one or the other of the nine or so political parties would advocate for this course of action to halt the influx of illegal immigrants, what they’d termed undesirables.” Adam paused for a moment, thinking about the people living back in Abilene. His neighborhood had been predominately illegals before the walls. Many had fled in the years before the walls finally went up. Some stayed.
  
 
        “There'd been a complete loss of any form of political correctness in the campaign speeches and slogans. Paranoia and fear was the blood that fed those vampires. They’d whip their constituencies into frenzies that would usually erupt into violence that spilled out onto the streets.” He laughed, “To be honest, it seemed like more people died during the campaigns than actually cast their fucking ballots.” 
  
 
    And you took part in these elections, Mr. Evans?
  
 
    “Me?” Adam shook his head, “I’d quit voting some years before all of this bullshit. Unplugged from the matrix as they say. A conscientious objector to that bullshit.” He watched as a bead of sweat formed on the glass of water in front of him and fell. “No, the last time I even considered voting the Colony still only had two real parties. Then came the two-plus decades of war.” 
You served in the Iraq War, did you not?
  
 
    “I swear, we invaded more territories than we really knew what to do with, and for more reasons than I ever thought possible. We had wars on terrorists, narcos, communists, fascists, theists, atheists, and pretty much any other group in which there might be found some form of profit.” The agent had a bored look on his face that told Adam he was wearing his patience thin. Good, he thought and continued. “That’s what it was all about really…money. Human greed has the capacity to make a person do damn near anything you can think of, up to, and including murder.”
 
 
    The agent leaned forward, about to speak, but Adam cut him off. “Genocide, once the domain of the third world, became commonplace wherever we went, even in the homeland. Whichever political party was in power at the moment would blame the outgoing party for all the pain and suffering of the people, their leaders would be rounded up like cattle, and thrown into prison camps where they’d work them too death. The ones that were lucky were executed on live television.” He smiled at the agent, knowing that he was stamping on a raw nerve with the man.
  
 
    “I’m sorry if you find that upsetting but, I’d have rather gone quickly than been put through the things I heard went on in those camps. You would have too. But you know all of this, right?”
  
 
    The Colony’s genocidal track record of the Colony is well known outside of the walls.
  
 
    “So,” The agent rolled his eyes and sighed heavily as he flopped back in his chair, “after the Mexican and Canadian walls were built to keep us Colonists in, and the mass deportations brought the ex-pats back to the mother ship, the Brigades began to take over.” This wasn’t what the man wanted to hear, but Fuck him, Adam thought with a smile, I’m the one being inconvenienced here, “Sure, Washington still existed to an extent but, the politicians stayed well within their white houses and away from the rabble. They no longer had control at this point. There was no law, no order anymore. It was always amusing to hear their proclamations being made by courier.” 
  
 
    So the Brigades sought to reestablish that? Law and order?
  
 
    “Not really, the Brigades sought to establish control, not law and order. They were interested in resources, not peace and all that shit.” Adam took a sip from the glass. “There was a dip in violence and crime for a while but, eventually that all came roaring back when the Brigades moved out of the cities and the Warlords took over the towns.”
Warlords are the thugs like your good friend down the hall? Jesus, I believe?
  
 
    “What?” He gave the agent a look that let him know he’d gone too far, and he shrank slightly under it, “No, they came from all walks of life, not just low-life thugs.” There was a short silence between them, tense and anxious, “The best ones were the ones that were able to control large areas of territory while providing for the basic needs of the people.”
  
 
    He shook his head, “They weren’t necessarily violent in my opinion but, they certainly could be when the situation called for it. Jesus was one of the best really. You’d probably not be as condescending about him if you actually knew him. That short Mexican has more intelligence in his piss than you have in your head, I’d be willing to bet.”
There’s no need for insults, Mr. Evans.
  
 
    “Then you might want to refrain from them yourself, Agent Arthur.”
  
 
    Tell me about your escape plans, Mr. Evans.

Adam stood over the yellowing, brittle map he’d found in a box at the back of his closet. The Colony laid out on his dinner table before him. The flicker of candlelight illuminating her old name. Elaborately lettered across the top it read, “The United States of America”. It was a bland and unimaginative name, but preferable to the Colony. They’d fought a revolution to escape being a colony only to be returned to that status just a few centuries later. 
  
 
    He studies the roads and city names he’d traveled along and to. Dallas, Los Angeles, Chicago, I-70, I-35, and I-40. Adam was lost in thought when Scratch came into the kitchen.
  
 
    “What’re you looking at?” he asked.
  
 
    “A map, sorry” Adam stammered, “Looking for a route to get us up North.”
  
 
    “Found one?” Scratch said, leaning in for a better view.
 
 
    “I think so but, I won’t be sure until we’re out there on the road.” Adam knew that all the planning in the world couldn’t take away the unpredictable nature of the road. Murphy’s Law being what it was, anything that could, would go sideways in a heartbeat.
  
 
    “So you have no idea if we’ll even make it up North?”
  
 
    Adam smiled, “Not a fucking clue, kid, not a single fucking one.”
  
 
    “But you think we can make it?”
 
 
    “Well, I don’t know but…” he trailed off as his eyes settled on a familiar name, “Manhattan,” he whispered, more to himself than Scratch.
 
 
    “Manhattan?” Scratched asked, “Like, the Manhattan Exclusion Zone? The MEZ?”
  
 
    “No,” he shook his head, coming back to the present, “Manhattan, Kansas. I was stationed there with the Army at a place called Fort Riley. Probably still there, I’d imagine. Crawling with Hunters or controlled by some Soldier turned Warlord most likely.”
  
 
    “You think that’s far enough North?”
  
 
    “Not...even…close...” He marked the route with a yellow highlighter, “but, there’s might be communications equipment there that we can scavenge. Something we can use to get a message outside the walls. Maybe get us a trip out of the Colony somewhere up along the Great Lakes, maybe?”
  
 
    Scratch’s eyes widened as he leaned further over the map, focusing on the tip of Adam’s finger.
  
 
    “Run down and grab Jesus, we’ve got work to get to.”
  
 
    Scratch set the beer down close to Adam’s hand, “On it.” he said, and was out of the house before the beer hit Adam’s lips. He’s a good kid, Adam thought.
  
 
    Less than an hour later they were all gathered around Adam’s kitchen table studying the map. The route was fairly simple, but it would be dangerous. They entertained no doubts or delusions where that was concerned. They’d be traveling through some of the roughest areas along the way. Wichita Falls, Oklahoma City, Kansas City, and Saint Louis all lay between them and Chicago. 
Adam had thought in the days since this whole thing had started that getting out of the Colony was the only real option. They could run off to the Dakotas, Wyoming, or wherever, but eventually, the realities of this place would catch up to them.
Word had been passed through the channels that Oklahoma was a perpetual war zone. The two major gangs there were known to string travelers up from the overpasses and street lamps, even their vehicles as they moved from one skirmish to another. The Turnpike in Oklahoma was the fastest way through that state, and it passed straight through OKC. Any other road around the city would either add days to their trip or, be patrolled by the OKC gangs. Regardless of which, going around wasn’t an option Adam wanted to consider. 
Jesus knew a few of the people that ran with the gangs up in Wichita Falls and further North in Wichita, Kansas, those areas wouldn’t be much trouble so long as they had a trade going in. 
The group continued to return to the troubles that OKC presented. There were bypasses along the entire corridor that would keep them out of downtown but, there was still the possibility of sniper attacks no matter where you were. Even if those attacks were infrequent, the snipers were too good not to be a cause for concern.
Scratch proved his worth when this issue was brought to light. He devised a makeshift blind that would work to limit the snipers’ line of sight, making a shot more likely a waste of ammo than they’d be inclined to take. The rear windows behind the driver’s compartment would be covered with towels or blankets to completely obscure the passengers, and they’d lay low for the duration of the passage. The front windows and windshield would be taped over with duct tape, and only a small but, ample opening would remain so that the driver could see out but, the snipers would likely not be able to see in.
The idea wasn’t perfect but, it was better than nothing.
Further along the route, they would come to Fort Riley, Kansas. Back before everything Adam could have driven that distance in a day but getting that far nowadays in less than two would be an achievement. Getting to Riley would take around three days if not four. There was the chance that they might be able to stay a night in the Natives’ territory, but somewhere between there and OKC was their best bet. They’d be on the turnpike, and Jesus’ people were fairly certain that that area was clear of Brigades and Gangs at least. Hunters were another factor altogether. 
If Adam was right, the infection was evolving, and the possibility of fresh infected was there. There could be a greater number of them along the road north. Some of the Gangs and Brigades could have been turned. The numbers would grow, and keep growing until another obstacle stood in the way of the spread, like whatever it was that kept him and the others from getting it. But Hunters were only a threat if they were hungry. They could deal with that problem should it present itself. 
Riley was going to be the bigger issue. Once there they’d need to get up to the Hill where most of the old unit buildings were located. The radio and other communications gear would most likely be there if anywhere. If they came through the Junction City entrance, the first place they’d come to would be his old unit’s buildings, 1-5 Field Artillery. “Hamilton’s Own” had been the oldest continuously serving unit in the entire military, his battery, Delta battery, had been the oldest of the old. Most of the guys had preferred the more humorous version of that name, Hamilton’s Bone.
Adam’s biggest worry was that the place might be occupied by some warlord and that they’d have to barter for what they needed. They might also be killed on sight, and that would put an end to their trip real quick. He knew that a few of his friends were still in the area, though he wasn’t sure if they were still alive or dead, infected or turned.

Mr. Evans, what did you expect to accomplish with your escape?
  
 
    “Getting out of that shit hole prison the rest of the world stuck people like me in. Being free. I was never one of those Americans that was aggressive towards foreigners. I never fired a single shot in either the Iraq or Afghanistan wars. I’ve never been a violent person.” 
  
 
    You do realize that you’re not permitted to use that term, don’t you? It’s been outlawed.
  
 
    “What has, American?” He shook his head, “You’re outlawing words now?”
  
 
    Yes, Mr. Evans. You’re a Colonist, a prisoner. America no longer exists.
  
 
    “You sound just like the politicians in DC, you know. They started “outlawing” all sorts of bullshit too. They shit all over freedom then as you’re doing now. You’ve killed as many people as they did too.”
  
 
    I sincerely doubt that, Mr. Evans. The agent shifted uncomfortably, trying to find an answer. The infection was initiated in order to bring about the cessation of Colonial hostilities being exported around the world.
  
 
    “How old are you?” He stopped short of calling him “kid”.
  
 
    I’m 27, Mr. Evans, but I fail to see how that matters in this situation.
  
 
    “You’re old enough to understand ecology. You ever take a course on that in college?” He took his finger, placed it in the glass of water, and let three drops fall onto the table. “Do you understand first, second, and third order effects and impacts related to a specific event?” He dipped his finger again, and let a larger drop pool between the three. “Kill off the wolves of Yellowstone to make grazing grounds safer for cattle and, Bison and Elk populations explode leaving no areas capable of supporting a grazing population of cattle.” He continued to let the middle puddle spread, “You killed people in America when you released whatever in the fuck it was that did what it did to the Hunters.” The middle puddle enveloped the nearest of the three drops. “Even worse, people fucking died from the infection itself. More died from it than lived. And what the Hunters did to people after food began to dry up was even worse than simply dying from infection.” The second drop was pulled into the larger.
  
 
    You need to start focusing on the questions you’re asked Mr. Evans, or you’ll be locked back in your cage with your friends. Besides, I’m not here to discuss the ethics of what the UN did to the Colony, I care only about the ins and outs of your escape. We seek to prevent future events such as this.
  
 
    The third drop was finally absorbed, only one remained. “I’m just trying to point out that single acts are nearly always the reason for greater events down the road. Had the world not built the walls, you’d probably never have had to create the infection. Had the infection not happened, I wouldn’t have had any reason to try to escape the Colony. I’d still be there with my wife and son.” He looked up into the man’s eyes for the first time. He saw fear there.
  
 
    Adam sat down at the table, Nina, his wife was cooking dinner at the stove. Her demeanor had changed considerably since the infection had come over her, and their son as well. Adam said nothing to her when he stood from the table and left the room, they hadn’t spoken in over a month. He’d begun sleeping on the couch and locking the two of them away at night for safety sake. He knew what Hunters were capable of when the hunger took over them. 
He walked down the hall to Alexander’s room. He wasn’t there. Bathroom, no luck. Moving from room to room he made his way back to the kitchen where Nina was still standing over the stove. He went to the back door to see if his son was in the backyard but it was empty. 
He could hear Nina gag, and he saw her wretch and spill bile out onto her shirt. He covered his mouth with his hand trying to hold back doing the same. The sight and sound of freshly infected Hunters always made him queasy, even if this one was his wife. 
Adam knew something terrible was wrong simply in the lack of eye contact from his wife. Even in this state, they’d still managed to carry on conversations, emotionless as they were. Hunters felt nothing inside. They were creatures of survival, by whatever means necessary. He crossed the room to the refrigerator placing his hand upon it and pausing for a moment. He was sure what he’d find upon opening the door. He wanted to be wrong. He begged to be wrong, just this once. 
The door cracked open…he wasn’t…
  
 
    “I knew you’d be angry, Adam.” came an emotionless statement from Nina. It wasn’t an apology, she wasn’t capable of that. It was merely a statement of fact. 
He quietly pulled the 45 from the holster at his hip and placed it to the back of her head. A tear rolled from his left eye. 
  
 
    “I was hungry, Adam,” her voice level, matter of fact, “You weren’t here.”
  
 
    “I know, baby, I love you.” he squeezed the trigger…

The 27-year-old agent’s hand slammed on the table and brought Adam back to the present. 
  
 
    Mr. Evans, are you going to talk or are we done here!
The agent hadn’t noticed the fidgeting of Adam’s hands. He hadn’t seen the small bobbing pin pulled from a seam in his the crotch of his pants. The dumb fuck hadn’t even heard the metallic clicking of the locking mechanism disengaging as he turned the pin to the right and the cuff opening when he turned it back to the left.
All of this accomplished within the few seconds between when he’d stopped talking and when the agent had slammed his hand down on the table. But Adam waited a few moments longer, biding his time until it was right. He wanted to see how far he could push this man. Would he break the thin layer of professionalism which was likely a point of pride for the pompous little twerp? He had a breaking point...Adam didn’t.
He moved fast, faster than he thought himself capable. He was across the table in a blur. The agent fell backward from his chair as Adam took hold of him by the collar. The cuff’s pointed end came down hard into the man’s neck repeatedly. Adam wasn’t sure how many times, four maybe ten, it was all a blur. The dark closed in around him when this happened. Every time it happened.
He dropped the cuffs to the floor and was sitting patiently in his chair before the guards outside the door were able to enter the room. The UN had a strict “No Kill” policy when it came to Colonists.  His hands were bloody and clasped together on the table in front of him. The blood spread across the table and mixed with the water there. The infection hadn’t taken him but, it had taken the ones he loved, his wife and son. He’d taken his small revenge. There was no feeling of remorse, there never had been, no matter the number he’d killed before or during the wars.
















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9
  
 
      
 
    “Goddamn, Wilbur, I haven’t eaten much in a long damn time, brother.” The Stranger said in a flat way that indicated nothing close to relief or joy. “Thank you.”
  
 
    Wilbur laid there by the fire, his grip tightening around the stump where his arm had been only moments before. Blood still dripping in spurts to the West Texas dirt.
  
 
    “When was the last time you ate something?” he asked, “You want a little? I’m no chef or anything, but it’s good enough all things considered.”
  
 
    Wilbur spit in the man’s direction, “Fuck you!”
  
 
    “Come on now, no reason to be sour.” He took another bite from the meat that had once been Wilbur’s arm, then said, “Everyone’s gotta survive somehow.”

The faint flicker of light had been visible from a mile away. Wilbur had set his sites on it and headed in its direction. He’d been traveling for weeks by night. The Wastes were not a place to travel by day. The Hunters, the Brigades, and the Wasters were enough of a threat that the night became a friend if you had to be out in this shit hole. Then there was the heat of the desert that could kill a person as easily as any of the human threats.
During the day Wilbur would pitch a makeshift tent when he could, or get under a rocky outcrop when they were available. Moving at night kept away the chill, and prevented the need for a fire like the one he was walking towards.  The flatland of Death Valley further west, and here in the Permian Basin, made it possible to see even the smallest flames a good distance away if you paid attention. With dawn coming soon, there wasn’t much reason to keep moving, so long as this guy wasn’t the sort to try anything stupid.
As he neared the fire Wilbur had noticed the outline of a truck backed up close. This would have concerned him but, the weather had taken a turn for the colder side and the leaping flames were inviting. 
From about 100 yards he could just make out the form of a person sitting on the tailgate. This could indicate a number of things. But the possibility that kept drawing him closer was that they might be a traveler like himself, headed in the same direction. East. He decided to chance to make contact. This was the first person he’d seen in nearly three weeks. Wilbur was desperate for human contact.
Wilbur announced himself, hands up to show that he wasn’t armed, as he stepped into the circle of light cast by the fire. The Stranger looked up, but otherwise barely acknowledged his presence. It was best to make yourself known lest you end up dead simply because you surprised the wrong jumpy asshole in the Wastes. He’d come across more than his fair share of bodies in his trek. He’d even had to outrun a band of Wasters for three days at one point early on. He didn’t want to end up as another sun bleached corpse.
  
 
    “Howdy, young man,” Wilbur said, his voice cracked and dry from having not used it in weeks.
    The Stranger only nodded.
  
 
    “How long you been out here?” he asked, “You traveling alone?”
  
 
    “A while, and yeah.” the Stranger spoke after an interval, his voice sounding garbled and weak. 
  
 
    “Mind if I join you for the night?” He dropped his pack to the ground. “Got a bottle of whiskey I’m willing to share for the privilege.”
  
 
    “Sure.” The Stranger looked from the flames to Wilbur to his pack and back to the flames without another word.
  
 
    Wilbur noticed that the man was young, maybe only 17 or 18. He’d have been nothing more than a baby when everything started. His hair was long, blonde and matted, falling in his eyes. He could smell the sour aroma of weeks, possibly months, of grime when the winds wafted in the wrong direction. He ignored this since he, himself, likely smelled as bad or worse having traveled this far by foot. The phrase like a skunk came to mind. The man wore a threadbare military coat that he pulled tight around him, and his eyes were focused upon the flames dancing in the desert night. They barely moved, and he barely blinked.
Wilbur had held out the bottle of liquor to the man as a gesture of appreciation for his hospitality but, he refused. Wilbur shrugged, took a sip, and sat down on his pack. 
  
 
    “Mister, I can tell you, you’re a sight for a lonesome man.” he began, “I haven’t seen another person for weeks, mister. Not since I left, Arizona.”
The Stranger made a sound that could have been a chuckle. Wilbur barely noticed and continued. “You know, they say it ain’t safe to be traveling out in these parts alone but, I’ll be damned if I’m gonna live my life scared of anything just because people say I should be!” he boasted, and took another plug from the bottle, “You old enough to remember the times before the walls went up, kid?”
  
 
    “No.” he replied.
  
 
    “No, I reckon not. You’d likely have been only a baby, right?”
  
 
    “I think so.” the Stranger said, now looking up at Wilbur.
  
 
    “Well, I was a bit of a traveling man before all this Colony bull.” he held the bottle up to the fire, and let the brown fluid dance before his eyes. “I’ve seen so many things you’d never believe.”
  
 
    “Like what?” he asked, with no note of real curiosity in his voice.
  
 
    “Well, you’re starting to perk up aren’t you?” he stood and passed the bottle to the man, who took it this time. “Mountains that touch the sky, kid! I climbed to the top of Everest once! K2 as well. You even heard of them? Everest or K2?”
  
 
    “No, what are they?” he took a small sip and began to cough as he handed it back.
  
 
    “It’s a mountain kid…top of the whole goddamn world!” Wilbur raised his hands to the sky in flourish before standing to reach for the bottle. “Ain’t nothing here in the Colony as compares.”
 
 
    As Wilbur took the bottle from the man’s hand he noticed the small yellowish-brown stain of bile at the neck of his shirt. He went back to his pack and opened it.
  
 
    “Think I might have a picture of me on the peaks,” he said, not wanting to alert suspicion in the Hunter sitting to his back now.
 
 
    He quickly found the snub-nosed 38 he kept for protection. Wilbur had no intention of taking any chances with a Hunter. Besides, a truck would be useful for getting him out of the Wastes quickly. Wilbur was in his late 50s but, he was in good shape. Still, any advantage against the environment was welcomed. 
He wheeled on the Hunter, gun coming up to shoot the man where he sat. There was a flash against the flames as he turned, and a searing hot pain flooded his mind and body.
His scream echoed across the cold desert night as his arm fell to the ground, still gripping the gun. Blood dripped from the stump as he dropped to his knees.
A few seconds later the Stranger crouched down over Wilbur’s severed limb and plucked it from the ground. He took the 38 from its grip and tucked it into the waist of his jeans at the small of his back. He brushed away the dirt and spattered gore he made his way to the tailgate, stripping off the remnants of Wilbur’s coat sleeve. 
  
 
    “My name is David,” he said, setting to the task at hand.
  
 
    David produced a long hunting knife from a sheath at his hip and began to work at the limb. He laid the arm palm up and drew the blade down the length from the elbow to wrist to the space between the middle and ring finger. “You know, I can remember the last time I had any meat.” he gave a slight, emotionless chuckle as he pulled the flesh back from the slit, exposing the muscles and tendons.
Wilbur’s gut twisted into knots at the sight of his flayed arm in David’s hands. He began to gag and wretched across the ground.
  
 
    “You okay there….” David began, “I’m sorry, you never gave me your name.” 
  
 
    Wilbur had met Hunters before but this situation, was different. He’d heard the stories before. They don’t have any emotions, people had said. They’ll have a normal conversation with you one minute, and cooking you for dinner the next, he’d heard from others. But this was the first time he’d ran into a Hunter when he was the only thing that passed as food for miles. 
  
 
    “What’s your name, sir?” he asked, drawing Wilbur out of his stupor.
  
 
    “W-W-Wilbur.” he stuttered, “Why are you doing this.”
  
 
    “Well, Wilbur, I’m hungry.”
  
 
    The matter of fact nature with which he gave his motives was delivered without any further explanation.
David moved to the fire where he began to set up a camp grill. Wilbur’s arm still sat splayed across the tailgate.
  
 
    “Wilbur, you’re a good guy, as good as they come, sir! Not many people would have brought food to a person they just met.”
  
 
    “I didn’t bring you shit!”
  
 
    “Come on, there’s no reason to get cross with me. We’ve all gotta eat.”
 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, you piece of shit!”
  
 
    “Well, that was a possibility when you had a gun but, now you don’t.” he smiled, but there was no humor behind it that Wilbur could see. “You also lack most of one arm so, you’re not likely to do much of anything.”
  
 
    David returned to the truck where he retrieved the now skinned arm and returned to the grill. 
  
 
    “But of course you did. You knew better than to approach a single fire in the middle of the desert.” David stood now over the grill. “You said it yourself, you were a bit of a traveling man, so you should have known the rules of the road. And yet, you chose to ignore them. It’s been a while since I’ve had any meat, Wilbur.”
  
 
    There it was, Wilbur’s desperation for anything resembling human contact had put him here. He knew that. 
The sizzle of his arm as it fell against the hot metal was sickening, and Wilbur felt the bile rise again in his throat.
     



















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10
  
 
      
 
    Adam couldn’t remember exactly why he’d chosen to kill the agent. What had he expected to accomplish? He wasn’t exactly sure. Couldn’t put any tangible motive behind his actions. Maybe he had grown tired of the interrogation and wanted it to end, which it had. But even that didn’t feel entirely true. They’d returned him to his cell after, giving him a pretty good beating in the process. He knew this would only be for a short time. They’d clean up the blood, take away the body, find another agent, and start the interrogation anew. 
Would they remove the agent’s body? He asked himself. Keeping the evidence in the room might be a tactic they’d use to at drawing out something like remorse for what he’d done. That wasn’t going to happen. Adam wasn’t capable of feeling remorse for the man lying in his own blood, face twisted in agony and terror, just down the hall from his cell. If anything he felt satisfaction. The agent was no different in his mind from the insurgents he’d killed in Iraq or Afghanistan.
A casualty of war, he thought. He wasn’t going to concern himself with any emotional responses. Emotion was detrimental to his desire for escape. Without emotion, all that was left was cold logic. When you can’t feel, you have to think. The necessary pieces were all there, he just had to find a way to put them together. Jesus was in the cell next to his, and Darla on the other side of him. But it would all take time. Maybe killing agents was the price to buy that time.

    Be Prepared, the motto of the Boy Scouts. Be, be, be, prepared, the motto of the Scouts. Prepared, prepared, the motto of the Scouts. Be, be, be, prepared, the motto of the Scouts. Adam hadn’t sung this song since he’d learned it in the Scouts at 12. The tune sprang back into his mind as they started getting ready for the push north. There was a lot to do, and this old jingle was on a maddening loop in his head as they worked. 
Guns and ammo were the easy part of the operation. He’d planned the route some months prior so, that wasn’t a concern. He’d traveled most of the route before the walls had gone up going to and from Fort Riley, and he’d given the rest of the group as much of a description as he could so that they knew what to expect. The truck and more food were going to be the hard part.
The group went out into the Wastes to hunt. They came across more Hunters each time, but aside from one or two, they hadn’t seen any newly turned. During one trip to the south, they’d hunted around the Abilene State Park near Buffalo Gap, but had to cut things short when they came into contact with Wasters that he set up camp close by at the Boy Scout camp, Camp Tonkawa. Adam and Jesus had spent a few summers there when they were kids. Jesus had walked out of there with nearly every merit badge you could earn in a summer while Adam had only managed the one for basket weaving. And even that had come at the price of a river of tears.
Outfitting Adam’s Ford Ranger to travel was the task to which the majority of their efforts had been applied. While it had an extended cab it was still relatively small. Fitting everything they wanted was going to be difficult. Needs were the primary concern. 
Duct tape was used to create Scratch’s blinders for the windshield and windows. They left only six inches for both driver and shotgun to see out. Risky, but necessary given the threat of snipers along the way. They mounted steel plates where they would fit. Mostly on the doors below the windows, and one that covered floor to roof behind the rear seats.
The plate next to the driver's seat extended up to the roof and possessed a port that allowed them to see the side view mirror. There seemed little reason for the driver to be looking anywhere but straight ahead. Besides, it seemed prudent enough since a dead driver would mean dead passengers. 
The last plate was mounted to the rear window since Adam didn’t feel that he’d need to worry too much about seeing what was behind them, and this provided Scratch and Juliana with a measure of protection from gunfire at the back. The remaining windows had been taped in the same fashion as the windshield, leaving the gap for the passengers to see their surroundings. 
The final addition was a coat of matte shades of green, tan, and loam meant to make the truck harder to see in the dark. The idea of painting the truck black had been suggested, but Adam put the veto on that. He explained to them that, in spite of the popular belief, black would actually make them stand out in periods of low light since black, as a color, does not exist in nature. One of Jesus’s crew had spent time working as a body shop guy before everything and took care of the paint job.
They’d worked on the vehicle in Adam’s garage so that prying eyes wouldn’t take notice. There were a very small few that might want to see Jesus or the rest of the dead, but that number still existed. And the best place for any plans like that was the Wastes….or the road.
All told, the process took roughly two months and another week before they were on the road north. Jesus’ crew pulled security as far as Anson to the north then pulled back to Abilene. Further north and you started hitting The White Nation. Racist assholes that controlled the rural areas between Anson and Wichita Falls. Adam had had several run-ins with them when he used to go hunting out near Fort Phantom Lake. They weren’t much different than the White gangs that had existed prior to the walls. The only real difference between the two was that The White Nation had no one to keep them in check. They didn’t attack travelers, unless they spotted someone that was “subhuman” or rather, not of the pure white race.
They were fucking inbred morons so far as Adam was concerned.
Jesus had handed over his territory to his second, a guy name, Raul. Adam had never trusted Raul and still didn’t. 

























  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11
  
 
      
 
    Why did you kill the agent?
  
 
    Adam was back in the interrogation room. He could still see a pinkish hue on the white tiles where they’d tried to clean away the blood. The reality of his situation here at the UN Holding Facility had had time to sink in, but he was still convinced that he could reason a way out. The Great Lakes crossing had been rough, but they’d made it while still under the cover of darkness. He wasn’t completely sure why he’d killed the piss-ant agent. Sure there were plenty of reasons that he could hand the agent, but none of them were the real one. The things the man had said were inflammatory but, he was used to such talk.
  
 
    “Don’t know,” he said finally. “Seemed like the thing to do at the time.”
  
 
    Did you think that you’d be able to escape if you did that? The agent leaned in as he said this, and Adam thought just how easy it would be to get at him with such a small amount of distance between the two of them. Air and Opportunity, he thought.
  
 
    “Nah,” He said, frowning as he sat back, “I know there’s no way out of here. No easy way at least. That’s why I sat back in my seat when I was finished with him. The UN will release us back into the Colony when they’re done with us.” He gave a half-smile at this.
The new agent was trying to hide his fear, same as the dead one. Adam could read it, smell it, all across his face, in his body language, in the questions he was asking. The scent of fear is palpable when you know what your olfactory glands should be honing in on. But there was no way to get at this one, he knew that. The guards had placed him in restraints that reminded him of those used on Hannibal Lecter in Silence of the Lambs. Then there was the restraint chair with all of its straps and buckles. Given time he could have gotten free from all of this but, then he’d have to contend with the four guards and the agent which surrounded him. Besides, they’d spot the effort before he was able to release the first strap.
Then why did you insist on killing an innocent man?
  
 
    Innocent. The word had lost all meaning for Adam when the walls had gone up, even more in the years since the infection. No one was innocent, not anymore. This agent had never seen the world on the other side of the walls. He was naive to the truth that innocence does not exist. 
He thought back to Oklahoma City and the battle that had brought them through to Kansas. Even at the best of times, Oklahoma hadn’t held any special place in his heart. There was a joke that went Texas isn’t an island because Oklahoma sucks. That hasn't gotten any better in the years since.
The group had been traveling for days when they reached the outskirts of OKC. There’d been a short run in with a faction of the White Nation just north of Haskell, but they’d been able to outrun them quickly enough. From there 277 winds generally northeast to Wichita Falls. That part of the drive had been clear for the most part. The small towns had been abandoned mostly when the government had collapsed after the final presidential election. The infection had taken care of the majority of the remaining holdouts after that. They made their way to larger cities where they believed they’d be safer. Safe was really a relative term at this point. 
Smart people didn’t stay out in the wilds, but smart people also didn’t move back into the cities. Catch 22...fucked either way you look at it. Adam was convinced that the ones that stayed out in the wilds were the more intelligent of the two. At least they knew who their enemy was, and how to keep that enemy satisfied.
Most of the built-up areas heading north from Abilene had been taken over by Hunters. But the hunting must have been good since they hadn’t been given more than a passing glance.    Hunters, Adam had noticed, were creatures that were slaves to their impulses. When they were hungry, they killed, otherwise they were fairly docile.  It was everyone else you had to worry about really.
Wichita Falls was only a slight pain in the ass but, only because they were a few boxes of ammo short on the toll to the Warlord that control 44 going north to Lawton. They made up for it with some odds and ends they had on hand, food mostly. They were escorted through the town by the gang and wished well on the drive into Oklahoma. The Wichita Falls guys were friends of Jesus and, while they did pass along some intel about the dangers of getting through OKC, they still required payment for passage through their territory.
The last major city before OKC was the stronghold of Lawton/Fort Sill. The area had been retaken by the Native American tribes, Apache, Adam thought but, he’d heard there was a number of different tribes living in the area.
Adam had heard from people traveling in and out of Abilene that the tribes were easy to deal with. They were hospitable to strangers but, they refused to be taken advantage of. The latter was understandable after the centuries of genocide and oppression at the hands of the Colony but, the former was still something of a mystery to Adam. He couldn’t understand the ease with which they welcomed people with open arms. They weren’t looking for a fight with anyone but, they wouldn’t shy away from one.
Historically, the tribe near Fort Sill was descended from the Apache. They’d been known for their fierceness in battle and were admired by the soldiers who’d read of their exploits while in basic training there. After everything went to shit, they’d pushed out any and all who challenged their control of the land. They weren’t particularly violent, nor where they oppressive the way that most other groups tended to be. They allowed most to remain on the land so long as they either adopted their customs or, at the very least, didn’t attempt to prevent them from living as they saw fit.
Simply put, you didn’t fuck with the tribes.
The drive from Wichita Falls to Lawton was short, only around 45 minutes to an hour. When they came to the checkpoint they were approached by a young Apache man, probably mid-20s, who inquired about their business. Adam had done all the talking, and when the man was satisfied that they were only intent on passing through, he allowed them to pass without an escort. 
From the highway, Adam could see the old barracks of Fort Sill’s basic training facility where he’d spent 16 weeks being trained to become a soldier. They’d been occupied by the tribe now, and trees had begun to grow in the once clear fields that surrounded them. He didn’t miss his time there. He pressed the gas pedal down, and they sped up so that he could leave behind this reminder of the past. 
They were let through on the other side by another young Apache woman who’d waved them through with a smile.
  
 
    “Why are they like that?” Scratch asked from the backseat. 
  
 
    “What do you mean?” Jesus spoke up in reply.
  
 
    “Why do they allow people to pass through without charging a toll?” he began, “They could make something out of the area they control.”
  
 
    “It’s because they’ve already made something out of the land, kid. Home.” Jesus said while watching everything pass outside. “You know, this isn’t really such a bad spot, Adam.”
  
 
    “No,” Adam replied, not giving Jesus a chance to ask the question.
  
 
    “We could probably make a good life here.”
  
 
    “So long as it’s between those two walls, it’ll never be home. We’ll never be free.”
  
 
    “We won’t be free outside those walls either,” Juliana spoke up from the back. “We’ll still be running, hiding. Different kind of walls, but walls all the same.”
  
 
    “Better than living with the threat of being someone’s fucking meal,” Adam said.
The truck went quiet for the next hour. Each of them lost in thought about what they were doing, the journey they were on. Would they ever be able to find a home of their own? There were too many heavy questions hanging in the air, too many variables as Jesus might have said. The only thing that was certain was that they had to stay on the move until they got to Riley and, hopefully, out of the Colony for good.
OKC loomed on the horizon silhouetted in the post-sunset evening. The four companions had stopped on the side of the road to stretch their legs and go over the plan for the passage through. Outside of Texas and Washington, the Oklahoma groups were the most notorious. Others could be reasoned with to some extent but, the OKC groups were anything but reasonable. There were stories, plenty of them, that made the idea of passing through the rural areas seem more appealing. But they’d settled on the OKC route in hopes that it would be faster and host to fewer Hunters. 
I-44 met up with I-40 around the downtown which connected with I-35 which got them headed north for Wichita, Kansas. The section of 40 would be the most likely place for an attack from the OKC groups. Adam wasn’t familiar with them, but he’d heard things.
The main reason for going through the city rather than around it was a matter of familiarity. Adam had been through OKC more times than he could count traveling to and from Abilene. It might be dangerous, he’d told them, but it’s a danger that I know. Adam wanted to avoid as many unknowns as possible.
They made their way into town under the cover of darkness. Their headlights stayed off, and Adam refrained from trying to gun it through town in hopes that it would limit notifying the locals of their presence. The truck moved along slowly through the ruins of the city’s outskirts. They rolled along with purpose, and all eyes were watching their surroundings for movement. Nothing.
  
 
    “You think they’re asleep?” Juliana asked.
  
 
    “No, they’re out there.” Adam said, “They’ve been on us since we hit the edge of the city, somewhere around the airport.”
  
 
    “How do you know that?” Jesus said, turning for a moment to look at Adam. “I haven’t seen shit. I doubt they have either.”
  
 
    “Eyes out, Jesus, they’re there.” Adam said, “The OKC people aren’t like the other gangs. They don’t set up checkpoints. They let people get into town before they hit them.”
  
 
    “Why would they do that?” Scratch asked.
  
 
    “Element of surprise, kid. Gives the travelers the chance to get complacent. Iraqi and Afghan insurgents would use the same state of mind against us in Afghanistan and Iraq.” Adam said, “You’re all starting to get that way. You can’t fool yourselves into that, they’re out there.”
  
 
    “Where?” Jesus asked.
  
 
    “There!” Adam pointed towards the roof of a nearby building where there were two shadows moving towards a near corner, rifles in hand. He gunned it. There was no use trying to hide their movements now. He flicked the switch for the headlights and the other lights they’d mounted to the vehicle during their preparations. Better to see everything when you’ve been spotted than to move in the dark at a snail's pace. Speed makes you a harder target. 
The first gunshots rang out shortly after the lights came on but, they hit harmlessly in front of the truck. There was an eruption of fire from the passenger side as Jesus and Scratch returned a volley of suppressing fire at the building. They were going to hit shit at these speeds, Adam knew, but even getting close made the enemy put their heads down. If they were trying to hide, they weren’t firing.
Vehicles came up behind them from both sides. They’d been hidden at the bottom of exit ramps coming from both north and southbound lanes. Trucks and SUVs swarmed them in seconds, but the group remained focused on the task at hand. Scratch and Jesus were firing at the driver’s side windshield of a Yukon that was in the lead. They placed their point of aim higher than the driver would sit to account for deflection as the bullet made contact. After only three or four bursts of fire the Yukon swerved, smashed into an F-150 nearby, and both were sent hurdling side over side into opposite walls. Three people riding in the bed of the truck were thrown over the edge of the elevated road.
A Cherokee and Tacoma appeared through the smoke and flames but, they kept their distance out of caution. Gunfire was coming from the other side of the divider another Yukon. Juliana was low in the backseat behind Adam making ready to toss several pipe bombs when they came close enough. 
She lit the fuse as the Yukon made its approach, letting it burn down a little before reaching out to make the throw. Juliana extended her body out of the rear passenger compartment to make the throw. As she wound up to hurl the explosive at its target a bullet from one of their pursuers ripped through her torso just behind her left breast. Adam felt the warm splash of blood as the round exited her body on the right. She would be dead in only a few minutes but, she had been able to make the throw. 
Jesus was still engaging the final SUV on the other side of the truck, he hadn’t noticed Juliana dying in the back seat yet, and Adam didn’t tell him. They were still not out of danger. Drawing attention to her situation would only serve to take his mind out of the fight at hand, and onto the woman he loved. Scratch was a good shot but, two shooters were better than one, and there was really nothing anyone could do for her now. The wound spilling blood all over the backseat was a mortal one. 
The SUV crept closer and Scratch pulled a bomb from the middle seat without turning to face Juliana’s lifeless body. Adam gunned the accelerator trying to pull away from their pursuers and to give Scratch time to light the fuse and toss the bomb without fear of causing damage to their vehicle.
The truck erupted as the bomb exploded underneath its engine, spun, and collided with the dividing wall. The two people who had been shooting at them were thrown from the vehicle. They flew for a moment through the night air then toppled to the highway asphalt like bloody, mangled rag dolls being torn apart with the impact. There was a certain satisfaction welling up within Adam at the sight of their deaths, and the manner in which it had come. A small smile broke across his face. 
The battle had only lasted a matter of minutes but, that time they had lost one of their own while taking however many lives had been contained in the assaulting vehicles. The OKC gangs were aggressive, but they weren’t stupid by any means. They’d just taken a heavy loss and wouldn’t likely try a second go at them. Jesus was now fully aware of what had happened to Juliana but, sat silently in the seat next to Adam. He didn’t want to look at her lying there in the back seat.
Adam promised to stop so that Jesus could bury Juliana somewhere outside of OKC which had brought only the slightest of responses from his friend. He decided there would be time enough for talk later, and left Jesus to his thoughts.
The two had been inseparable since they’d met freshman year at MIT. Adam knew some of what he was feeling, though he had been the one to pull the trigger on his own love. That was a weight even his stunted understanding of human emotion could appreciate.
There were always people that you felt an attachment to, regardless of one's ability to comprehend the true meaning of love. Adam’s wife and son had been that for him the way that Juliana had been that for Jesus. Now, that was gone. Jesus didn’t have much reason left to cling to anything close to humanity. The coming weeks would prove just how prescient that passing thought would become.

Adam couldn’t hear the agent screaming at him. It was his head slamming against the table that brought him back to the interrogation room. The guards surrounding him. The harsh light over him. The trickles of blood just beginning to fall from the wounds at his eyebrow and nose. He would kill this one too, it was really only a matter of time.
You and your fucking Colonist friends are fucked, please believe that. The agent stood from the adjacent chair while two guards held him firmly in place, a smug grin on his face. He didn’t notice the pink, dissipating swirl in his glass of water as he took a sip and placed it back on the table.
  
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” Adam said without a hint of malice, “please believe that.”
The agent gave a soft humph, told the guard to return him to his cell, and exited the room, taking the small parasite with him.   







  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
Chapter 12
  
 
      
 
    Doctor, 
 
      
 
    In the Colony, there are nine major watersheds spread from one coast to the other. The largest of these feeds into the Mississippi River that flows from the north, near the Canadian wall, to the Gulf of Mexico in the south. The headwaters were target number one, there were others along its course. The bombers flew over in broad daylight at low altitude. The operation was as much a psychological attack as it was kinetic, and the UN wanted the Colonists aware that something happened, but ignorant to exactly what that was. 
Similar operations were carried out across the rest of the country, and employing the same tactics. Sending a consistent and sustained message is important when trying to bring about behavior change. Do something once and your target audience will remember only so long as the event is taking place. Do it a second and third time, and now you’ve got their curiosity. Fourth and fifth and so on, and now you’ve got their attention.
The pilots were dropping specialized container bombs that held live cultures of a parasite called, Naegleria accidia. It had been developed by some quack, mad scientist playing god in a UN lab in Canada. You. I met you the night you presented your monster to the world. The videos you showed caused more than one diplomat to turn his or her head in disgust, which seemed to be the idea behind it all. Make them sickened by what they saw and they might not want to use the thing. I could see it in your eyes, you didn’t want this thing loosed into the Colony. Can’t say that I disagreed with you. But sadly, all your efforts failed.
I might be a great many things, but I’m not inhumanly void of compassion. I’ve killed my fair share of Colonists during the wars with them, but I’d never have let something like this out. There something to be said for meeting your enemy face to face out on the field. It’s a bloody business, but at least there’s a degree of honor and respect in the act of killing one another up close and personal. There’s nothing of the sort in what they did to those people. But I played my part, same as you played yours. Everybody had one. It’s honestly a shame how everything went down.
People significantly smarter than I came up with the entire plan for the infection operation. They calculated shit like flow rates and vectors, optimal drop points for the bombs, and sketched out rough timelines for the spread. The best and brightest minds were put into this effort, and many of them slept just fine through the night. I haven’t slept for shit ever since.
Once the bombs were dropped we didn’t have to wait long for signs of the infection’s initial spread. People were naturally curious about what was falling out of the sky, and they walked right up to the bombs where they sat in the water. Swam right out to some of them. 
I can remember thinking, No, you fucking fools, don’t swim out to it!, as I watched the drone feeds from the command HQ back then. I watched a young boy, maybe in his early teens...can’t be sure from a digital display, really...charge headlong into some lake outside of Kansas City just to get a good look at the damn thing. I ordered the drone pilot to follow him and, over the next several days, I watched him die. Seeing that kind of thing, even over a screen, changes you.
The infection spread rapidly through the population. At first remaining confined to the riverbanks and larger bodies of water. It was around the year mark when we started seeing infection rates going up outside the floodplains. It was most notable in and around Dallas-Fort Worth, the Pacific Northwest, and the Florida panhandle where there were still large population centers, but eventually, there didn’t seem to be a single place that didn’t have some extent of infection. Once that happened, the real nightmares began for those people. 
The Colony had always been a violent place. Maybe not as violent as some places, but the sheer volume and kind of violence they were capable of had always been the issue. They exported their violence wholesale to the rest of the world.
It’s not that I don’t understand the reasoning behind the choice to do what we did; I just don’t think we thought through all the implications. This wasn’t a solution, it was genocide. The rest of the world did to the Colony what the Colony had been doing to its own for years. What’s worse was that we did it under the same pretense the Colony used to carry out their own campaigns. We did nothing except perpetuate the same shit the Colonists brought down on the rest of us before the walls went up. Yet we still claim that we are different in spite of all that our actions have caused.
We allowed ourselves to descend to the depths of Colonial depravity and called in righteous since it was in the name of the supposed greater good. Nothing could have been further from the truth. I watched what we did. I coordinated our efforts to do what we did. In the end, I am responsible for what we did, and I cannot bear that guilt any longer. I’m certainly not sure how it is that you can live with your part in all of this. I can’t, and I am done. By the time this arrives at your door, you will have no doubt heard about my suicide.
Fix this, Doctor. Make this right. Salvage what you can of this world’s dignity.
  
 
      
 
                           Respectfully,
                                General Harold Winston Schumaker






















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13
  
 
      
 
    Darla Stacy McPherson, known as Kansas to most everyone, has always been a beautiful girl, on the outside. Piercing, emerald green eyes stared out from a delicate face framed by raven black hair. Regardless of her exposure to the sun her skin, the small portion that wasn’t covered in brightly inked tattoos, remained pale as porcelain. There was a strength to the way she carried herself, and confidence, seldom seen in most, as she walked. The expectation for women with her build to be delicate and shy was lost on her. She was not one to be trifled with. The men and women who pledged her their loyalty knew this.
She was considered a perfect physical specimen by all who laid eyes on her. She stood only five feet two inches tall, was strongly muscled but, retained a decidedly feminine appearance. Tattoos covered her body in a thick patchwork of intricate designs, many her own. They were her armor against the evils of this world. Her favorite, and the first that people noticed, was the large black coffin adorned with a bright red inverted cross between her breasts. Wings spread from its sides and extended to cover her chest from shoulder to shoulder, and up to her collarbones. 
In contrast to her tough physical appearance, was a brilliance unmatched by those around her, though she had given up delusions of higher education in favor of joining the Army. But she read everything she could get her hands on, and fast, consuming nearly a book a week on as many topics as caught her interest. 
When they’d lifted the ban on women taking up combat roles a few years before the walls went up Darla signed the dotted line the very next day. The itch to kill had brought about early in her violent life, and it was too great to ignore. Given the numerous conflicts around the globe at the time, her need was satisfied in great measure. The creation of the Colony had only served to give her free reign to indulge.
She never hid this desire from her fellow Soldiers nor her chain of command. Military standards had been revised to allow people like her entry. There had been a time when the mentally ill, criminally insane, and otherwise undesirable would have been turned away at the door. She was all three, and had been welcomed with open arms.
Being a woman in an artillery unit hadn’t been easy. She’d known it wouldn’t be. There had been several attempts made against her in the initial days of basic training, and again during advanced individual training. The collapse and infection had only exacerbated the violence of these attempts. 
She realized long ago that men were wont to denigrate into base animals given the chance. Her father and brothers had after her mother had passed. Violence in its various forms had been visited upon her most of her life but, she knew how to take care of herself.
Her father and two brothers were long since buried, and the reason she had grown up in the nut house as she called it. Psychopathic little girls weren’t unheard of, just not something you usually heard about. There was a part of her that thanked her abusive, rapist father for the gift of emotional detachment. Her lack of empathy had served her well over the years. That was the bright side as she’d say.
David Matheson, called “Cowboy” by most of the Kings, stood six foot seven and had been Darla’s right hand for as long as they’d known one another. He’d come to her early that morning to report that their scouts had observed a vehicle heading in their direction from Salina, Kansas just up I-70 from their stronghold at Fort Riley. They had a sniper scout team stationed up on the hill overlooking the highway. The massive cannon there offered just the right amount of distraction that people usually didn’t notice the people hiding there. The Kings usually ignored passers-by so long. Keep moving and you were fine, turn towards the post, and you were done for.
The Kings of the Plains seldom took prisoners.
This vehicle would have been no different had it not been for the familiarity of the description. 
  
 
    “Ma’am,” Cowboy had begun as he entered her quarters located in the old home of General Custer, “we’ve got a vehicle approaching from the West.”
  
 
    “Yeah?” she’d asked, slightly annoyed at being awoken so early. “If they don’t take the exit, leave’em be, Cowboy.”
  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t have bothered you but,” He paused, waiting for her to give him her full attention. “It fits the description of one that passed through OKC two days ago and left a body count. You know how them OKC boys run.”
  
 
    “So what, Cowboy.” She stretched and let the covers fall to her waist, before standing, “That’s not really unheard of in The Colony.”
  
 
    “Maybe not but, no one’s ever produced a body count in OKC and survived.” He began grabbing her clothes from the closet, and she realized that further sleep was not in the cards.
Cowboy continued, “The truck is heavily modified but, you can still tell that it’s a crew cab Ford Ranger, that’s a custom job. Ford never made a production model that I’m aware of. Been painted shades of green and tan, but there is damage on the body that shows a bit of dark green underneath.”
The glimmer of recognition hit her quickly, “Green Ford Ranger crew cab, you say? I only know one person that has something like that but, I haven’t seen him in years. Tell the scouts to hold their fire and remain hidden. Pull the guards from back from the gates, and let them pass. Nobody is to approach that vehicle except me. Disobeying that order will result in being fed to the Hunters.”
Cowboy echoed her orders over the radio mic strapped to his chest. All teams came back in succession confirming they understood. “I knew you’d want to know about this one.” He smiled, and she gave him a playful punch to the shoulder, smiling back.
Kansas dressed while Cowboy continued briefing her on the activities of the vehicle. She had no modesty where Cowboy was concerned, he’d seen her naked plenty of times, besides, he wasn’t interested in women anyway. She’d know from their days before The Colony and the infection that he preferred the company of other men. That had made him a target for other, less understanding soldiers, and they’d formed a friendship that had endured ever since.
Cowboy had earned his position as her right hand. She admired his intelligence and the way that he sought to become a stronger survivor day by day. There was a simple truth about Cowboy; the person he was the day you met him was not the person you found in subsequent meetings. Both were strict in their devotion to one another, they were siblings separated at birth.
  
 
    “They’re taking the exit, Kansas.” Cowboy spoke as she pulled her pants on. “Scouts count three occupants in the vehicle, though they’re saying there could be one or two more. The windows are taped from the inside to obstruct the outside view.”
  
 
    “That son of a bitch.” she laughed, half to herself.
  
 
    “Think it’s him?”
  
 
    “Maybe.” she said as she pulled on her belt which held twin Glock 19s, “If the mother fucker didn’t die in the infection he’s come here to find comms equipment.”
  
 
    “What do you mean?”
  
 
    “You remember Adam, Cowboy?” He nodded in affirmation, “He’s smart, resourceful, he’ll probably be coming here thinking there’ll be a way to get on the line with someone outside the walls. He probably already knows someone.” 
  
 
   
  
 

 There was a rush of realization as she spoke the name that had been swimming around his own mind. “Staff Sergeant Evans?” he asked after a moment. “You think he’d really come here after all these years, Kansas?”
  
 
    “Yeah, that asshole certainly would! Especially if he thought it might benefit him.” she shot back with a half-smile that could have been out of a barely contained rage or, boiling lust, Cowboy wasn’t sure. Probably both he finally settled.
  
 
    “You really think it’s him.” It wasn’t a question. “Why the hell would he be headed this way? Didn’t he get married and move back home to Texas?”
Married…that word stung her in a way that most couldn’t. Adam had been the closest thing to the one she had ever known. But he’d gone off and married some hippy college girl from Colorado that he’d met down in Aggieville in Manhattan, Kansas. She’d never forgiven him for the breakup. 
The bitch, whatever her fucking name was, had stolen her man, her property. Cowboy had had to physically restrain her in the weeks after the wedding when she’d wanted to drive to their apartment and kill the girl. That’s what she was to her, just a girl. Kansas was a woman and one that understood the wants and needs that Adam and her shared. They were too much alike.
  
 
    “They’ve passed through the airfield gate.” Cowboy interrupted her thoughts.
  
 
    “If it’s him, he’ll be headed up to the hill. Tell the men to make this place a fucking ghost town, I’ll take care of this personally.”
  
 
    “You think he’ll head to the old battery headquarters?”
  
 
    “Pretty sure but, keep me up on their movements.” she adjusted her appearance in the full-length mirror hanging near the door of her room. “You know he’s smart, he’ll spot us if the men present even the slightest silhouette. Keep them away from the windows…”
  
 
    “Ghost town, Kansas,” he cut her off. He knew when she was about to get worked into a frenzy, and he could shut it down easily. “We’ve done this before.”
She’d have thrown him a hard glare had he been anyone else. There was a slight tone of confrontation in his reply. She’d have shot anyone else for the same sentence. 
  
 
    “I get it, you’re nervous.” Cowboy calmed her, placing a hand on her shoulder, “I know what you feel for Adam. But you have to keep yourself composed. You know what he’s capable of…you and I have seen what he can do to people.”
Her nerves receded back to her steady state of control. That’s what made Cowboy a good second, he knew when to hold back and, more importantly, he knew when to deliver the hard truths she needed to hear. She smiled as they descended the stairs to the front door. Outside her own dark green Ford Ranger would be waiting, already running.
  
 
    “They’ve reached the old Delta Battery building, our scouts are in the tree line across the road.” Cowboy said flatly.
She’d been waiting for this moment for years. Adam was a few short miles away from her. She was going to enjoy this reunion…deeply.
















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14
  
 
      
 
    The California heat combined with humidity was fucking miserable. Add to that the sight of that goddamn wall, and it was no wonder that LA was a fucking battlefield. Pablo looked down on the city from the Mountains where he was posted as a lookout. The smog had cleared considerably since the power died, and the planet had had a chance to clean itself after years of Colonist abuse. The sun was setting out across the Pacific, and they’d be headed down the mountain soon to conduct the operation.
The city was a ruined image of its former self. Fires had ripped through the streets in the months after the walls went up and the government fell. Factions had formed quickly and went to war over the decimated landscape. Nature had started to reclaim most of the land. Moving down into the basin from the wilderness that surrounded her. Given the chance, another ten years, maybe, there’d be little left for the world to remember what had existed before. America would truly be forgotten and hidden away like the blight the rest of the world considered her.
Tonight they were going on a rescue and salvage mission, his favorite. The camp needed a few things in town, and two of their people had been balled up by one of the Warlords down near Sunset Blvd. While they’d been taken by design, they’d been ordered to stay put until the team came to pick them up.
Pablo was a scout for the Angeles Mountain Brigade, and one of their best snipers. His team leader always told him the best in the Brigade, but also the worst when it came to puns. He had a bad habit of delivering some one-liners while on operations that would have been well placed in any Arnold movie back in the day. Most were better left unsaid.
He felt a tap on his foot and pulled his eye away from his scope. His team leader, Aaron, had come up behind him without a sound.
  
 
    “You’ll have to show me how you do that one day,” Pablo said.
  
 
    “Not a chance, dude.” He said, taking a knee next to him.
  
 
    “Please, boss?” he pretended to beg, “Give me the silent treatment?”
  
 
    “You know I’m probably going to shoot for that shit one day?” Aaron said with a smile.
  
 
    “Maybe,” he looked back through his scope at the empty streets below the Hollywood sign. “But who would you talk shit with when I’m gone?”
  
 
    “Seeing anything?” Aaron asked. 
  
 
    “Nothing, man.”
  
 
    “Good, we’ll need that when we head down.”
  
 
    “Why are we going into town for those two? You know they could get themselves out of that pier, right?” Pablo asked looking over to his team leader, “What’s so important that we have to go in after them? We’ve never done this kind of op before.”
  
 
    “They know things that are better kept within our circle.” he began, “They have information about the Canadian wall that the leadership has a buyer for out East.”
  
 
    “So this is all about the money?”
  
 
    “Guns, kid…LOTS of guns.” Aaron started, “The buyer has a shit load of guns that she’s willing to part with if we can just get her what those two have.”
  
 
    “Okay, so this is all about guns.”
  
 
    “Basically,” He paused, searching the horizon, “Well…that…and a few other odds and ends she’s tossing in.”
  
 
    “Is she tossing in any food?” Pablo laughed.
  
 
    “Some.”
  
 
    “This that crazy bitch you told me about? The one with the army of Hunters?”
  
 
    “Yep, that’s the one.” He shook his head just thinking about her and her children. “Makes me sick just thinking about dealing with her.”
Their conversation was cut short when they caught the flash of tracer rounds in the distance, a flare shot skyward moments later. Their advanced team was in place but, they’d made contact.
  
 
    “Let’s go, Pabs,” Aaron said, and they made their way up to where their bikes waited. 
The bikes they were using were long-range enduros commonly used by the Special Forces units for desert and mountain operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. The bikes were equipped with cases holding provisions for the operation, extra ammo and weapons being the most important, but also food and water should they have to remain in the wilderness that was LA for longer than a few hours. 
In addition to this, both men carried enough weapons to take on a small army. Pablo, being a sniper, carried a nondescript 308 rifle with an exceptionally well zeroed scope. He’d lifted it from a Walmart shortly after the shit hit the fan, and had had it ever since. He’d spotted Aaron through the scope when he’d first arrived from back east. He was the only reason Aaron hadn’t been shot on sight. He carried a Springfield Arms 1911 on him as well for the close quarters fights they sometimes encountered. 
Aaron only carried a custom built AR-15 that he’d pieced together a few years back. There were no optics or fancy appointments save for a rail mounted flashlight forward of the magazine well. The less there was on the weapon, the less there was to fix, he’d told Pablo on their first mission together. 
They followed some well-worn trails which descended from the sign and into the basin. AMB preferred to stay in their mountain camps away from the city. There was too much violence there, and they avoided it when they could. Their teams would make nighttime incursions into areas where supplies might be found. But for the most part, they lived off the land by hunting, fishing, and farming.
The two that had been caught had been down near the Mexican wall but, had stayed outside the kill zone while they gathered the intel that the buyer had requested: guard change and patrol timelines, armament, possible weaknesses near the Pacific point guard station, and relative ages of the observed guards. While the last bit information was slightly peculiar the rest made sense. The buyer was planning an escape.
The two walls were different only in their location. The UN was nothing if not a slave to uniformity. The timelines, weapons, weaknesses, and ages would be the same. Therefore, any planning efforts would be the same regardless of which wall the escapees chose.
They stopped their bikes as they reached the base of the mountain before venturing further. Pablo had been born in LA, but Aaron was from Texas and less familiar even after the last 15 years in the area. The Hollywood Hills Gang had promised them safe passage from the mountains to the coast, but their word didn’t mean shit to Aaron or his team. They’d be watching their asses the whole way.
Pablo took the lead towards the coast where they’d determined the flare position to be. Their headlights were left off as a precautionary measure, and they moved slowly to mitigate as much noise as possible. Should they encounter any resistance, they’d light up and haul ass towards the objective. For now, safety was their watchword. 
Crossing the basin to Venice Beach took longer than expected but, as they came close they could hear the rapport of gunfire being exchanged. They parted ways as planned, and Pablo went to take up an over-watch position as Aaron dismounted to make his approach to the pier on foot. 
Pablo radioed when he was set up, and Aaron told the team that was in contact that he was moving to assault the pier from the left flank. The team had planned this mission for two days leading up to tonight, and all was going according to plan.
Team III, their designation, was used for these kinds of deep penetration missions, and they were the best the AMB had to offer. Thorough in their planning, efficient in their movements, and deadly in their employment of violence. They’d never lost a member, and the two currently being held by the Venice Crew were only there because they had to be. 
The AMB had struck a deal with the Hollywood Hills Gang for unhindered access to the basin should the AMB be able to cripple the VC, the Hill’s only serious rivals. That was their mission tonight.
Aaron approached the shoreline in the shadow of a pier located a quarter mile from the VC compound. The promised boat was waiting lashed to a support post. He covered the distance unnoticed and began climbing the crossbeams after radioing the team that he had reached the underside of the objective. 
Pablo spotted him through his scope and began passing updates of enemy positions from his hide site somewhere along the storefronts that lined the beach. Aaron never gave him a specific location prior to an operation, he trusted Pabs to be where he needed to be. 
There was gunfire directly overhead as he came to the top of the pier. Two VC were engaged with his men. Three…two…one…he thought, and on queue two shots rang out from the shore, muffled by the distance. There was a spray of blood and two solid thunks as they fell to the wooden planks. 
Reach out and touch someone, he thought and was sure that Pablo had said it as he took the shots. I fucking hate puns, he said to himself as he went up and over the railing. 
A VC came from around the corner of a building and Aaron placed two shots directly in his heart before he had a chance to blink. There would be others for sure but, he was close to the arcade, where his men were being held, located at the center of the pier.
He moved quickly, barely having to fire a round between those from the main team, and those coming from Pablo’s position further away.
Inside the arcade, however, he would be alone. Whatever was waiting inside was his to deal with. He slung his 15 across his back and drew the 9mm at his side. Single shots rang out as he moved through the door, and into the arcade. Each pull of the trigger saw another VC fall dead. He could see his guys close to the center where there was a cash register. They knew to stay down out of the line of fire. 
As he approached his men the VC leader came out from where he’d been hiding, like the coward Team III knew him to be, pointing a pistol toward the head of his man closest to him. Aaron pulled a large hunting knife from its sheath and heaved it in the man’s direction. It carved a deadly path towards the head of the man with the gun. It buried deep in his skull, and then stuck in the side of a game on the opposite side.
  
 
    He couldn’t help himself when he quoted Arnold from the movie Predator, out loud, “Stick around.”
He sounded the cease-fire over the radio and all went quiet. Mission complete.
Looking to his men he could see the faint smiles forming on their faces.
  
 
    “Tell Pablo, and I fucking cut both your tongues out of your mouths,” he said as they erupted into laughter.













  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James Clarence: She Was My Type of Girl
  
 
      
 
    The Hunters are a simple creation when you look at them critically. They survive to survive simply because that is all they are able to care about. Nothing is as important as that imperative. They are the pinnacle of the adaptation of Maslow's hierarchy.
There’s more than passing speculation among the Infected as to their origin. Some have come close to the mark but, even the best guess is still off. But I'm one of the few that knows the truth. I was one of the first test subjects, the first of the Infected.
The parasite was delivered through the water they gave me at the facility. I was apparently a model inmate...subject...lab rat...whatever you'd like to call me. The least violent of the three of us they brought in, towards them anyway. They weren't my type if you get my meaning.
I remained passive for the duration of my time there. I complied with their instructions to the point that most of the guards wouldn't even ask me to be restrained when they brought my meals. I’m good at that sort of thing, putting people at ease. Fighting them made no sense really. They were many and I was one. And again, they weren't my type.
Most of the people I met while there weren't worth the effort of wasted breath. There was a doctor, however, clearly the man in charge, with whom I would talk. He was an interesting fellow, so far as government employees go.
He would never give me details of what it was that we were infected with, a parasite I'd guess. But he let slip that it was the water that had been tainted. One of my fellow subjects, a man, died soon after being infected but, the other managed to live. Patient Zero, I guess you'd call her, the first of what would become the Hunters.
She was clearly the success, and I the failure. There was a great deal of confusion as to why she had been successfully created and I remained unchanged. To this day I could not accurately venture any guess where this is concerned. Suffice to say, upon our release back into the Colony, a choice had to be made regarding her disposition. And she was certainly my type!
She was much like the many others I had taken before, but the added bonus of her condition made her especially interesting when it came right down to it. It wasn’t just that she fit the mold my ritual required, blonde hair, blue eyes, fit, and so forth. She was also a born fighter. While most Brigades only permitted the men to go out on missions, the Rocky Mountaineers were one of the few exceptions to this rule. And boy, did she put up one hell of a fight when it all went down. 
I made sure to keep her fed for the first few days that we traveled together. I made promises that I would help her get back to her people, but that didn’t seem to matter to her so long as she had food. After a time the sadist in me began to withhold increasingly larger portions of her rations. She didn’t seem to notice at first but, eventually, the amount became quite significant. The more the hunger rose the more aggressive she would become.
Being the closest thing to a source of food, her aggression was leveled at me. But make no mistake, when I call this aggression, it is only in the sense that she would try to kill me with more determination. She was, after all, slowly starving. There was no emotion behind her attacks. This wouldn’t do so, I tied her to a tree in Glacial Park well West of Kenosha, Wisconsin. This is where the girl would ultimately succumb to the condition.
I won’t outline the specifics of my process, my ritual as the “professionals” like to call it but, it takes several days for the victim to finally shuffle loose the coil. In this girl’s case, it was nearly a week before I finally put her down. There was far too much to learn about her kind. While she seemed to lack any outward emotion, I was interested in determining whether or not emotion could be elicited from her. Pain responses were there, as I figured they would be but, never...not once...did she break down and beg for her life. Her tears were only ever seemed to be from the pain of it all. 
The rush that I derived from this was immense! I had never experienced anything like this in all the decades I had been at it! There were special ones for sure but, none were like her. Knowing that there would eventually be more of her type...my new type...I found myself obsessed with the idea that I might soon be able to take my pick. There would surely be little concern given for these people. I could go about my work once again unhindered.
I only had to wait for all of it to begin, and I didn’t have to wait long thanks to the good Doctor’s work!





  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



Chapter 15
  
 
      
 
    Heinrich held the old journal close to his stomach, arms crossed over its front, looking out into the empty space of the green room in which he was sitting. It had arrived at his Toronto home three days ago. He’d recognized the handwriting the moment he’d opened it. His father had never been a man to write in cursive, he claimed that it was how doctors and lawyers hid things they didn’t want their readers to see. Heinrich Senior, Heinrich the Great as he used to call him, had always been known for his integrity and, at times, brutal honesty. Heinrich wondered what his father might be thinking as he watched him from the afterlife if there was such a thing. 
Heinrich had never read the journal. He preferred to leave that part of his life in the past. He’d also never discussed its contents with its sender. The journal had been given to a student of his that he’d believed dead some time ago.
There was no return address on the package. He knew exactly where it had come from, and there was only one person that could have had this relic in their possession. How did he get this out of that place, Heinrich wondered to himself. Adam had always been a resourceful person but, getting things in and out of The Colony was nothing short of a miracle. There were ways of doing that, sure, but they were dangerous and required connections with people on the outside that Heinrich didn’t think Adam would have.
Heinrich had given the journal to Adam just after he’d finished his Master’s degree for which Heinrich had been his adviser. Adam had been a demanding student but, brilliant. His thought processes were so outside the norm for a grad student that most of the rest of the faculty hadn’t wanted to touch him but, none of that mattered. Adam had set his sights on Heinrich from the day he enrolled, even though Heinrich worked in a completely different department. 
He found himself shaking with fear as he sat there holding the book. If the UN found out that he’d received anything from The Colony he’d be in serious trouble. He kicked himself for having brought it to the television studio. But he didn’t feel safe keeping it anywhere but in his possession.
The regular television appearances were all part and parcel of his work. The Secretary-General had mandated that her administration would be transparent to the global community, and he was about to play his part in all of it. This wasn’t the first time and were it not for the book he was holding, he’d have been perfectly at ease.
Nikki could sense his nervousness, reached over and placed her hand upon his shaking knee. He stopped instantly. He couldn’t help but wonder how she was always able to clam him so easily. Love maybe. It was certainly a feeling he had known very little about until he’d met her. 
  
 
    “You’re going to be fine, sweetie,” she said in her usual, soothing voice. “There’s really nothing to worry about Henry.” He could listen to her talk for hours in that beautiful, thick Irish accent, and he would regularly. 
  
 
    “I know...but…” he started but trailed off.
  
 
    “Look, you knew this was a possibility.” she began, filling the silence he’d left. “Adam is likely the best person to bring across, you’ve said so yourself.”
There was a long pause. 
Heinrich looked into her eyes, and his own lowered and settled on the rounded and expanding belly she’d developed over the last 6 months. The child would be a boy, and they’d already settled on the idea of having a third Heinrich. Her belly lurched with the baby’s movements, and they both smiled.
  
 
    “You’re doing all of this so that our son doesn’t have to grow up in a world where people just lock away or infect others they deem deplorable.” she paused for a moment as Heinrich III moved, and then she continued. “You told me about your parents, and while they might not have approved of your actions, they would approve of what you’re doing now. You’re making things right. They both sacrificed their lives to help others, they knew the costs. We both know the costs now. But this is what we have to do to put things right again.”
  
 
    “How do you do that?” Heinrich asked with a smile.
  
 
    “I’m a psychologist, remember? But I’m also your wife, and I know you better than you probably know yourself. I know what you need to hear, and when you need to hear it.” she paused, looking down at her belly, “That’s called love, Henry.”
  
 
    They kissed as the door opened and a stagehand entered the room. “Time to go, Doctor.”
Heinrich stood, handed the journal to Nikki, and followed the man out of the room.
  
 
    “Good luck,” Nikki said as the door closed behind them.
Stage lights always took Heinrich back to the research facility. They reminded him of the numerous people he’d experimented on, test bunnies, that wretched little shit Walter had always called them. The harsh glare was blinding, and probably the same sort of bulb the containment rooms had. He could feel a migraine starting to pulse as he made his way to the chair near the host’s desk. His anxiety was getting worked up. Part of him wasn’t sure he could go through with this. 
The makeup on his face felt like a mask. It gave him the impression that he was hiding something, and he was, though not what he’d done to the Colonists. The infection was a matter of public record. He was required to give every last gruesome detail of the infection and subsequent observations. If you were so inclined you could look up all the documentation, every video, every transcript from beginning to end.
Tonight he was on a comedy talk show, like the old Letterman, Leno, or Carson late night shows. “Past Bedtime with Jose Arango”, and it was certainly one of the funnier shows in the business. Distract the populace from the realities of what we’ve done, Heinrich thought as he forced a heavily practiced smile and shook the hands of the host and the previous guest, the singer from some metal band Ashes of the Wake whose name was Randy. He wasn’t a fan of the music but, he’d commented on how intelligent the guy was in spite of his appearance to Nikki while they waited in the green room.
He took his seat nearest to the desk, and they began the usual pre-interview banter. This too was well rehearsed. Next would come the humorous back and forth about his work and the subsequent effects being observed within The Colony. There would be several jokes that would make Heinrich want to wince but, he’d cover that with a well-timed quip and hearty chuckle. The whole fiasco filled him with blinding rage and sickened him to his core. Let’s all make a joke of what amount to state-sanctioned genocide.
  
 
    “So, Doc,” Jose began, “tell us a little about your work. How’d it all come about? Why you?”
  
 
    Why me, indeed, Heinrich thought before he spoke, “Well, you’re likely aware of the trends that were being observed within the Colony, Jose. They were becoming an increasing threat to the rest of the world.”
  
 
    “No shit, Doc,” Randy chimed in before taking a sip of the non-alcoholic beer that sat in front of him.
  
 
    Heinrich smiled uncomfortably, and continued, “I was approached by the UN Secretary-General to find a way to aggressively put down the Colonial hostilities towards the rest of the world with minimal loss of life.” He could count the number of times he’d said that same line. It was reflex at this point, the only thing he didn’t have to work at.
  
 
    “And then you killed most of the population,” Randy said, the barb struck deep into Heinrich’s heart, and he felt the bile rise in his throat. “Good job there!”
  
 
    “Please, Randy,” Jose laughed, “we all know your perspective on this, you’ve sung about it at length!” he rolled his eyes, and the audience gave an uncomfortable laugh.
  
 
    “Well, yes, there was a significant loss of life, but that was unavoidable, sadly.” he took a sip of water to clear the bile from his throat before he continued. “We made every attempt to lower the mortality rate of the parasite but, there was very little else we could do in the end. The United Nations felt that the threat of Colonial aggression was too great to delay the implementation of the infection.”
  
 
    “So, fuck’em, right?” Randy said, “They’re just low life pieces of shit anyway. Who fucking cares about them! They’re not real people! Sounds like some Adolf Hitler bullshit if you ask me. Where do you keep your autographed copy of Mein Kampf, asshole?” He was becoming more and more hostile as the interview went on.
  
 
    “Listen, Randy,” Heinrich said, turning to face him for the first time, giving an emphasis to the pronunciation of the man’s name that was meant to belittle him, and silence his verbal assault, “you’ve likely never been to the Colony so, I’ll forgive you for being as ill-informed as you are. But your ignorant comments about my intentions, or the intentions of the United Nations, are beyond out of line.” He leaned closer to the man and continued, “You’re able to play the music you do because of the work that my team and I have done. Were it not for this infection you’d be living under the oppression of American martial law where free speech is little more than bullshit pen scratching on yellowing paper in a national monument. 
  
 
    “They were on the cusp of tearing both the Canadian and Mexican walls down when the first bombs infected the Mississippi River watershed. People like you would have been the first to be locked up in work camps where you’d have been crushing rocks with hammers until your fragile little body succumbed to the strain of the effort and you fell over dead.” His words were pointed and kept Randy’s tongue still. “So, before you try to compare me to Hitler, you’d be well advised to thoroughly think through your position on the infection…boy!” Heinrich hated every word, every lie that fell from his lips.
There was a harsh silence that filled to moments after his rant had run its course. Randy had pulled back, only slightly but, Heinrich knew what was going to happen next. Randy knew what was going to happen next. It had all been well rehearsed. 
Randy’s small frame lurched towards Heinrich in a flash of violence. Heinrich had been ready. He easily met the man head on and placed him into an over/under hook, using his momentum and weight against him. He threw him to the ground with such force that it knocked the wind and violence out of him. He stood over Randy as the show’s band began to play them into a commercial. 
  
 
    “We’ll be right back with our musical guest, Ashes of the Wake, after this break!” Jose began,  
 
    “Provided our guest still has the breath in him to perform. Don’t go anywhere, folks! The Late Night Fight Show will be right back!” 
There was laughter from the audience as the cameras cut to the break. Heinrich left Randy laying on the floor and walked off the stage with a self-satisfied smile. He’d done his part well.

The day the Journal arrived, three days before his appearance on The Late Show with Jose, Heinrich’s basement was filled with cigarette smoke and people. It had been brought by two Icelanders that had joined his group after a recent trip into the Colony. They had a contact there that had handed it over saying that the group would be there in a matter of weeks. The book was meant as a sign to Heinrich of who it was that was coming to Chicago.
Maps of The Colony were posted to the walls showing the placement of the two walls, and red pins had been pressed into them showing the impact points of the infection bombs. Further, blue pins had been placed to mark spots along the border at which it might be possible to cross both into and out of The Colony. This was the Resistance’s headquarters, inside the Toronto home of the man who’d developed the parasite that he was now trying to save the affected from. The irony was not lost on any of the 20 or so gathered people. He didn’t think they were much of a resistance, but they were something at least.
  
 
    “Let’s work this one again.” said a large muscled Dutch fighter. “It has to look convincing as fuck or, they’ll know it’s all bullshit. People aren’t stupid. They can see a thrown fight from a mile away.”
They’d been at it for three hours or more. Heinrich was drenched in sweat, as was Randy. The dialog had come easy but, Heinrich wasn’t the kind of person to which violence came naturally. 
  
 
    Randy smiled from his chair, “Ready for the next round, Hitler?”
  
 
    “Fuck off, Randy.” Heinrich laughed, “This sort of thing doesn’t come easy for me like it does for hooligan metal musicians.”
  
 
    “Meh, I’m not a fighter, Doc,” he wiped sweat from his brow, “I’m an artist.”
  
 
    The Dutch fighter laughed, “That’s what you call it? I thought it was just noise.”
  
 
    “Different strokes, man,” Randy said, making the jerk-off motion from his seat towards a person that was likely three times his size. 
The three men shared a smile before, without warning, Randy flung himself at Heinrich. His body went into an automatic, almost primal mode of self-preservation as he over/under hooked and tossed the man through the air where he landed hard on the waiting crash pad. 
  
 
    “There it is!” the Dutchman shouted, and the rest of the room turned to observe the commotion. A few had even clapped and given a short cheer. “A few more times, and we can call it a day.”
Everything had been rehearsed, and Heinrich had played his part as well as Randy on the night of the show. He’d be able to get himself out of the limelight. The UN advisers had called him before Nikki and he had even made it to their hotel near the Rio beach. We’ll find someone else to be the public face of this project, Doctor, the voice had said, the Secretary-General wants you to go be a family man for a change.
Being fired from a job had never felt so good.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16
  
 
      
 
    The massive cannon loomed sentinel-like on the hilltop ahead. It had been developed during World War II, at least he thought it had been, and was capable of firing a nuclear munition. “Atomic Annie” had been the name of the one in Fort Sill, Oklahoma but, Adam wasn’t sure this one had a name.
So, I hope you’ve had time to calm yourself.
Adam thought about that for a moment before saying, “I had not been worked up to begin with, agent.” He tried to fill the word “agent” with as much fuck you as he could manage without it being terribly overwhelming. This agent was only slightly less irritating than the one he’d killed but, he still planned to kill this one as well. In fact, his plan to do so had already started to take effect.
Adam could see in the infection in the man’s eyes, it wouldn’t be long before he was just like the Hunters in The Colony. With any luck, the agent had already passed the infection along to his wife, girlfriend, boyfriend, children...whatever he had waiting for him at home. It would start with the fever and nausea. Then he’d start sweating heavily. The next stages would pass from bad to worse, and eventually, he’d be an apathetic, murdering Hunter. Adam wondered if he’d be able to see it all happen. 
Calm people don’t kill other people, Mr. Evans.
Maybe not, Adam thought but, didn’t answer aloud. 
So, how were you and your friends able to circumvent the Canadian wall’s security measures? I know you had help from the outside, from Doctor Amsel. What we’re interested in is who helped from inside The Colony?

Adam could hear her coming before he saw her. The footsteps were familiar, he figured she’d still be here. He knew she’d find him if she was. He smiled.
  
 
    “Happy to be back, Adam?” Kansas said from the door.
Jesus and Scratch spun quickly, raising their guns in her direction. Adam turned slowly. 
  
 
    “Figured you’d still be here, Darla.”
  
 
    “Kansas.” 
  
 
    “Yeah…here in Kansas,” Adam spoke, feeling slightly confused.
  
 
    “No, that’s my name, Adam. I haven’t gone by Darla since all this shit went down.” she stepped toward the group, “Why in the fuck are you back here? Shouldn’t you be at home with your wife? How’s that bitch doing…infected?”
  
 
    “Dead, actually.” Adam shifted uncomfortably at her words. He wasn’t angry, his wife and son were nearly 10 years gone and not more than a memory. Adam put his hands behind his back and felt for the three blades he kept in a sheath attached to his belt. They were there. “You sure haven’t let that shit go, have you?” Adam asked with a smile. They were going to trade barbs, it was their ritual. 
  
 
    “Dead? Good.” She smiled with satisfaction that set Adam’s teeth on edge. “So, again, Adam, why in the fuck are you back here?” Kansas’ face hardened, she was finished joking, “No bullshit!”
  
 
    “Comms gear. Pretty sure you knew that already.” he took a few steps in her direction, and in front of Jesus and Scratch, “How long have you been tracking us? The highway?”
  
 
    “Roundabout,” she replied, “Always kind of knew you’d make your way here…eventually.” 
Kansas had been the distraction that allowed her men to make their approach from behind. They hadn’t heard them; they were on them in seconds, and none felt the sap making contact with the back of their heads. Darkness closed in on them.
When Adam came to his head was spinning as he came to, he wretched and spilled the contents of his stomach on the floor. 
  
 
    “Well…that was certainly off-putting.” the laughing voice came from somewhere in the blurred spin of his readjusting vision. 
He knew she’d be there when he woke up, and he knew her intentions before she gave them a voice. This wasn’t going to be pleasant. He wanted to think of something, anything witty, smart ass to say to her but, his head was muddled and fuzzy. He was sure if he’d been able to reach it there would’ve been blood but, his hands and feet had been tied to the chair in which he was now sitting. He struggled against the ropes but, they didn’t budge.
  
 
    “Oh come on, Adam,” she tisked, “did you really think I’d leave you unrestrained?”
  
 
    “I’d hoped you’d forget that detail.” his faculties were returning to him. 
  
 
    “Unfortunately for you, you’re not going to get away this time.”
  
 
    “Are you ever going to let that shit go?” he found her eyes and smiled.
  
 
    “Don’t even think you’re going to charm me into letting you go.” he could feel her looking him over before she continued, “You shit all over me when you left to be with that stupid little college bitch. Why? She didn’t understand you the way that I did.”
  
 
    “That was kind of the point, Darla.” the slap came at him hard and quick, “Oh yeah, sorry, Kansas.” There was a slightly mocking tone in his voice, and he knew another slap would be coming his way. But the impact never came. He’d waited for it, maybe wanted it even but, there was nothing. 
He felt her weight drop onto his lap slowly. Her breath was at his ear in the next moment, and her arms wrapping around his shoulders.
  
 
    “What’re you doing?” he asked.
  
 
    “Checking…” she said. 
  
 
    “Checking what?”
  
 
    “There it is!” her smile extended from ear to ear as she felt what she’d been looking for below her, what he’d tried to stave off.
He felt a strange twinge of embarrassment as he became hard underneath her. He hadn’t necessarily wanted to, but there was little stopping it, he did still find her attractive. Beautiful even.
  
 
    “I knew it was still there,” she smiled, bringing his eyes to meet hers, “You might have married her but, you never stopped wanting me.”
  
 
    “You know that isn’t true.” he lied.
  
 
    “Your words run counter to your actions, Adam.” she rubbed herself back and forth across him, and felt him become harder still, “You know you still want what’s under here.” 
She ran her fingertips from the space between her collarbones, down across her left breast, her stomach, and finally down between her legs which still straddled Adam. His eyes followed all the way down finding it impossible to look away. 
  
 
    “You see,” she smiled, and he could feel the back of her hand grazing the bulge in his pants. “You never wanted her the way you wanted me,” she leaned in close to his ear, “and you know it.”
He wanted to deny every word she’d said, and he would have had it been true. But he knew that there was little reason to lie about any of it. He’d cared for Nina, maybe even loved her to a certain degree but, those feelings were a match’s flame compared to the star that burned between Adam and Darla. He’d never stopped dreaming about her, even as he laid in bed at night with his wife, Darla was never far from his mind.
He brought his eyes up to meet hers, and he could see for the first time her pupils dilated with desire. Her breathing was heavy and her lips wet with anticipation. He moved his mouth forward, waiting for her to object. She had said that she wouldn’t allow him to charm her into letting him go but, maybe she’d let him out of the chair. He could figure things out from there. 
She pulled back from him only for a moment before their lips touched. They kissed as deeply as they had before all of this, the infection, the walls, The Colony, all of it. Her hands reached for something behind her back and a moment later the ropes at his wrists fell free. Adam grabbed her around her waist and pulled her into him. 
Kansas brought the knife around and laid it across Adam’s throat. There was a moment of hesitation as they pulled away from one another. She pressed the point of the blade into his chest and then slowly ran it down his shirt cutting the front in two. Slight cuts opened on his chest from the line she’d carved into him. 
When she stood he didn’t want to let her go but, in what felt like a single motion the ropes at his ankles were cut away. Simultaneously he was filled with both lust and rage. He wanted her physically, but also wanted to strangle her until her last breath fell from her lips. This was the way they’d been all those years ago when they were young kids going off to war. There were many times they’d violated the standing order of no sex on deployment and made love wherever they could sneak a private moment. 
Once again they found themselves together, and they had only the air between them. Tension filled the room in the moments that stretched into the infinite. Possibilities choked out the air and both felt as though their lungs would burst. Breaths heavy. Pupils dilated, eyes gleaming black like two predatory animals. They circled one another, anticipation building. 
It was her that made the first move, and he followed her lead. This was their ritual, it was what had kept them safe and sane during the years they spent together. People with their psychological disorder didn’t necessarily need to latch onto another person but, they had found each other at the moment that both were slipping down the rabbit hole towards the darker angels of their nature. 
For Adam and Kansas, the act of making love was primal, visceral. Violence difficult to distinguish from passion. They danced across the thin line that divided the two most powerful of human emotions. Sweat and blood would stain their sheets and bodies. The metallic and salty taste would be on their lips, and both would like breathless and silent for the next several hours like snakes after a fresh kill. 
Today, however, Kansas allowed them only a few moments of respite before she was getting to her feet and dressing. She tossed him his pants and told him, “Get dressed, they’ll be expecting me, and I’d like you to come with me.”
  
 
    “Who’s expecting you?”
  
 
    “My kids,” she said in a voice that gave no hint of emotion but, flashed a smile as she spoke. “You’re going to be a step-dad.”
  
 
    “What makes you think I’m staying here?”
  
 
    “You can’t leave unless I allow it,” she began, pulling her belt up and fastening it at loose at her hips before continuing, “besides, are you in a hurry to get somewhere?”
  
 
    “North,” Adam said as he finished dressing, and crossed the room to where she was checking herself in the mirror. “You could come with me.”
  
 
    “Why would I want to leave this place?” she looked at him through her reflection, “Here, I am in control, I have the power.”
  
 
    “You’re safe, is what you’re trying to say.”
  
 
    “I’m not scared if that…’ she began.
  
 
    Adam cut her off, “You always have been! You can’t hide that from me.” He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed the side of her neck, “You can leave this place, with us. We’re going north, getting out of the Colony.”
  
 
    She was quiet for a long moment, seeming to be thinking it over before saying, “We’ve got to go, they’ll be expecting me. Steven, most of all.”
Everyone was waiting at the foot of the stairs when Adam and Kansas came out and descended to the two waiting vehicles. Scratch lounged across the backseat sleeping while Jesus was sitting on the hood passing a joint with Cowboy. They were talking and laughing about something Adam couldn’t hear.
  
 
    Jesus looked up in their direction, laughed and yelled, “Done getting your dick wet, asshole?”
  
 
    Adam said nothing but, flashed a smile and finger in his direction.
  
 
    “Cowboy here says they’ve got some stuff they can let us take,” he said, coughing out a plume of thick smoke.
  
 
    “He did, did he?” Kansas chimed with no humor.
  
 
    Cowboy smiled. “Don’t give me that look like you’re going to do something to me. We both know you’re not.”
He was right but, he also knew when he could and couldn’t talk to her with hints of their former relationship. This was a time when he could, they were among friends.
  
 
    “Get in the truck, bitch.” Cowboy said to Kansas, laughing, “They’re waiting for us. Steven had to put another one down today.”
  
 
    Another one, Adam thought but, kept his thought to himself, but asked, “Think you might be able to get a message out?”
  
 
    “We got our ways.” Cowboy replied with a smile.







  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17
  
 
      
 
    The days and weeks since being fired had been filled with loads of nothing. Both the United Nations and his own group had felt that Heinrich staying out of the public eye for a while might be a good idea, and they had thought this independent of one another. He hadn’t disagreed. The time away from the world had been good for the strained relationship that had developed between Nikki and him. 
Heinrich knew that other couples fought from time to time, but that had never been the case in the years that they had been together. Disagreements had occurred, but never a full-blown fight. Maybe it was about time they had one, he found himself thinking. It was only normal for that to happen, wasn’t it? 
Even with the pregnancy hormones raging she’d been the picture of composure and grace. She always had been the calm in the storm. He loved that about her. But wasn’t that abnormal?
The weeks leading up to his final interview, final by design, had been difficult for both of them. They’d passed one another like ghosts in their own home. Both had barely spoken, barely touched, and made love not at all.
The strain had not developed into outright hostility but, there was a coldness to their interactions. 
Nikki was nearly six months pregnant and had begun having trouble moving around. Heinrich had recommended bed rest but, she refused to heed his advice. There was far too much to do, she’d say, too much planning still to be accomplished before the operation. She insisted on seeing everything through to the end. That was another thing he loved about her. Dedication. 
Back in the lab, it had been her who’d put the pieces together regarding the specifics of immunity. It wasn’t a physiological immunity but a psychological one. The implications were massive. 
If the only immunity was found to be specific types of issues in the emotional centers of the brain then it was likely there could never be any sort of vaccine. And if there could be no vaccine, the parasite would continue to move unhindered through the population until either it died out on its own or, evolved. There might be any number f ways to kill the parasite, Heinrich and his team had yet to discover what that might be, but it was certainly possible. But any sort of preemptive inoculation was impossible.
James Clarence, the name came back into his mind from the years prior. He was the first test subject to exhibit no symptoms from the infection. Where would he be now?
Like the animal subjects, most of the human subjects were released back into The Colony. They were free to go about the rest of their existence, unhindered by the UN. James should have never left his holding cell. The infected were dangerous, but only when they were hungry and food sources were scarce. James Clarence was dangerous no matter the situation. How many more young girls had been taken by him.
This thought plagued him as he watched Nikki’s chest rise and fall with each breath. Would James have taken her had he had the chance? Probably. He’d alluded to the possibility on more than one occasion.
She stirred as he watched her. He could tell she was uncomfortable. A pinched sciatic nerve or Braxton-Hicks contractions were the likely culprits of her troubled sleep at the moment. They had been for a few weeks now, and the strain of sleepless nights was starting to get to her.
Her discomfort reminded him of the journal sitting on his bedside table. He’d been ignoring since it had arrived. There was something painful in there that he didn’t want to dig back up. He’d kept it buried for decades. No reason to go turning over gravestones, he thought. But his hands moved without conscious thought, and his eyes read the words that his father’s hand had laid down.

I am not sure of the month, nor the day but, the year is 1973, and my son and I are currently in Nigeria. He could read his father’s sadness in this first line found on the last page. There was a lot that Heinrich knew about his father’s state of mind in those last days. He was a man wracked by guilt. He blamed himself for his wife’s death. The elder Heinrich blamed himself for the cause. The parasite had taken only 12 days to consume his mother’s life, her will to live. Neither he nor his father had been enough to keep her fighting. Part of him, the lonely child part, resented her for that. 
It has been nearly 13 years since she died, but it might as well have been yesterday. I see her eyes looking upon me from the shadows of my mind. I can see them while awake as well, in those bleary moments between sleep and full consciousness. This is her punishment for me. I killed her by making her stay with me through all of this. What did I expect to happen? The same will eventually happen to Heinrich if I don’t do something.
The younger Heinrich continued reading his father’s words in the dim light of his bedside lamp. This was a side of his father he knew existed but had never actually seen. But here was the evidence in black and white, by his own hand. In the bedroom of his Toronto home, thousands of miles and as many days removed, he was finally reading his father’s words first hand. His aunt had told him the stories, but he’s always felt she’d given him a sterilized, candy-coated version of his father. In light of the words he was reading now, he could see just how accurate those assumptions were.
My son will never understand why I have to do what I am going to do. I never want him to know the truth about what is written on this final page. 
I am 24 hours into my infection. I swam in the lake where we initially found the N. fowleri infestation. I have run the appropriate tests in order to confirm this, and I have only days, maybe weeks, left to live. I worry that my son will blame himself for this as I blame myself for her. I’m certain he will feel like he’s failed his mother. I want him to know that nothing could be further from the truth. I’d have certainly died 13 years ago had it not been for him keeping me going.
When I say that I can see her eyes in my waking moments it is not in any spectral, incorporeal way. I see her eyes through his. She blessed that boy with all her beauty, and all that I have been able to give him is some small part of my scientific mind. He is more her than me. 
She assured me in those final days that she bore no ill will towards me. Told me repeatedly that had she had it all to do over again, she wouldn’t have changed a thing. But there is an unreasoning part of my brain which cannot accept this. Try as I might I cannot. 
I am not sure if there is an afterlife, and I have spent the better part of my existence denying its possibility. But if an infinite number of possible universes exist, then maybe we exist in the one where that is the reality of our situation. All I know is that I cannot bear one more moment of this life without her.
These will be the last words I lay down in this journal. Soon I will become too weak to hold a pen, then too weak to stand, and finally too weak to continue living. I want only for my son to know that he did not fail in his mother’s task. He was the brightest spot in my darkened life. I love him more than anything, but me, as I am now, would only cause him more harm. 
I feel that I am drowning, and I would not want to pull Heinrich under these waters with me. He deserves better than I am able to give him. Please, Abby, tell him that I love him. Tell him that this was all just a horrible accident. Please do not tell him the truth. This is the only lie I ask from you.

The air had been pulled from his lungs and the room around him. As fast as he would pull in a breath, it would be torn from him. Heinrich the Great, the strongest man he had ever known had had his breaking point. If his father could be broken by this world, what hope did he have of surviving its tribulations?
There’s weight to realization, especially when it comes to the mythologies we build around those we love the most. It possesses a gravity that pulls down upon us so much that we can be crushed by its pressures. That his father had committed suicide was the first such weight Heinrich had ever known. And the pressure was threatening to break him in two.
The tears were poised to fall from the corners of his eyes as he laid the book to the side and wiped them away. Heinrich wasn’t sure if the tears were there from the pain or anger, maybe both. Probably both. Was he capable of doing to his child what his father had done to him? Should something happen to Nikki, would Heinrich be able to carry on for the sake of their son? The fear that he might not; the second realization threatening to destroy his mind that night.
Nikki’s hand reached out in her sleep and clasped his own. At that moment there was a steeling resolution which welled up inside of him. No doubt his father had had the same feelings when his mother had done the same to him. He was his father’s son in all the ways that mattered, but he knew that it was his mother’s will inside him as well. 
His father had died within three days of the initial infection; his mother had taken 13 days to finally succumb. He would never leave his family of his own free will. He would fight to whatever ends there might be, bitter or worse. This world would have to rip him away from them with all the strength of whatever gods there might be out there. 
Nikki’s eyes were searching his face. He leaned down and kissed her gently and told her as much.

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

Chapter 18
  
 
      
 
    The scent of the evening’s meal wafted in from the kitchen. Albert took a deep breath, savoring the aroma. Stacy was an expert cook. Timothy sat at the table to his left, looking a little impatient. 
  
 
    “When’s it going to be ready, dad?” Tim asked.
  
 
    “Soon, son,” Albert replied. “You can’t rush a good meal.”
  
 
    “But I’m so hungry!”
Albert smiled at his son. Patience wasn’t the hallmark of any six-year-old boys so far as he could remember. He’d begun fidgeting. Albert stood and walked into the kitchen. 
He leaned in over the pot where Stacy’s stew was bubbling and scooped a small piece of meat to his mouth. The flavor was intoxicating. Meat had been so hard to come by since the walls had gone up. 
Albert had never been much of a hunter before, he’d been a corporate accountant, and now that things had changed he hadn’t done much to change that. 
Stacy gave his shoulder a playful slap, and told him to get his grubby hands out of the food. 
  
 
    “The beast is growing impatient, honey,” he said.
  
 
    “I know, I can hear him groaning.” she gave a half smile, and turned her attention to the vegetables steaming on the next burner.
  
 
    “How long do you think the meat will last?” he asked.
  
 
    “If we’re smart with it, it should last a few weeks, maybe more.”
  
 
    “Well, I guess we should be smart with it then.” he smiled, and then departed back to the dining room. 
The lights in the house were flickering a bit. Albert thought he’d need to go out and put more fuel in the generator after dinner. He sat back at the table with his son, and told him that they’d soon be eating. 
  
 
    “It tastes great, kid.” he began, “I think it might be your mother’s best!”
Timothy smiled, and took up his knife and fork and began pounding it in a mock display of demanding. 
Timothy had been born shortly after the walls had gone up, and his sister was only a few years older than he. Albert thought about her now and wondered how much he would miss his little girl. Nothing came to him. There was only the cold void of emotion that had seemed to overtake him since news of the infections had begun. He didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. 
Albert watches his wife enter the room, holding a large serving tray with three settings. One for each of them. She placed the meal on the table, and they joined hands in prayer. It was their routine, though there was little reason but routine for it. Neither Albert nor Stacy really acknowledged that they had to reach further to clasp hands with the absence of their daughter. 
  
 
    “Lord, God, we join here in thanksgiving for the bounty of your creation.” he began as they bowed their heads and closed their eyes. “We thank you for the fellowship of family, and the continued blessings of being together. We thank you for this meal and the nourishment which it will provide to our bodies. Thanks be unto you for the sacrifices of our dearly departed Abigail, please accept her into your heavenly kingdom in peace. May she rest easy in your holy embrace.” he spoke the words with little feeling, they were nothing more than ritual these days. “Let us eat of her body and be physically sustained, as we are too sustained spiritually by the body of Christ, your son and our Savior.” he continued but, the word’s gravity registered not at all in the parts of his mind which had been eaten away by the parasite with which he, his wife, and son had been infected. “In your holy, mighty, and loving name we pray, Amen.”
The lip service to God complete, the family turned their attention to the bowls full of their daughter’s body and began to eat voraciously. Albert wondered how long until it was his son’s turn to sacrifice for the family….his wife too.  

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James Clarence: Depending on Your Definition of Good
  
 
      
 
    America had its run. It was a good one. A short one but, good all the same. That is, of course, depending on the definition you're using for "good". Make no mistake, we were doomed to become a failed experiment almost from the get-go. Our short history being marred with black spots as far back as the declaration of our independence, further back than that even. Hell, even when this was still the "New World" we engaged in all manner of debauchery.
From the moment the first Europeans, the Norseman excluded perhaps, I don't know as much of their history here as I would like, set foot upon dry land, this has been a place of excessive violence. That criticism seems funny coming from someone like me given what I do but, even I can recognize that America was born out of violence. And it is back into that violence that she was laid to rest.
While the rest of the world was advancing into a future filled with peace, we regressed. The Middle East reestablished their Caliphate, regaining its lands across Northern Africa. Israel returned the majority of what it had taken from the Palestinians and was permitted to retain its established homelands. Tibet, Taiwan, and a few others that had long been under the banner of China had gained their independence, and this was trend being observed across the globe. The idealistic pipe dream of world peace and prosperity was being realized in every corner except the one in which the United States resided.
It's really no wonder that the walls were built to contain our violence, and the infection spread to quell it! We had this coming.
The infection didn't necessarily repress our violence though, it merely turned it on ourselves. When the threat posed by the Hunters was first comprehended, any infected were quickly put down. But human nature being what it is, many were hidden from view. Their numbers grew in secret.
Families would keep them locked away and fed but, eventually, food ran out, and their aggression would rise. Entire families would be wiped out by a single hungry Hunter, and no one would know until the Hunter had long since departed, leaving behind carcasses stripped to the bone.
The more successful districts would perform regular patrols and house searches trying to prevent such incidents. But these were only nominally effective. If you want to hide a Hunter loved one, you'll find a way. You'll probably die in the end but, you'll find a way.
But I'm off topic here, America died when the walls were built, and the last nail in her coffin was the Hunter infection. There's really no coming back from where we find ourselves currently. We had this coming, and now we're too far gone to go back.








  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19
  
 
      
 
    Randy had been the one to deliver the news. It had been a punch to the chest. The entire weight of what they were engaged now settled upon the group. Planning was one thing, but now there was a very real timeline laid out before them. There was an end state looming on the horizon. Three weeks was all that had been afforded them in which to put into place the necessary mechanisms meant to defy an entire world. Facilitating the escape of Colonials was an operation for which failure meant death for the non-Colonials. 
That had been a week ago, and gravity had pulled down three of their group. There wouldn’t be any time for finding replacements. They had to work with those that were left. 
Nikki’s role had been limited during the pregnancy, but with their son at her parents’ house in Ireland, she was back at it full time. Things had been set in motion that required an all hands approach, and she’d always been able to take on far more than most. And there was a need for all the help they could get with the three’s departure.
Randy and a few of the others had been worried about letting them go. Heinrich had done his best to convince them to not worry, but there was still a nagging doubt eating at the rest of the group. He’d felt confident that they’d stay silent about their involvement in the group. If they told anyone, they’d be thrown in jail for life just for being involved. Turning on your co-conspirators didn’t possess the benefits it had once used to. It usually ended up with you in a cell alongside the person you rolled over on. 
It had been against his better judgment to allow them to leave, but the alternative was more than he could handle. They were trying to work against the violence some of them had helped create. He’d be damned if he’d start contributing to the same mess. But it had been a conversation between with Randy and Allison that had caused so much to go sideways.
  
 
    “Look, man,” Randy had started, his voice an intense whisper, “they know literally every-fucking-thing about what this operation. From the fucking beginning!”
  
 
    “Yeah, what happens if one of them decides to talk to the authorities?” Allison chimed in. 
  
 
    “They won’t!” Heinrich chided, “As you said, they’ve been with us since the start of all of this. I know we can trust them to keep quiet.” Heinrich ran his fingers through his hair, sighing in frustration, “Besides, you both know that turning doesn’t really help.”
  
 
    “How can we be so sure?” Allison asked, something like fear rising in her voice. “The UN might do things differently in this situation.”
  
 
    “I can’t be, you know that, but what other choice do we have given the situation. We have more pressing things to worry about, and…”
  
 
    Randy cut him off, “And they could fuck us all in a very real way!”
Heinrich knew he was right but, he still wasn’t prepared to take the measures that were being hinted at by more than a few among the group. 
  
 
    “I know what you’re hinting at, Randy, and that is not going to happen! It would make us no better than who I was when I developed the parasite in the first place. I will not go back down that road. I can’t! We can’t!”
  
 
    “You don’t have to…”Randy began but, stopped when he saw Heinrich’s eyes narrow.
  
 
    Allison cut in, “Nobody wants to do that, Heinrich.” They both turned their attention to her, feeling that there was more being said between the lines than she was willing to let out.
  
 
    “Allison, what’s happened?” Heinrich asked, though not sure that he wanted the full disclosure his question warranted. Even Randy seemed to be taken aback by the things she wasn’t saying. There was a pregnant silence between them that was broken by a door closing nearby. They turned to find Nikki approached the three of them. She walked with a stern calm, never making eye contact with Heinrich. In tow were Erik Gudmundsson and Lars Eriksson, both massive Icelanders, and former UN SPEC OPS soldiers that had conducted capture missions within the Colony. 
There was a coldness to her expression as she came to her husband’s side. Her face told of something hateful just below the surface that, barely contained.
  
 
    “It’s done,” she said without looking him in the eyes. “They won’t be saying anything.”
  
 
    “No…” Heinrich trailed off and fell back into a chair. The ease with which she had delivered the news of what they had done was more devastating than whatever the details might have been. He hadn’t wanted to think her capable of being an executioner. A murderer. 
He’d always known that the world had changed, but now he realized that change was more drastic than he’d thought possible. To his mind, what’s worse was that he had been the catalyst for that change. Looking at his wife in the living room of their home he realized just how different this world was, and there is a strong difference between knowing and realizing.
He was glad that she’d taken their son away from this place. The front lines of a war in its embryonic stages of development was no place for a child. Regardless of whether the child could comprehend the emerging nature, Heinrich was seeing in the boy’s mother, it was likely that it would have had an impact to some extent. Nikki being a psychologist knew this as well. 
  
 
    “I’m sorry, Heinrich,” she said without meeting his gaze, “but it had to be done.”
  
 
    “Did it?” was his only reply, and he wanted to believe that for the sake of his own sanity. 

So much had changed in the week since. Heinrich hadn’t slept much. Nikki had slept soundly. He’d taken to the couch, and she their bed. He wanted to rejoin her, but there was a part of him that feared her now. He still loved her, but there was a twinge of fear each time he was her.
Two weeks out there was no planning being done, but the house was at a near constant buzz of activity. Heinrich and Nikki were little more than passing strangers in the days that followed. In the past, they had stood side by side through everything, but now they occupied opposite ends of the room. Everyone could feel the tension filling the space between them. There was going to be a break, it was only a matter of time. 
Randy had taken the reigns when they’d received word that Adam’s group was in Kansas preparing to get underway for Chicago. Everyone, Heinrich included, agreed that it best that he take a backseat after everything. Heinrich needed time to process what had happened.
Three people, people he’d known for years prior to the Accidia Project, people he’d considered friends. Three people are gone forever now, and his wife had been the one to lead the charge. Nikki hadn’t given him the full story that night, nor any night after. She and the Icelanders had returned from their mission, as she had taken to calling it, in stoic silence that Heinrich felt disrespected the memories of the people that were now gone.
Mission, she was trying to rationalize the event. That at least was reassuring, he reminded himself. It showed that there was something like remorse swimming around in her mind. If she had to rationalize what she had done, maybe everything was eating her up as much as it was him.
Randy had just finished discussing the tentative timeline for the extraction from the Colony side of Lake Michigan, and Erik was starting to cover the actual operations on the Chicago side when Heinrich and Nikki's eyes met across the table. Without words, they both turned and walked out of the room and upstairs where they could be alone. 
Erik didn’t pause as they walked out. The group’s attention remained fixed on him and the map laid across the table.
He found her standing in the kitchen, head in her hands, elbows resting on the island’s polished granite counter top. She was crying softly.
He crossed the room, placing a gentle hand on her back as he came to her side. She wheeled quickly and buried her face in his chest, the sobs coming heavily as she did so. Everyone has their breaking point, he thought of wrapping her in his arms. He hoped that his embrace would wash away the guilt of what she had done, but he doubted it would. He knew it would take far more than a hug for her to be whole again. She’d been crushed by her actions, and he could see that now.
  
 
    She looked into his eyes for the first time in days, “I’m so sorry I…”
  
 
    “I know, baby.” he said, cutting her apology short, “You don’t have to say anything.”
  
 
    He felt as though he should have been angry, full of rage but, all he could muster was uncontrolled sympathy and deep regret at having not seen her torment sooner. He wanted to tell her everything would be okay, but he knew what she was feeling. He’d felt the same ever since the initial infection, maybe even as far back as the human trials.
He knew that everything wouldn’t be okay, at least not for the foreseeable future. 










  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20
  
 
      
 
    Venice Beach had been a week ago, but Pablo still wasn’t entirely sure why they’d risked their asses to save their two that could have easily self-recovered. They likely could’ve handled the entire job on their own. AMB leadership wanted to shut down the VC for the Hollywood Hills Crew. It was a favor to allow the AMB freedom of movement but, it was by no means a gesture of friendship. The AMB would have executed the HHC had there been something to gain. All of this he knew, but there was still the nagging question...why?
The plan was to leave the mountain base after dark and make their way to I-70 East. The meeting would take place in the desert near the Nevada/Colorado border. Part of the team, led by Pablo, would break off to provide over watch with a bit of standoff while the remainder moved in to make the handoff. 
Pablo hated these kinds of missions, they kept him out in the open too long. He preferred his enclosed and hidden spaces far from prying eyes; that’s what made him such a good shooter. He could stay hidden for hours, days sometimes when waiting for a shot. This kind of shit bothered him to no end.
  
 
        “Let’s get loaded up, guys,” Aaron called out, “we leave in 10.”
    Four of the team and Aaron loaded up in an extended cab truck that had been outfitted with light, improvised armor, and a roof-mounted machine gun. Pablo and another guy were going to ride the enduros along a trail the AMB had cut shadowing the 70. They’d have overwatch the entire route East. They’d cut off as they approached the meet up so Pablo could have a shot should the need arise.
The AMB’s territorial boundary spread from the base of the Hollywood hills to where the Western Wastes began. There usually wasn’t much reason to head out into the Wastes themselves and, as they say, the sane seldom did without some sort of desperation pulling at them. 
The AMB leadership must have a really good reason for this, Pablo thought as his bike began to climb the mountain to the I-70 shadow trail.
He’d be in constant contact with Aaron for the entire trip until they went radio silent just outside Vegas. Vegas was a worrisome area but, it was largely unavoidable if you wanted to get through the Wastes quickly. There was a high population of criminals, thugs, dope addicts, and, worst of all, Hunters.
Wasteland Hunters would be the biggest threat to the team; they were the biggest threat for anyone traversing the Wastes. The criminals might have banded together for survival and were prone to ambushing travelers, but most could be dealt with reasonably. They cared more about trade than killing. Most of them did at least. Wasteland Hunters were out to keep their stocks high, which meant they were going to kill whatever they came across since the deserts aren’t as plentiful in game. 
    No one was quite sure why they didn’t move to greener pastures. Some supposed that, like a stray animal, they’d found a spot where food was easily obtained and they just stuck around for so long that they didn’t need to go anywhere.
The trail had been established to connect different AMB outposts throughout the mountains. While they weren’t particularly worried about getting into a fight, the leadership felt avoidance was the better course of action when at all possible. Pablo understood the logic behind this approach, retaining combat power was the best policy when it came to life in the Colony. Even if they could overwhelm most any opposition they came into contact with, a lucky shot was a lucky shot, and a dead friend was a dead friend.
They were nearing the Vegas outskirts when Aaron came across the radio and ordered them to rejoin the team for the trip through the city. The smooth hardball asphalt was a nice change from the rough trail and even the open desert flats.
Pablo didn’t mind the Wastes themselves. Sure, they were barren and lifeless but, it was precisely that lifelessness that gave him some small comfort. The open plain of the desert gave little shelter for an enemy to sneak up. You could see for miles out here. He might not like the mission that brought them out this way but, the view and space gave him peace. But this feeling lasted only until the ruined city that had been Las Vegas loomed ever closer in the distance.
Aaron knew this route well, and he knew the people they were meeting better if you could call them people at all. Kansas, as Darla was calling now, had been a fellow soldier in a unit that Aaron had served in prior to meeting up with Pablo a few years later. She was more a fucking lunatic than a soldier, as he’d have defined her. Her outward appearance was meant to instill fear, but it was what she hides on the inside that was the real danger. She was nothing but hate through and through.
Aaron fucking hated the bitch and wasn’t looking forward to dealing with her people.  He’d seen what she was capable of while out in Afghanistan. Putting his team in contact with someone like her was the last thing he wanted. He wasn’t sure why the leaders were having anything to do with her.     He checked his side view mirror, Pablo and Carter had pulled alongside them. Pabs gave him the finger to say hello, and Aaron returned the gesture with a smile to himself. Fucking jackass, he laughed.
Stan, a former Marine, was behind the wheel and gunned the truck up to 80 miles per hour. He knew the drill. They wanted to spend as little time in Vegas as they could. Free flow or not, they wanted to minimize their exposure to the Hunters, you never knew when they’d get hungry.

He could see the truck and two bikes approaching the sign. He licked his lips. His fingers gently caressed the small black Nokia cell phone as he watched them through his spotting scope. He didn’t like guns, too much of a steady hand required, too close proximity, not his style. No, this was more his speed. Hide near enough to make a phone call. Reach out and touch someone the old commercials had said, and he was going to. One press of the button and it was goodbye to anyone unlucky enough to be caught in the kill zone.
The thrill of what was to come had excited him before the turn, now there was only the thought of stocking up for the long winter that was life in the Wastes. He wretched and vomited down the front of his shirt. He dabbed the sweat away from his eyes. He knew the score, once you turned, the hunger was all that mattered.
The sickness was young in him yet, only a few days old, but he knew what was going to come. There was a void inside of him that he knew couldn’t be filled. While he might still retain some of what made him human, it was only the part that was able to understand that survival was the most important thing. He’d already cared so little for others before the infection finally came for him, and that made him more Hunter than man at this point. 
They were closing in now. They passed him first marking stake, they wouldn’t notice it, three seconds. Next, they passed a burned out car, two seconds. He pressed lightly on the call button. The last stake…NOW! The phone rang in his ear. Electronic signals shot through the air via a rigged system of his own design. The signal crossed the open desert between his hiding spot and the explosives leaden metal bucket at the base of the sign. The phone on its outer skin, which was attached to the blasting caps buried in the homemade explosives buzzed to life.
The explosion was bright, even across the distance, and in full, cloudless daylight. He squinted hard, puked again, and returned his sight to the scope. Dust and smoke and debris filled his view but, he was sure he had hit his mark.

It was last minute but, the explosion missed them by mere feet, inches maybe. Pablo had spotted the first stake from a distance and sped up to the side of the truck to give the warning. Aaron gave a ‘thumbs up’, and Pabs returned back to his position behind the truck. They’d remain on course until the last possible second. The shock wave from the blast was going to ring some bells pretty good but, they would need the explosion’s dust cloud to cover their escape should there be any follow-on attack from a sniper or a drive-by ambush.
  
 
    Stan spotted the device at the base of the “Welcome to Vegas” sign and called out, “Got it!”
  
 
    “Don’t turn until you have to.” Aaron said, “Gun it to 90 when you do.”
  
 
    “What about the bikes?” Charlie Li, a relative newcomer to the team, asked from the backseat. It was his first long-range mission but, he’d proven himself in numerous LA fights.
  
 
    “Pablo and Carter know to hang back a bit, and follow us through.” They hadn’t been in one of these for a while, Aaron hoped they’d remember, “They’ll stay out of the blast radius, and then shoot through around the outer edge of the debris.”
Charlie looked behind them through the grate covering the rear window. They were pulling back a good way already.
  
 
    “They’re backing off, Aaron.”
  
 
    “One of the warlord crews?” Vasili asked in his thick Russian accent.
  
 
    “Nah, they’d be fucking stupid to try some shit like that,” Stan said, already counting down to the moment he’d pull a hard right off the road.
  
 
    “Then who? Hunters?” 
  
 
    “Gotta be!” Aaron said, “But I’ve never seen them use explosives before.” The thought sent a chill through him at what that implied. “I’ve never seen them set up an ambush either!”
The turn came hard and fast as the explosion rose in front of them. The world went into slow motion as the cloud of debris spread, reaching out for them as they had back in Iraq or Afghanistan. A fraction of a second later the blast wave hit and shook the truck. They were off the road and in the dirt. The truck skidded slightly but, Stan regained control and slammed on the gas. 
In a flash, they were coming out on the other side of the cloud. Pablo and Carter shot past them on the outer edge of the dust and took the lead. They remain there until they got down to the strip. Pablo’s voice broke across the radio.
  
 
    “Who the fuck did that?” he asked.
  
 
    “Gotta be Hunters,” Aaron replied.
  
 
    “You sure?”
  
 
    “Has to be, man. You know the deal the leaders struck with the warlords.”
  
 
    “Never seen’em use explosives, before”
  
 
    Vasili laughed from the backseat, “Fucking hive mind, you and that guy!”
  
 
    “Find’em, Pabs,” Aaron said.
  
 
    “On it!”
Pabs and Carter shot off the road and took to a side street on the right. Both men knew there was only going to be a few spots in Vegas where there would be a good line of sight for an operation like that. They were less than a block down the road when they caught sight of the movement coming out of a building nearby. He was quick but, their bikes made the chase short. Carter radioed back for the team to follow them. They could hear the truck’s tires skid around the corner as they cornered their quarry.
Aaron never liked doing these kinds of things, but they were necessary. The AMB had to set an example for others to follow. That meant making examples from time to time. This was no exception. Hunter or not.
He was young. Sixteen, seventeen maybe. It wasn’t likely he could even remember a time when the Colony wasn’t the Colony. There was nothing in his eyes to say whether he was scared or not. The tell-tale vomit and sweat were all that Aaron needed to see to know what they were dealing with.
The symptoms only last a few weeks, a month at most. Being years along, newly infected were rare to come by. They were unheard of, in fact. It didn’t happen. A young infection, newly turned Hunter meant either that the infection was starting anew or, the original infection had evolved. Neither possibility particularly appealing.
He looked the kid over before he spoke. The team loomed over the boy, guns in hand, ready to put him down should he try to run.
  
 
    “You infected, kid?” Aaron finally asked.
  
 
    “Yeah.” That was the thing about Hunters, in some ways they were more trustworthy than humans. They feared and felt nothing and so, they had no reason to hide their intentions. People lie when it’s in their interests, Hunters don’t.
  
 
    “How long?”
  
 
    “Week…” he paused, “Week and a half, maybe.” His voice held no emotion in it. There wasn’t the usual shakes or cracks they heard when they were dealing with a human. 
  
 
    “You make the bomb?”
  
 
    “Yeah, I did.”
  
 
    “You know what happens now?”
  
 
    “I could guess.” The reply would’ve held something like defiance had the kid, not past the point of turning.
  
 
    “Before this ends, I want you to tell me something.”
  
 
    “What’s that?” the kid asked, making eye contact with Aaron for the first time.
  
 
    “What does it feel like? To change?”
  
 
    “You forget how to feel.”
  
 
    “Emotions?”
  
 
    “Everything.”
  
 
    “Okay, that’s all I needed to know.” Aaron nodded to Vasili, and the bullet tore through the back of the kid’s head and exited his face, just below the nose. 
They turned to go and mounted their respective vehicles. Aaron licked at what he thought was sweat at the corner of his upper lip but, the metallic taste hinted otherwise. The crimson on his hand as he wiped at it confirmed this fear.
If this is a new strain of the infection, how long do I have until I end up like the kid?










  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Observational Notes: Hunter Evolution - The Lone Wolves
  
 
    There has always been a wildness about them...the Hunters. But it’s a wildness that hides in us all. Thinly veiled from the world at large by the mask of civilized society. If you looked, even superficially, you’d find it in every corner and caste of humanity. We’ve long pretended to shrug off this wild nature but, it’s always remained. The schoolyard bully asserting his or her dominance over the weaker of the species. Workplace bosses manipulating subordinates into servitude of a will that seeks only their own advancement. All the way to the political elites bent on ultimate power and control over the masses towards aspirations whose true intentions we can only guess at until the consequences are all but unavoidable. The consequences which we now face in The Colony. 
But that wildness in the Hunters was always controlled, confined behind a cold predatory gaze. They’ve always regarded the world with a calm and calculating eye. Eyes not unlike that of the wolf or bear or mountain lion. Make no mistake, what they are now is not what they were in the early days of the infection and spread of whatever it is that made them the way they are. And be sure that they are the result of the hidden wild nature found in us all. They are the result of our malice and hate towards those we perceive as inferior. 
The world looked upon the American animal with hate for merely peeling back these small layers to reveal what has always been there. What had always been in all of us...is in all of us. This does not excuse the actions of the Americans. It shows only that the underlying wild nature found in the human species is hidden only in the justifications used for its presentation. 
When they chose to build the walls they sought to contain a wildness that already dwelt within their own populations. Each time they shot down an attack upon those walls, they released a little more of that wild violence for which we are all capable. The infection was the fruit born out of that wildness that courses through the veins of each and every human that has ever walked the Earth since the dawn of the species. When the world sought to destroy the emerging wildness of the Americans’ they unleashed their own. Neither the American animal nor the wider world’s were any different from the other. They were simply two branches from the same evolutionary tree.
With the initiation of the infection the Hunters were indiscriminate in their violence. Prey was taken where it could be found. Their own kind was even fair game. The same as any species, Hunters evolved as the years progressed. But it was this early version of that they would ultimately become that the greatest violence and suffering would be observed. Mothers and fathers fed upon their children, and children in turn did the same. The plague saw families torn asunder as this feral, solitary predator stalked through the population. 
One hallmark trait which has remained ever present is that of emotional detachment between predator and prey. They regard their victims with all the hostility a regular human might a meal set out before them. A person does not hate the cow from which his hamburger is derived. So it has always been with the Hunters.
    Their hunting tactics, while growing in sophistication and efficacy, have changed little over the years. They’ve always sought out the easiest targets possible. Like any plague, it was young children and the elderly that were taken first.
These Lone Wolves would stalk the fringes of the ever decreasing Infected populations – that is to say, asymptomatic among us – taking their intended meals from here like thieves in the night. It was many the family that awoke to find beds empty and blood the only remnant of their loved ones. Myself, I lost both my wife and son to the plague. 
While they’ve long been considered to have been mindless killers from the start, this is anything but a concrete fact. They have nearly always shown a level of restraint until the kill becomes all that separates them from their next meal. Additionally, they are not strictly carnivorous. They subsist on a similar diet as that of the Infected. This brings the two human subspecies into near constant conflict as it relates to resources.
This initial state of existence lasted only a short time before giving way to a new breed of hunter. But it was in this moment that the species made its greatest impact, at least in sheer violence, towards culling the Infected population. But it wouldn’t be until the rise of the herds, and further, the packs, that those numbers would skyrocket. 
It should be noted that the term Hunter is one that has somehow, even after telecommunications and the internet fell, permeated the Colonist vernacular. It wasn’t the first, nor only, such term used for them. It is simply the one that stuck, as they say. It is also the most accurate description as well since hunting is the activity at which they are most adept.
Infected is another often misunderstood term as well. Prior to the fall of American society, it was determined that even those that showed no symptoms as seen in the Hunter populations, they were still very much infected with the same parasite that caused the Hunter evolution. Calling the remaining human population Infected simply became a term in common usage that allowed people to separate one from the other. We are always seeking a means to segregate ourselves from the undesirable. This was just another presentation of that wild nature from which we thought we’d progressed over the centuries. 
Finally, the feral Hunters eventually gave way to the herds. Herds were significantly more organized, capable of acting in common interest, but were still hindered by some of the self-serving behaviors that made the Lone Wolf/Feral Hunters so dangerous. This topic will be covered in a subsequent document since it involves a significant shift in the temperament, community organization, and roles found therein. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21
  
 
      
 
    Erik and Lars had approached Heinrich shortly after the beginning of human trials regarding their objections to the project. They had been the ones to bring James Clarence into the facility along with the others. They were cousins, their fathers, brothers. While working for the project the two-man team had completed more than 23 successful retrieval missions within the Colony. After they began to see the impacts of what they were engaged in, however, both began to feel that they were on the wrong side of things.
Heinrich hadn’t needed to recruit them that day, but he did. They were the first to come on board, and had been instrumental in bringing together most of the group that was now working to facilitate extracting Adam’s group. Even Randy, the one that most considered Heinrich’s second, had come along well after. They were responsible for figuring out the specifics of the plan for infiltration and egress for the extraction of survivors from the Colony. They had the tactical expertise required to get in and out of the Colony without the border guards noticing. If Heinrich tried to find to people with better access and placement within the UN Army, he could’ve done a lot worse.
They were both massive men, 6 feet 5 inches, 290 lbs each, and thickly muscled from head to toe. While most men their size would have considered little more than glorified couch potatoes, Erik and Lars were the exceptions. They were well known within the SPEC OPS community for their strength but, even more so, they were known to be fast. They could run five miles in less than 30 minutes, and had the ability to move 100 miles over mountainous terrain in under 20 hours.
Considering that the men had become so averse to killing, it was a shock that they had undertaken the murder of three of their own. Heinrich knew what they had done or, at least he knew what Nikki had had them do. He wasn’t particularly interested in hearing the details, but it seemed the two were intent on giving them to him. They hadn’t said as much, but he’d known them long enough to know when they had something they were going to say. Whether he wanted to hear it or not.
It was quick. They didn’t feel anything, she’d said. But Heinrich had wondered if it was true. People mostly believed that a gunshot to the head was a quick, painless death. And in the hands of professionals like the Icelanders, this was probably true. Sadly, the reality was that even in the most capable hands there was still the chance that one or more had clung to life in the moments after the bullet tore through their brain. Heinrich wondered at why the bodies hadn’t been found yet, and what they’d done with them.
There was no doubt in Heinrich’s mind that the three members that had left were dead when the Icelanders had asked to speak with him in private. 
  
 
    “Doctor, what did Nikki tell you about that night?” Erik asked.
  
 
    “She told me what the three of you did.”
  
 
    “Her exact words?” Erik cut in, his tone more controlled than Heinrich’s.
  
 
    “She said that they’d felt nothing.”
  
 
    “She told you what the others needed to hear, Heinrich,” Lars said.
  
 
    “What do you mean?” he wasn’t confused, he knew what they were getting at but, he wanted to hear it from them. He didn’t want to make an assumption about anything. “Tell me what happened.”
Erik told him the story of what happened that night. 
Nikki had been the one to come up with the idea, but Erik and Lars had devised the plan. Heinrich knew that that was their forte. Nikki might be brilliant at a great many things, but faking a murder, making people disappear was not one of them. They’d waited for Heinrich to be busy with the preparations for the extraction, and then slipped out the door.
One by one the three Runners had been picked up, taken from their beds while they slept. Each one more terrified than the last. They’d driven them outside of town, south towards the river. They were hooded as they pulled them from the trunk of the car and lined them upon along the shore. Erik and Lars held AR-15s on them while Nikki spoke.
  
 
    “You know too much, each of you.” she began, “If you breathe a word of it, you know that we can reach you no matter how far you try to run. No matter who you think is protecting you, we can reach you.” she paused to ensure that the three were sufficiently panicked before finishing, “Remember that.”
The Icelanders unleashed a volley of fire, inches from the three, making sure that they were pelted with soil and rocks, before they turned, leaving the panicking “victims” on the riverbank, and driving off into the night, three packets laid at their trembling feet.
The full meaning of what they were saying sank into him as they finished their story. Nikki had not been crying because they had murdered the three but, because she had been lying to Heinrich. The tears that he had been straining against for the last two weeks fell. Erik and Lars sat quiet, letting Heinrich process what they were saying. 
Until that moment he’d believed the worst about the woman he loved. There had been times in the days and weeks since that he’d seen her as too much like the Colonist that still attacked the walls or, the UN leadership that had commissioned the parasite’s development and use. Guilt and regret took hold and choked the air from his lungs.


























Chapter 22
  
 
      
 
    The city streets were normally dead. They were usually deserted, but tonight they were alive with movement. Not too much movement, but enough to catch his eye. Calvin watched his team’s quarry from the rooftop of an abandoned bank downtown near the river. The scope of his sniper rifle tracing a path ahead of the fleeing prey.
He was the best marksmen in both his team and the group to which he gave his loyalty. But loyalty meant only that they were able to feed him enough for survival. He cared little for emotional connections with those around him, and they likely felt the same; if they felt anything at all. There was a part of him that was certain that there was nothing between them except for the air they breathed.
The cross-hairs of his scope led the man at the head of the group just enough so that when he finally pulled the trigger the bullet would intersect his line of travel and render his head a bloody and misted mess hanging on the air above his fallen body. This also had the secondary effect of sending the group into a panic. They’d be disorganized for a moment. He’d most likely be able to take down a few more prior to the ground team overtaking them. He gained no pleasure from any of this. He gained food.
They would eat well for the next few weeks. There was a lot of meat in a group of roughly eight people, all adults.
  
 
    “They’re coming to the river, Rooftop. Take your shot.” came the voice over the iCom radio sitting near the barrel of the rifle. Calvin let out a measured breath and squeezed.
A crack reverberated off the walls of the surrounding city as the bullet tore down the barrel, out the muzzle, crossed the distance between them, and entered the man’s skull. The rifle kicked back into his shoulder but, he knew before he looked up, that his aim had hit its mark. Screams were audible from his position. The group had stalled as he knew they would when the large man fell to the ground. They were stunned by the explosion of his head, and the lack of rapport from a gun firing. Calvin was nearly 1000 yards from the group by flatland distance, and more than that when you considered the downward angle of the shot. They’d not likely have noticed the sound over their screams from that distance anyway.
Calvin fired again. This time a woman fell. A third shot and he’d been able to get two victims, one in the head, and another through his torso. 
Ground team will have to put that one down, he thought. 
His fourth shot had been too quick, and he’d missed his mark, but he could see the violent red mist explode from the man’s neck. Good enough.
  
 
    “Four down, Ground,” he said picking up the radio. “Two might require putting down.”
  
 
    “Got it, Rooftop.” the call came, “We’re coming up on them now.”
  
 
    “Be advised, the remaining four continued across the river bridge. Call ahead to Team Four for pursuit.”
  
 
    “Roger, Rooftop.”
  
 
    “Coming down, Ground, Rooftop out.”
Calvin stood from his firing position, gathered his gear, and moved out. He’d be on the ground and back with his team in less than three minutes. He walked to the fire slide on the river side of the building, a relic from a time long ago but, still well maintained. He tossed his rucksack in and followed it, still holding his rifle. Back at the street level he snatched up his ruck and made his way to the main street.
Calvin was heavily muscled, and struck an imposing figure at just over 6’ 5”. He knew that maintaining physical readiness was important for the hunts. It was one of the many abilities, from his days as a Green Beret that he brought to bear during his team’s hunts around the Chicago area.   
The downtown area was a maze of blockades which their group had set up in order to funnel their prey towards the river crossing near the old Hotel Chicago where they were based in the two cylindrical apartment buildings that stood on the river’s edge.
Their team leader was directing the others when Calvin arrived. The man who had been hit in the torso was crying and begging for his life. The man’s blood was a river flowing out onto the city street, staining the asphalt a deep red. The ground team was busy setting up the cleaning racks and moving the dead into place for preparation.
Calvin pulled the M1911 from its holster, placed the barrel to the man’s head, and pulled the trigger. The rapport echoed through the skyscrapers, and then all was quiet again. He hadn’t even broken his stride.
  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Calvin.” the team leader, Barrett, said in his deep, monotone voice. “I meant to get to that one.”
  
 
    “No worries,” he replied without much thought to the lifeless corpse at his feet. “Team Four get the rest?” he continued.
  
 
    “Yeah, they’re working them now,” Barrett said as he put the hooks of the cleaning rack through the space between the heel and Achilles tendon of the man who’d been at the front of the group. “Eight in all. Not a bad night’s work.”
Barrett pulled out his Buck knife and inserted the blade just between the man’s genitals and navel. The edge was sharp and cut smoothly down the length of the dead man’s torso. As the blade reached the man’s sternum his internal organs began to strain and push out through the newly created wound. Calvin moved to pull the entrails to the side and placed them on the ground. They could use nearly everything in some way. What they could not eat, they could use as bait for their fishing traps. 
  
 
    “How big do you reckon this guy is?” Calvin asked.
  
 
    “At least 200 lbs., I’d say.” Barrett replied, “We’ll probably get about 150 lbs of meat off him.”
Calvin pulled out his skinning blade and set to work pulling the man’s skin from the meat. It was tedious work but, this was the price of survival in the Colony now. He didn’t mind the work though. He set about the skinning with the same regard for the dead man as anyone not infected might regard a burger from a fast food joint. 
Four kills, he thought, my cut should amount to a quarter of the total weight. 
  
 
    “Not a bad night’s work,” he said aloud, more to himself than the rest of his team, and he began whistling an old tune while he continued to skin his prey.
  
 
    Not a bad night’s work, indeed…




Chapter 23
  
 
      
 
    They drove from the Custer house down around the horse stables, across a bridge, and onto the airfield. Kansas told him there was something she needed to show him. She kept a hand on his thigh while the truck moved along. She would smile in his direction from time to time. But he knew that there was a fear in her. 
They were alone. Scratch, Jesus, and Cowboy followed behind in his truck. Kansas kept her eyes on the road for the most part but, in the short drive she’d pointed out a number of the spots they’d stole away to have sex. Remember that spot, she’d say wistfully. Kansas wasn’t the kind of girl one might expect to say much of anything “wistfully”, but it gave Adam cause to smile. He was feeling more relaxed than he had been in a long time. 
Here he was, back in Kansas with a woman he loved, the only woman that had ever known everything about him. He’d loved his wife but, he also knew that her love was based on a lie. A lie that he’d perpetrated but, a lie none the less. 
There were two kinds of people left in the Colony, Hunters and the Infected, people like Adam. Hunters were what they were. They killed for survival, for food. Humans just happened to be the most plentiful prey. You could have an entire conversation with one so long as you could get past the smell. They weren’t rotting corpses, they were just becoming what the Infected already were, emotionless. The Hunters were killers out of necessity, the Infected did it for either self-defense or pleasure.
There was a lot you could say about The Colony but, it was more predictable than anything outside the walls. Even if his entire being was bent on escape, there was still part of him that appreciated this predictability. He’d actually expected Kansas to be here when he arrived. He’d known that she’d survive in a world like this, that she would thrive.
He was lost in thought when they pulled to the front of one of the many hangars on the airfield. Three men were milling around the front door of the building. They were joking together but became serious when they caught sight of the two trucks pulling up to their position. One began to approach the truck while the others worked to unlock the entrance. 
  
 
    “Apologies, ma’am,” he said, “We weren’t expecting you today.”
  
 
    “It’s Steven’s birthday,” she replied. While he malice was hidden to the guard, Adam knew what was coming. Her hand had moved from his thigh to her pistol. Adam leaned across the center console and began to kiss just behind her ear. Her hand came to his cheek and away from the gun. He didn’t really care one way or the other if she killed the guy later but, there were things he needed and that would only slow them down. “Get the fucking gate open.”
  
 
    “Y-yes, ma’am.”
She turned her attention to Adam.
  
 
    “Why did you stop me?” she asked smiling.
  
 
    “Because,” he kissed her, “There are things that I need, and I have a schedule to keep.”
  
 
    “You still think I’m going to let you get away this time?”
  
 
    “No, I want you to come with me, Kansas,” Adam said, looking into her eyes so that she knew he was serious. When he looked into his heart he was surprised to find that he actually was. He wanted her to be by his side. Flawed and fucked up as they were, they made sense.
  
 
    “It’s so amusing how in charge you think you are, baby.” she patted his cheek the way a mother might an errant child. “But we can talk about all of that later.”
The gate open, she pulled through and came to a stop in front of a half-open bay door. Adam could see people walking about but, the shadows made distinguishing one from another difficult. When they exited the vehicles the smell hit them square in the face. Hunters...a lot of them!
  
 
    “What the fuck is this, Kansas?” Adam asked.
  
 
    “Our Army,” she said with a smile.
  
 
    “Dude, I don’t like this,” Scratch called out, pistol in hand. “Why the fuck are they keeping Hunters?”
  
 
    “Calm down, boys. They’re under control.” Cowboy said, handing a large package to Kansas.
  
 
    “I give a fuck what you’re saying!” Jesus called out, “You can’t trust a Hunter.”
  
 
    “Hunters?” Kansas said, looking to Adam, “IS that what they call them down in Texas? That fits, I guess.” She took the package from Cowboy and continued, “You can’t trust people, Jesus. People are the ones that possess hidden agendas, ulterior motives. They’ll stick a knife in your heart while trying to convince you that they have your best interests at heart. Hunters want only to survive. You know what you’re getting when you deal with them.”
  
 
    “How many do you have living here?” Adam broke in. “Why do you have them?”
  
 
    “As I said, this is our Army, Adam. We have as many as we need, and they are loyal only to me because I provide for their every need. So long as they do not go hungry, they will remain loyal.”
  
 
    “How many?” his tone grave.
  
 
    “300,” she said but, then remembered Cowboy’s report, “Sorry, 299. It’s a manageable number.”
A boy came out from under the bay door, walking towards Kansas. Her features softened as he approached in a way that Adam had never seen. Even when they were together, and she seemed content, there was still a hardness to her, a wall that was always up against the world. The boy was approximately the same age as Scratch but, he looked as though he’d lived a much more difficult life.
He was strongly built, muscles bulged from under the plain white t-shirt he was wearing. He was clean from head to toe, not like the Hunters Adam had encountered before. The shirt gleamed in the midday sun. His blue jeans, while worn, were only stained by a minor amount of dirt and grime. His boots were of the standard western wear style that had been popular in this part of the country prior to the collapse. He smiled at Kansas but, it was merely out of practiced reflex that it crossed his face.
  
 
    “Mother, it is good to see you.” he said flatly, “I had to put down another one.”
  
 
    “Oh, I know sweetie.” she frowned, placed her hand on his shoulder, “I’m sure we’ll find a replacement.”
  
 
    “She refused to maintain her space as you require.” his voice was mechanical, efficient. “She lost her will to follow orders, hadn’t gotten off her rack in days. I followed your rules, mother.”
Mother, Adam thought. She was making these Hunters view her as their mother in order to gain their loyalty, their obedience. He knew that she was a master manipulation. Once she set her mind to making another human do as she wished there was little that person could do to stop her. Adam had allowed her to do it to him merely out of curiosity. When they had first started dating all those years ago, he’d simply wanted regular sex and a warm body in his bed. She’d had other ideations, and he hadn’t pushed back against them. 
  
 
    “I know you followed them, my dear. There’s no reason for you to worry, you did perfectly.”
Again, he gave her the reflexive smile that she had clearly trained into him. She pulled his head lower and kissed his forehead.
  
 
    “Thank you, mother.”
  
 
    “But I’m not here to discuss the dead,” she smiled brighter than he’d ever seen, “Today is your birthday! And I have a gift for you, two in fact!”
Adam and the others didn’t exist during this interaction. Only the mother and son inhabited the world between them. 
  
 
    “You’re going on a trip,” she spoke, “You will go out West, to the edge of our territory. You’ll need to take the 70 to the border of Colorado and Nevada. Once there, you will receive information that I have already paid for. Do not let them walk away from the meeting.”
  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”
  
 
    “This is your second present,” she said, handing him the package, “I’m sure you’ll know what to do with it, birthday boy.” She kissed him on the cheek, “Take two others with you and be quick about this one. We need the information they’re holding as soon as possible.”
  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” he nodded his head and then looked in Adam’s direction with something that looked like suspicion. “Who’re they, mother?”
  
 
    “Don’t you worry about that, Steven. We’ll discuss him when you return. Please go now.”
With only a nod, he turned and walked away. 
  
 
    “What was that about?” Adam asked as they walked back to their vehicles, “What did you just send him to do?”
  
 
    “He’s going to pick up information that I require,” she began, “that you require, my dear.”
  
 
    “What do you mean?”
  
 
    “Adam, from the moment I heard that you were heading North, I knew what your plans were.” she turned and faced him, “I knew you weren’t on your way here for me, you were looking to escape the Colony. I knew that you’d likely already have someone on the outside that you’d be able to contact one way or another but, I knew that there was something you wouldn’t have thought of.”
  
 
    “What haven’t I thought of?”
  
 
    “Chicago.”
  
 
    “What about Chicago?”
  
 
    “It’s not like any other town you’ve encountered.” she paused, looking to the half-open bay door before continuing, “It’s controlled by Hunters, Adam, very organized Hunters. They’ve developed the cooperation to hunt in teams with Special Forces level precision. We’ve lost a few people there.”
  
 
    “And Steven’s mission is to get some sort of information that will help get us through Chicago?”
  
 
    “Exactly, sweetie!” she said with a toothy but, beautiful smile.
  
 
    “So you’re going to come with me?”
  
 
    “I told you that I wasn’t going to allow you to leave me again. If I try to make you stay here, I’ll only lose you. So yes, I’m going.” she kissed him, “Now, get in the fucking car, dear.”
  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” he smiled. 









  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24
  
 
      
 
    The hangar was dimly lit from the translucent overhead. His name had been Steven before the infection had changed him at the age of only two. His name was still Steven, but it wasn’t something he understood as being a piece of his identity. He only knew this because of Kansas...Mother, had told him it was so. Mother had given him a home. Mother had given him ample food. Mother had given him good clothes to protect against the harsh Kansas winters. Mother was the only thing close to a mother he had ever known. Steven was devoted to Mother.
He didn’t think there was anything in him that resembled the human emotion of love but, Mother had told him that he loved her. That’s the word he used to describe his reason for being in the hangar. It was the same for the other 200 Hunters being there. Mother was a mother to them all, and when they fought, it was because Mother had commanded they do so.
The hangar they all called home was lined with rows of bunks, and each Hunter was allowed a locker in which to keep its clothes and the meager amount of personal items they were permitted. The conditions weren’t cramped but, they seldom worried about anything outside of the basic needs of food, water, and shelter.
Steven looked out over the scene from his personal room at the southern end of the hangar. Most of the others were milling about. Some were cleaning their weapons, a daily task mandated by Mother, and one they dutifully completed without fail. His own weapons were immaculate. Mother had given him a Glock 19, just like her own, when he was 15, two years ago. Today was his birthday. She would be coming to visit.
It wasn’t so much that he desired to please her of his own will. He simply knew that when he did as he was told, she ensured that he was taken care of. Having been on his own when the infection had first started to turn him, he didn’t want to go back to the times when survival was hard fought, and even harder won. 
Steven knew that he was in a special position, only 17 and already a commander. The two other commanders were at least twice his age but, less capable than he, as Mother had told him. Pride was the emotion Mother had told him was associated with honor, and so he called it.
Pride...
The hangar was kept clean but, today was an important day. When Mother came down from the hill they took extra care to ensure that things were as she would want them. Anything less would draw out her darker qualities. Fear was the word they used for this emotion, and fear is what they called it. 
These tasks were was accomplished without much hesitation. Today had been different for some reason. Allison, one of the lower rank and file had not accomplished her assigned duties when told to do so. The Apathy was taking her. She’d told Steven to “fuck off” when he’d made his rounds only an hour ago. It wasn’t that he had no patience, he was merely doing the work that Mother had tasked him with.
Being an alpha isn’t easy, Steven, Mother had said, you will be tested by those below you, and you will be tested often. You cannot respond with weakness or sympathy when this happens. You must respond in such a way that those who would test you after think better and stand down. Violence is going to be the way you survive. It is going to be the way that you thrive. 
The woman, somewhere in her mid-20s, he thought, hadn’t even seen his hand reach for the firearm strapped across his chest like Doc Holiday in Tombstone, a movie he’d watched with Mother when he’d occupied a room in the Custer House as a boy. Her head had canoed as the three shots tore through her skull and into the bed. Blood and brains and gore splattered across the white sheets in stark contrast. Steven regarded her with all the emotion of a thresher through the wheat fields. Had to be done, he thought.
  
 
    “Clean up the bunk and burn the body.” He said to two betas nearby, “Mother will be here soon.” They did as they were told without question. He walked away back to his room. Violence is how you will thrive.
Mother arrived while the body was still burning outside. She hadn’t asked what happened but, she seemed satisfied with the explanation he’d given her anyway. 
His gifts this year…a Barrett 50 caliber sniper rifle, and a three-man mission out West. Mother trusted him.
That word is Pride, and he called it so.


  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    












Chapter 25
  
 
      
 
    The basement room was buzzing with activity when Heinrich entered. Nikki was on the opposite end talking with another member regarding something for the coming days. 
The room went silent as he began to cross to where she was. She froze in place as he made his approach, unsure what was to come.  Tension filled the empty spaces and the others began to rise and exit one at a time. He reached out as he came to her, pulled her into him and kissed her deeper than he ever had, and for the first time in too many weeks. She kissed him back.
They stayed like that for a long time before come apart. She placed her head to his chest and he stroked her hair. 
  
 
    “I’m sorry, Heinrich,” she began.
  
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he cut her off, “Nothing at all. You did what needed to be done, and you did it without having to kill anyone. I can never thank you enough for that.”
  
 
    “But what if Randy’s right?” she asked, pulling back to look him in his eyes “What if one of them goes to the UN and confesses?”
  
 
    “Nikki, you know them as well as I do.” He tilted her chin up so their eyes met, “They were with us from the beginning of all of this. Before Randy and the others came along, they were the ones that brought us to where we are today.”
  
 
    “Are you so sure they can be trusted?”
  
 
    He smiled gently, “I am.”
She said nothing in response. When she placed her head against his chest, he knew what she was thinking. He hoped that he was right too.
 
 
    “We have work to do.” he said, “We need to get to it.”
Nikki only nodded at this, there was nothing more to say. Adam and his group, provided they could make it through Chicago, would be on the shores of Lake Michigan in around a week, possibly less if they met little resistance. The plan for their retrieval was complete but, there were still many minor details which required fleshing out. This would likely be the most dangerous thing any of them, save for the two Icelander, had ever undertaken. A clear plan would give at least the illusion of security, if not actual security.
It was Randy who came back into the room first. He wasn’t his usual, riled up self but, a man who had come to grips with the realities involved with their task. Their chosen mission. Heinrich had watched this change take place over the past few months since their appearance on television. The staged fight in front of a global viewing audience had brought the weight of all in which they were engaged into perfect clarity. Not just for Randy but, for the rest of them as well. There was a silent, strong reservation that had taken the place of the formerly aggressive heavy metal vocalist. He’d disappeared under the guise of intensive drug and alcohol rehab. The truth was, he’d quit everything years ago. But that little fabrication had allowed him the time away to help with the technical aspects of the operation.
Those who had left had done so not out of cowardice but, because they were not cut from the same sort of material as the ones that remained. Heinrich thought that was fine. He knew not everyone would be with them to the end. The simple fact that Randy, an international rock star, and the two Icelanders, former UN Special Operations soldier, had remained was a comfort for the group as a whole. The three of them had the most to lose by helping Colonists escape. Heinrich and Nikki had helped to create the Hell on the other side of the walls, they were morally obligated to remain. The rest should have been free to come and go as they pleased. 
They’d lost only three.
  
 
    “Everything good?” he asked, taking a sip the non-alcoholic beer in his hand. Even though he’d quit drinking years before, he still enjoyed the taste. “You two better?” he asked, and there was a genuine concern in his voice.
Heinrich smiled to his friend. “Yes, Randy, we’re cool now,” he replied, taking a line from his vernacular. They shared a smile, and Randy laughed, shaking his head.
Heinrich’s smile grew as he thought of the strangeness of their lives in this new condition. Had they met prior to the establishment of The Colony, the infection, all of it, it wasn’t likely they’d have developed the kind of close friendship they now had. It was more likely they would have not given one another a second glance had they passed on the street.
Heinrich thought he would have, found Randy’s appearance, dread-locked hair, ratty t-shirts, and cut-off camo shorts irritating and strange. Randy being who he was would have likely not even noticed Heinrich. 
“Good to hear,” came a voice from the doorway, “We still have much to accomplish, Henry.” The heavy French accent told him who was speaking...Francois had finally arrived. 







  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



Chapter 26
  
 
      
 
    Calvin was sitting at his apartment’s window overlooking the river that wound its way through Chicago cleaning his rifle. There was a slight tremble in his hand that he was desperately trying to quell. It had gotten better by a measure in the years since he’d found a place here with this team. The nausea was still an issue, he’d thrown up twice since he’d made it back to his place. Then there was the guilt that plagued him night after night. It kept him awake most nights. When it didn’t it woke him in the middle of them pouring cold sweat. The things he’d done to survive since the walls had gone up tore at his mind, and he knew he’d break eventually. He thought of the team, and how being in their state might have been a mercy.
Calvin knew, believed that he was infected with whatever it was that the rest of his team had. How could he not be? There was little doubt in any of the infected that everyone was a carrier of the disease or parasite, or...whatever it was. But he knew what the symptoms of infection were, and what the end-state was as well. He knew that he wasn’t actually one of them. He worried that they would eventually discover this. He knew what the end-state of that revelation would be, and he wanted to avoid it at all costs. 
Can becoming like them even be avoided? He asked himself.
Before the infection began to spread, Calvin had been a firearms instructor for the Chicago Police Department. He’d enjoyed the job well enough, though most of the officers had been far too eager to employ his techniques for offensive means rather than in defense as they were meant to be used. The gradual escalation of police violence had been part of the reason for the establishment of The Colony. He still cursed his former trainees when he found himself alone at night. 
He’d always been a quiet type of person. When his evaluations for work had come around his supervisors would inevitably comment on his quiet professionalism as being one of his greatest attributes. Calvin had always taken this as a compliment.
Before coming to work with the CPD he had been in the Army. He had joined straight out of high school, and gone into the infantry. While he was in Basic Combat Training at Fort Benning, Georgia he’d jumped at the chance to join the elite 75th Ranger Regiment. He had easily passed through RIP, the Ranger Indoctrination Program required before going on into the unit. And when he’d been sent to Ranger school he was one of the few that made it through as what was called a, First Time Go. 
He took his job seriously from the very beginning. He moved up quickly in the ranks, and became a squad leader within four years’ time. His knowledge of tactics, techniques, and procedures was unrivaled. There were times when even his leadership would defer to him during planning certain missions. He was trusted and respected by everyone with whom he worked to get the job done and bring his people home safe in the end. 
The day that changed everything in the course of his life came while he was on deployment, in the Jalalabad province of Eastern Afghanistan. His squad had been on perimeter security for Delta Force during a night raid when all hell broke loose. The small mud hut compound had been suspected of producing HME, homemade explosives, for use in Improvised Explosive Devices. There was already a certain level of apprehension going into the mission. He had voiced concerns during the final brief that the building might be a trap given its location and that there had been a number of markers hit. 
There was only one way into the compound and so, only one way out. His squad would be emplacing at the four corners to provide over watch and outward security while the Delta Operators made entry.  What bothered him about this was that setting his people in place would put them into a situation where they were taking the high ground in relation to the compound but, low ground when it came to the surrounding mountains. An ambush would be an easy order given these conditions. 
The next issue he’d presented was that the intelligence indicated that there was a significantly larger contingent in the area than the small teams were likely to be able to handle. Should there be an ambush, they’d be cut off from their only egress route. This put them into a fight or die situation that he found unsettling. 
Lastly, this same intel was, by all accounts, too good to be true. Each and every marker had been hit within a few hours’ time. While those around him viewed it as being a stroke of good luck, he saw it all more like a setup. His logical mind, after years of training, told him that the Taliban commanders and fighters in that area were expecting them to come. They would be ready for them when they got there. 
His reservations went unheeded by the gathered audience. 
So, on the appointed night they loaded up into their CH-47, Chinook, and took off for their objective. The flight from the air base to the landing zone was short but, the foot movement was longer than usual. This aspect bothered Calvin greatly. It gave the Taliban more time to prepare.
They covered to distance slowly in the inky black night. He’d taken point for the movement and took his time moving through the area. The team passed smaller huts on the way which were dark but, small plumes of smoke rose from the roofs. It was cold that night, and it was likely that most of the families in their homes were huddled around small hearths in which smoldering coals were keeping them warm. He’d seen such hearths during raids prior. 
The ground began to rise as they came to the base of the mountains and into the valley which led to the target compound. He called over his radio to the two trail teams that the front two were moving to the opposite side of the compound and that they should move forward of the Delta team to get in place. The team leaders gave an affirmative and moved quickly into position. The Delta Operators would hang back while security was established. Once they were all in place they would make entry into the compound. 
Making entry would prove to be the turning point for the raid. 
The explosion tore through the silence of the night. The sound had been one thing but, the illumination turned the entire area into midday. Chaos took the reins and Taliban fighters emerged from behind every outcropping of rock and sparse stand of trees that were to be found. AK-47 gunfire and RPG rockets filled the air with the bellow of violence filling the void left by the explosion within the compound. There hadn’t been any time in which to react without some sort of confusion. 
He returned fire as he was able, targeting the muzzle flashes from the surrounding area. He called for situation reports from his teams. Two came quickly but, one never replied. He placed a female sergeant in charge of his team before he moved to check on the team that had not responded. Darla was a trustworthy soldier, and he knew that she enjoyed this kind of work. She’d fight and lead without the slightest hint of emotion.
Calvin moved out from his position at the far North East corner of the compound and made his way to the South West corner where he was sure he’d find his team either pinned down or dead. He dodged behind what little cover there was to be found. He placed accurate fire into the bodies of approaching Taliban as he moved and jumped over their bodies. Nothing would keep him from getting to his people. 
When he came to the team’s position there were five enemies standing over his already dead soldiers. He pulled his sidearm and placed single shots into the heads of four, and the hip of the last. This final Talib he crouched over the top of and placed the gun to the side of his head. Over the rapport of gunfire, he began prying information from the young man. He was barely 15.
  
 
    “Who knew?” he screamed. The child began to pray in Pashto or Dari, Calvin could place which over the din of the battle raging around them. He pistol-whipped the boy into the present and repeated his question. “Who fucking told you we were coming?”
  
 
    “I...I...not know.” he sputtered.
  
 
    “Bullshit! Tell me and I’ll make this quick, kid!” he pulled back the hammer of his pistol, “Refuse, and I’ll leave you here to suffer!” He pressed the muzzle hard into his temple and the kid winced at the pressure. 
  
 
    “One of yours.” came his reply. “White man, came here tonight, with you.”
  
 
    “Which one?”
  
 
    “Carver...” he cried out from the pain in his hip, “a man named, Carver!”
The name shot a spear of white-hot anger through him. He knew this name very well. Carver was the commander of the Delta team that had shot down all of his reservations. And now he knew why! Calvin would find him, and he would kill him. He pulled the trigger and the boy’s body slumped to the hard Afghanistan ground. 
Calvin moved around to the front of the compound and entered cautiously. Two Operators were torn apart at the gates, and two others were in the same condition further in. Carver came out of the main hut calm and collected. He hadn’t a care in the world it seemed. 
  
 
    “What a fucking mess right?” he said. 
Calvin, without a word, pulled his trigger twice, and the two rounds found their marks in each of his knees. He screamed out as blood and bone splinted into the air. The AK-47 fire outside had become sporadic and distant. His squad was likely engaged in clean up at this point. They’d be along in a few minutes. He wondered if he could drag this out until they arrived. Then a voice came from near the gates.
  
 
    “Just kill that piece of shit!” It was one of the Operators from his team. He was limping heavily with a gunshot wound at his upper thigh and one in his side. 
  
 
    “No,” Calvin replied, “not yet at least. I want to know why first.”
  
 
    “You want to know why?” Carver said, bring Calvin’s attention back to him. He was pointing his pistol in his direction.  “Why are we here in the first place?” he continued, “This isn’t our war, you fucking...” 
Calvin felt the windbreak across his cheek as the bullet flew past. It tore into the wounded man’s shoulder and he dropped the pistol.
  
 
    “Save the philosophical bullshit for someone else, asshole.” Darla’s voice came from behind him and the Operator. “You good, Sarge?”
  
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” he returned his attention to Carver. “So, you did put all of this into motion, then?”
  
 
    “You already know that I did.” He was leaning against the hut now. His breathing was becoming labored from the blood loss and pain of having been shot three times. “I’m guessing you’re not interested in my reasons at this point.” he gave a humorless and dry laugh.
  
 
    “No, I’m really not interested in your fucking reasons.” Calvin pulled his boot knife from its sheath and walked closer to Carver.
  
 
    “Make it quick, please?” he asked, “Give me some slight dignity.”
  
 
    “You’re in no position to ask for anything, Carver.” he knelt and brought his face close to Carver’s. He wanted this to be between the two of them. “You’re going to suffer now. You’re going to suffer until the point that you see your last sunrise. You will beg me for release from all of what’s to come, and you will not get it. Every life here, you’re going to atone for, American and Afghan. I hope that it was worth it to you.”
Carver spit blood in Calvin’s face, the last act of defiance he would ever take. 

Sitting at the window, he through it ironic that he was now no different than Carver. He was responsible for the killing of too many innocents to number. He’d just assisted in the murder of four people that very night. His hands began to tremble again and he clamped down in the bolt of his rifle to stop it. A tear traced a line down her cheek and he wiped it away quickly. That would be a dead giveaway should any of the Hunters see. 
Darla had contacted him through the underground weeks ago. She and a group of survivors would be coming through the area, and she wanted his help to get them through. In return, she had offered him a way out of The Colony. He’d sent a reply that he would help. He hoped that they would get there soon. He wasn’t sure exactly how much longer he could go on. 
Barrett was standing at the door watching him. When he looked up to him there was something strange about his dead, emotionless eyes. Calvin worried that it might be recognition but, this was wiped away when he simply told him that they’d be leaving for another hunt in two days and he wanted him to head out the next morning to get set in place. He welcomed the opportunity for solitude. But still, there was a part of him that couldn’t shake the feeling that Barrett knew something was wrong with Calvin.
He recited a quiet prayer to himself when Barrett had departed. 
Please, Darla, get your ass here soon! he said to the world beyond the window.









  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27
  
 
      
 
    There was an empty coldness in his eyes. The way he looked at the world around him wasn’t as it had been only days before. They no longer held the same life, the same joy as they once had. She’d seen the altered state which was the culmination of the infection but, she’d never witnessed the process firsthand. The anxiety that was itching at the edges of her mind threatened to flood in and wash away all rationality. This was something rare for her.
The fever had come on swiftly followed by the dull pains of nausea. The vomiting had been difficult to watch. She’d always had a weak stomach when it came to the violent expulsion of bodily fluids. She excused herself once or twice to the other room to let the urges settle. That was no longer a problem with which she had to contend. This entire procedure was necessary if she was going to survive in the Colony. Weakness was something which had to be purged from the psyche, by any means available.
The child tied to the wall was her own. She was trying to forget that small detail. With everything in her, she was trying to forget that she had given birth to him. It wouldn’t do to have things like emotions pulling her down into where the infection could take hold. She knew how the parasite worked. She’d met a man several months ago that had been one of the test subjects. Catch and release program, he’d said with a dry, humorless laugh when she had asked how he’d known everything he did.
There had been a similar look in the man’s eyes as she now saw in her son’s. James. That was the man’s name. They’d traveled together for a week and then gone separate ways when they came to the outskirts of Denver. 
James had told her about his abduction by the UN soldiers, the Doctor that had created the parasite, and how the infection took hold of a person. You have to keep your emotions in check or, the little bugger will find its way into your brain, and then you’ve had it, he’d said. Now she was straining to do so as she watched her son turn.
Indeed, he had already transformed into one of them, a Hunter, as the other survivors called them. Give a thing a name, and you can kill it. Continue thinking of it as a person, and you’re dead. She was finding out just how true that statement was as she lifted the gun that had been sitting at her side during the last week. 
He had cried with confusion the day he woke and found himself tied to the wall. He pulled and clawed at the rope and its knots, trying to gain his freedom. But for all his efforts he only ever managed burns about his neck. The tears had streamed in endless rivers down his cheeks. The drops that had marked the dusty floor of the building they were in had been washed away when the vomiting started and the tears ceased. 
  
 
    “Why, Mommy?” the boy had asked through heaving sobs, but she refused him any answer. He was no longer questioning why.
She had never been overly emotional but, watching her only child suffer had understandably taken a toll. The change had happened in an instant. One moment her son was there, and then he wasn’t. The Hunter that sat before her was not the child she had carried for nine months and now, in her mind, failed to raise past the age of 12. 
Give a thing a name…she leveled the barrel of the gun...and you can kill it…she pulled back the hammer…continue thinking of it as a person…her finger wrapped around the trigger...and you’re dead.
  
 
    Her blood and brains splattered against the wall to her left. The gunshot reverberated from the walls into the metal rafters of the wide open space of the warehouse where they’d sought refuge. Her body slumped to the dirty ground, arms, head, and legs contorting at strange angles. The gore dripping from the wall seemed to arouse something in the boy’s emerging predatory nature. He regarded the body of his mother with something that an onlooker, unaware of his condition, might have taken for concern. But this perception would have lasted only long enough for the boy to move to the end of the rope which tethered him to one of the support beams. 
He reached out for the knife at his mother’s belt and cut himself free. He set to the task of cleaning his mother in the way his father had shown him how to clean a deer. He would survive. How long would remain to be seen? She had given him at least a small fighting chance with her death.















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28
  
 
      
 
    Sweat poured from his hairline. It was irritating, but he could deal with irritation. Pablo had learned well enough in the years since the Walls were built to bear a certain amount of suffering. What bothered him wasn’t the oppressive heat, it was the situation unfolding at the other end of his scope. Five figures, his team, had their backs to him far below his hide site. He scanned the hills for signs of life: plumes of dust, movement, the glint of sun on the glass of a scope. But, there were none that he could see. Everything seemed to be going as planned.  
Two figures had exited the truck that had only a moment ago pulled up near the team. This is what bothered Pablo. He didn’t know much about the group they were meeting up with for the exchange. It wasn’t usual for the competing militias to cooperate like this. There seems to be a lot of unusual shit going down lately, he thought. It seemed ridiculous to think that they’d only send two of their own for a drop like this. Pablo was sure there were more of them. Somewhere.
Pablo started scanning the area. First, the vehicle from which they emerged, followed by the buildings further behind them. Most of the windows had been broken out long ago so there was little issue with glare hindering his ability to see inside. He was coming up empty.  That only served to increase his apprehension about the whole situation that was developing down below. There were too many windows. Too many places for eyes to hide. Too many places to conceal a threat. Carter and he were at a disadvantage, their hide site was out in the open.
  
 
    “You seeing anything sideways?” Pabs asked, returning his focus the gathering.
  
 
    “Nah, bro,” Carter replied, “You think something’s fucked?”
  
 
    “Nothing certain, man. Just feels like something’s fucked about this. Who the fuck sends only two soldiers to a drop like this?” 
  
 
    “I see what you mean.” Carter moved slightly, trying to get a better angle from which to view the buildings Pablo had just been scanning. “Want me to scan so that you can focus on...” his voice cut off mid-sentence. Pablo felt a hot splash across his face.
He turned to find Carter’s lifeless body was laying a few feet back from where it had been only moments ago. The side of his head had been canoed, nearing taken off entirely. There hadn’t been a sound. This grim scene and its implications filled Pabs with a barely controllable dread. He ducked low behind a large rock, just in time to feel the break in the air just above him.
Fucking sniper, he thought. He knew he was fucked in a bad way. Someone that could make that kind of shot was a pro. He was better than him.

Aaron, Stan, Vasili, and Charlie were standing near their truck when the KTP vehicle emerged from between two buildings in the distance. It moved slow, and lazily wound its way in their direction. Aaron tapped Stan on the shoulder and nodded towards the second truck and the remaining men. Stan moved quickly but, not rushed to pull the vehicle and men away from the others to set up a secondary support by fire position.
  
 
    Aaron turned to Vasili and Charlie, “You think that little ass truck is big enough to carry the weapons that bitch, Darla promised?”
  
 
    “Hell no,” Charlie said, with a small laugh.
  
 
    “You are thinking there is some kind of shit going on?” Vasili piped in, “Guns ready?”
  
 
    “Yeah, but don’t make it look like it.” Aaron clicked his comm switch, and said to the rest of the team, “Guns ready, guys. Something doesn’t feel right. You catch sight of anything, you open up. No questions!”
Stan and Pabs came back in the affirmative.
Aaron told Vasili and Charlie to move back to the vehicle. “Look casual, but have your safeties off. This shit pops off, I want this to be a short fight.”
  
 
    “Isn’t it always?” Vasili said with a wry smile.
  
 
    “Remember that time down on Sunset?”
They both nodded.
  
 
    “I don’t want that.” he laughed and walked back up to his position.
The truck came to a stop a few dozen feet away from him. Two men in silhouette were sitting motionless inside. When the engine cutoff an eerie silence filled the space that had been left by the noise. Sweat had begun to drip down his back as he stood there waiting for one or both of them to exit.
“We gonna do this!” he yelled, trying to hide the shaking apprehension in his voice. “We don’t have all fucking day guys.”
  
 
    There was an audible click as the passenger side door opened. The man that exited seemed unworried by Aaron’s increasingly aggressive tone. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to expedite the transaction.
He waved to Aaron, and then spoke, “Do you have the information?” his voice was flat, and lacking in anything that resembled personality. He could have been a Hunter for all Aaron or the rest of them knew but, in a country populated by Hunters and the emotionally suppressed, it was hard to tell the difference really. The second man exited.
  
 
    “Yeah, we’ve got it.” Aaron pulled out and waved a small package wrapped in a bandanna and twine. “You have your end of the deal?”
  
 
    “We have what was promised to your leaders by Mother.”
  
 
        Aaron laughed in spite of himself, “Mother? Is that what Darla’s calling herself now?”
The two men stood there without responding. The driver whispered something to his companion, he nodded. 
  
 
    “You will give us the information we came for now.” he held out his hand, “Then we can go our separate ways after that.”
  
 
    “Show me you’ve got what we came for first.”
The man nodded his head and walked to the rear of the truck. He returned with a duffle bag which he placed at Aaron’s feet and returned to the Driver’s side.
  
 
    “You can’t be fucking serious?” he said as he opened the bag, “There’s not even ten guns in here, and no food! What the fuck is Darla trying to pull?”
  
 
    “We brought what was requested,” the man said again, “The information now.”
Aaron was still looking through the contents of the bag when the first scream pierced the air. The second and third came in quick succession. He wheeled about to three of the men at the support by fire position writhing on the ground. Their rasping cries turning to gurgling sputters of crimson. Moments later Stan’s chest erupted in a cloud of skull and blood and organs. All of this had happened without the slightest sound. 
This fucker is faster than Pabs, Bobby thought.
He was bringing his AR to bear when he felt the muzzle being pressed to the side of his head. Then the shots rang out like a bell rising high in the desert heat. Vasili and Charlie now lay dying near the front of their vehicle. The Hunter driver having drawn and fired on them before they’d been able to react.
“Drop your gun.” he said, “We do not usually kill one of our own unless Mother gives the order.”
Aaron’s AR fell to the parched and cracked desert ground. “What the fuck are you talking about you piece of shit? I’m not one of you!”
  
 
    “Not yet, but you’re well on your way.” he studied Aaron’s face, “You can see it in the eyes first. Blood begins rushing in from the outside corners, and soon after that the vomiting begins.” He placed the back of his free hand to his forehead, “You’re already having a fever too. You’ll suffer greatly over the next few days, maybe a week at most. It’s hard to tell with this new strain. Still, the final result is always the same. You will be one of us soon.”
  
 
    “I’ve got a sniper team trained on you right now.”
  
 
    “No, you don’t.” The sound of a dirt bike was emanating from the buildings in the direction from where the Hunters had come, “They both already dead. He’s killed them.”
  
 
    “What?” Aaron said, shock contorting his facial expression, “Who’s killed them.”
  
 
    “Steven,” he said without explanation.
The young man that joined them now was not more than a child. Aaron guessed that he was 16 or 17 if even that old. His features were hard set and as emotionless as any Hunter he’d seen in all the time of the infection. He walked to the bag, zipped it, and tossed it to the driver who’d been standing nearby pulling security.
  
 
    “Did you get what Mother asked for?” Steven spoke finally.
  
 
    “Yes,” the passenger said, handing the package to the boy. 
  
 
    “Good, she will be happy with this.” he turned the box over in his hands, “The emotion she would call for in this situation is pride.”
  
 
    “We feel pride.” the driver and passenger spoke in unison.
  
 
    “Holy shit, she’s got you all trained like fucking circus animals!” Aaron laughed. 
  
 
    “What should we do with this one?” Passenger asked.
  
 
    “He’s going to turn?” Steven asked, Passenger nodded, “Bring him. Surely Mother will find a use for him.”
  
 
    “What about the others?” asked Driver.
  
 
    “Kill them,” he said flatly.
With that, Driver walked to the support by fire position while Passenger went to Vasili and Charlie. 
  
 
    “So you must be the one in charge,” Aaron said to Steven.
  
 
    “Yes.” 
  
 
    “How’d that come about, kid? No offense, but you’re really a little too young.”
  
 
    “Mother says that I’m her best. So, she allows me to lead.” Steven turned to watch as Driver put two bullets in each of the four bodies at the second position, and then watched as Passenger did the same to Vasili and Charlie.
Aaron’s blood was beginning to boil both because of the desert heat, the fever, and watching his men die. He looked over the boy’s shoulder to the small rise where Pabs and Carter had established their hide site. He saw no movement.
  
 
    “If you are looking for your snipers, one is dead, and the other is too afraid to move.” the boy said, having returned his attention to Aaron. “You’re going to come with us now.”
  
 
    “Kid, you might just want to go ahead and kill me now. Until I turn, I’m only going to be a pain in your collective asses the entire ride back to where ever in the fuck it is that you’re from.”
Pablo’s rifle had been damaged by the shot that had sent him deeper into his hide but, the scope was still in good enough order to use. He’d kept his head down after the bullet had whizzed overhead. He’d stayed there even when the screaming and gunshots began to erupt. It wasn’t until the buzz of the dirk bike began to rise in the distance that he finally felt he could raise his head.
His breathing was shaky as he craned his neck into position. Pulling the scope to his eye, he looked down on the quieted chaos below. Bodies were strewn about the two vehicles, and four men stood near the center. The driver and passenger were returning from each of the trucks to rejoin Aaron and the other man...no...he thought...boy! The new person in the group was a teenage boy. They were standing close to one another talking about something he wished he could hear. The distance made it difficult to get a good view of the boy’s lips, and Aaron had his back turned to him.
His hand didn’t move quickly when it reached down and withdrew the pistol at his hip. It was a fluid movement that spoke of a trained hand. The barrel was placed against Aaron’s forehead. He saw the back of his head explode nearly a full second before the sound reached his ears. His friend and leader fell back onto the ground...dead.
The scream nearly escaped his throat before he was able to choke it back down. He gritted his teeth until he felt that they would shatter. His body clenched into an extended fetal position as though releasing a silent scream that wracked his entire body. The release was necessary, it would clear his mind and make him sharper when he killed the little piece of shit down the road. 
  
 
    Steven returned his pistol to its holster, and turned to the others before saying, “We have what Mother sent us for, and we have done what was asked by their leadership. Let’s go.”
  
 
    “What about their sniper?” Driver asked.
  
 
    “He’s either dead or too scared to come after us.” he looked off in the direction where the hide site. A part of him through it might be best to check, make sure that they were both dead. But they had retrieved the information, and even if their second man were alive, they were going to torch the vehicles before they left. He’d be dead in days under the desert heat. “Salvage what you can from the men and trucks, and then burn everything. Burn it all.”
  
 
    He delivered the order so easily he wondered if there had ever been a time when he was not as he was. Without a second thought, he returned to their truck and called Mother. He gave her a detailed rundown of the events, and she seemed pleased with his actions, and those of his men. 
Pride was the emotion he should have felt here. He hung up the phone. Pride was the emotion, he said aloud to himself as though it made it real somewhere inside his emotionless mind.
  
 
    Pride was the emotion.

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Observational Notes: Hunter Evolution – The Herds
  
 
    As mentioned previously, survival rates, once one was infected, were low in the first weeks and months, even year. The plague spread quickly through the population, appearing to do so almost overnight. The parasite spread through the major watersheds quickly. Bombs, modified from a standard type used by international Psychological Operations units to deliver leaflets enabled the efficient contamination of identified targets. That these were also the primary sources of what little fresh water remained in the Colony was of paramount importance in the military operation that infected the Colonist population. 
The Lone Wolves of the first phase of the operation were a short-lived event in the Hunter evolution. It was the second phase that lasted the longest, though a third phase is still ongoing, it is considered to be nothing more than a branch of the Herd phase of evolution. 
The Herds began as food sources began to migrate away from or, into the population centers. The away groups being game animals and, the two groups being the asymptomatic human population. Most herds followed the easier to take game animals that moved in search of refuge from the growing urban populace. There was a high level of displacement for rural populations as this occurred. Though this was very counter-intuitive since there is evidence to suggest that locations which drew their fresh water from wells saw significantly diminished rates of infection. 
The Herds that followed these animals saw higher rates of survival than those that chose to hunt the urban area populations. The Nomadic Hunters, as they have come to be called, grew in size and are considered the progenitors of the majority of the current Hunters seen today with the initiation of phase three. 
These herds not only grew in size but, also in the sophistication of hunting tactics. They would eventually adopt many of the old ways of hunting parties not seen since the extinction of both tribal natives and free-roaming bison. Much like other animals, they would only kill as much as their population demanded, and hunting grounds set away from the cities would see a recovery in game populations while those nearer saw the opposite. 
Hunter Herds that made their homes nearer to urban areas saw their populations reduced but, not decimated. Many would take up camp in abandoned structures near the fringe and excursions would be taken into the inhabited areas for prey. Hunting parties could be observed with both male and female members but, it was these hunts that would see the greatest casualty rates for the herds. 
The only main difference between the two types of herds was the locations in which they chose to hunt. Additionally, city Hunters would tend to feast in the location where they caught their prey making them more susceptible to the roving patrols that sought to secure the borders.
Hunter Herds would ultimately begin to settle into somewhat agrarian societies which formed the basis for the so far final, evolution of the Hunter species. While they have become more docile than the Lone Wolves, they pose a more significant threat to the remaining human population of the Colony. Groups have been able to gain footholds in major cities like Chicago, Los Angeles, and the Dallas/Fort Worth area. 
Many possess vastly improved tactics, bordering on military level efficacy. They have developed the ability to channel prey into specific areas called kill zones. There is an observable division of labor post-kill, just as there is during the hunts and while in camp. The more highly organized groups see a male majority hunting party whereas, most of the domestic duties fall to the female population. 
The evolutionary development was certainly unexpected and remains to be seen just how much more their burgeoning society will change in the years to come.



Chapter 28
  
 
    Mathematics made sense to Jesus. It was logical, straightforward.  Each process following from one into the next. There were variables, sure, but they were all too easily dealt with so long as you could grasp the procedure which brought you to the solution. People would always complain that they could never understand math, he never understood these people. 
Jesus came from a rough part of Abilene, if such a thing ever existed in the mid-90s when he was just entering high school. There were gangs in town, sure. They even had a healthy drug trade going on under the thin veneer of Wholesome Christian city. But in all honesty, he'd grown up somewhat sheltered from all of this.
His father had come to the states as a day laborer, and eventually applied for and attained his citizenship. He worked long days laying bricks for the various housing developments going up around that time. And even on the meager salary, he provided a stable life for his family. Jesus had always respected that about his father. It was something he'd always tried to carry forward in his own life, take care of the people out care about. 
That's what was killing him the most at the moment. The woman he loved was dead, and he'd been not only helpless to stop it, he hadn't even noticed it had happened. He tried to make excuses about the battle getting through OKC but, even that had been mild by comparison to the other fights the two of them had been through in the early days of the Walls and the Infection. He'd failed, and she was dead.
Jesus' mother had been a devoutly religious woman but, she had never forced this on him. She understood that he was different from her in that sense. The most she had ever done was impart upon him a strict understanding of what got you by in life, and what got you killed. He never joined any of the gangs that roamed his neighborhood.
If his father had given him his devotion to friends and family, it had been his mother that had instilled in him his ability to move through the world largely unnoticed. They had both given him the work ethic that had taken him all the way from Abilene, Texas to the halls of MIT. 
"You can’t do anything great if you're dead, Miho." His mother used to tell him. His father would echo this.
He'd met Juliette there. They quickly became inseparable and changed their majors to match so that they could even have the same schedules for classes. They were in their senior year when the walls had gone up. They were graduated less than a year when the first news of the infection broke.
Both were working on the Island formerly known as NYC when the deportations began, and they were quickly evacuated from the island when the UN took it over. With nowhere to live, and America falling apart, they decided to head back to Abilene by way of her family's home in Nashville.
The infection spread rapidly from coast to coast, and North to South. The roads became clogged with abandoned vehicles from the people that died on their way to where ever it was they thought might provide treatment. The first Brigades were standing up, and Hunters were only just beginning to get violent towards other humans. It was a difficult journey, to say the least.
Her family liked Jesus. You're not like the garbage she usually brings home, her father used to joke. They'd had to kill him when the infection took him a year before the left with Adam. Her mother had died giving birth so, his critical standards for his daughter's love interests was understandable. Jesus always felt welcome when they visited, and honored that he had agreed to their marriage. It had been hard to pull the trigger.
The legitimate marriage had never happened since the government had fallen apart too rapidly for them to ever get it down on paper. They had a small ceremony at his parents' house with a few friends. Her father had given them their vows. They were man and wife so far as either of them were concerned. That was really all that mattered in the end. 
They had buried her on a dirt road just outside of OKC. He appreciated that neither Adam nor Scratch had tried to offer comforting words. They'd have only served to send him back into the city to kill more of the attackers, and himself as well. His mother's warning echoed in his head, "You can't do anything great if you're dead, Miho."
Jesus understood mathematics but, he was still trying to understand love, and it's evil twin, grief























  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29
  
 
      
 
    The group had been in the planning stages for so long that Heinrich wasn't sure any of them could really remember when it had all come together. The possibility that everyone had been engaged in some abstract version of their endeavor was highly likely. The Icelanders had admitted in a roundabout way that there had been escapees from the subject roundups that had "never been found". The slight smile a good indication that there had been a certain level of intention behind not finding the escapees. 
But that had been before the infection. This would be a very different enterprise. The entire group would likely be infected even if they weren't symptomatic. He'd already observed subjects like James Clarence that testified to that fact. The group's bodily fluids would have to be avoided at all costs in order to prevent spreading the infection outside the Colony. 
The plan would take place in three phases, and require near-perfect execution. And no small amount of luck.
The first phase involved a high jacking of specific security systems in order to compromise protocols. Randy, apart from being a famous rock star, was also amazingly adept at cybersecurity and, by extension, attacks as well. He'd explained his methodology but, it had gone well over Heinrich's head. He still struggled with emails from time to time. Put simply, he'd override video feed, lighting systems, and communications in order to give the retrieval team, the Icelanders, time to cross Lake Michigan and make landfall in Chicago. Heinrich would be going in with them. That much had been non-negotiable.
The second phase of the Phase involved the movement of the retrieval team from the Canadian side of Lake Michigan across to the extraction point on the Chicago shore. The trip would take around 5 hours one way. Their contact in the city had already lined up a hide site for the boat since there wouldn't be nearly enough night to make the round trip.
The Chicago contact was a serious gamble but, in his messages, Adam had assured Heinrich that they guy was good people. One more body to get across the lake, he thought. 
They'd stash the boat once they picked up the group. Hide sites would be hard to come by in the part of the city that the meeting was planned for. Once the group was on board, and any entanglements released, the contact would guide them to the site. There would be a guard rotation through the day while sleeping, eating, and refit was conducted. Once night fell again, Randy would restart phase 1, and phase 2 would end when they were all back in Canada. Then...there was phase 3 to contend with.
Phase 3 involved moving the group from the landing site back to Heinrich’s home undetected. This aspect of the plan was being facilitated by Francois. He’d managed to secure three stretch limos by some means Heinrich still was not fully aware, and they had been fitted with credentials that denoted the occupants were high ranking UN officials. There was little chance they’d be stopped as they made their way from the beach to the house. They might even acquire an impromptu police escort in the process.
Nikki would be with Francois and would be tracking their timeline to ensure that they were where they were supposed to be, when they were supposed to be there.  Arrive too early, and people start to pry. Too late, and you run the risk of exposing the group to the UN patrols. The UN credentials could only do so much before someone caught the scent of bullshit. 
Start to finish the plan would take 48 hours. And everyone from top to bottom had to be on their game that night!




Chapter 30
  
 
      
 
    “So, when do we leave?” Adam asked.
  
 
    “I’ve told you already, when Steven gets back,” Kansas said looking down from where she was straddling him rising up and down.
  
 
    He spun her off the top of him and onto her back, she gave a playful yelp. “You’ve said we’re leaving when you Hunter kid gets back but, that doesn’t tell me when!” he thrust himself into her harder.
  
 
    “The day after that...” her voice caught in her throat as he slid in and out of her in a slow rhythm, “we’ll be on the road. I’ve already got my people getting ready. Fuck, I forgot how good you are!” she smiled up at him but, her smile turned to a grimace, and her face began to melt away. 
The punch to his gut tore away the daydream that he’d built to shield himself from what was going on in the interrogation room. It was a trick he’d picked up during one or two schools his units had sent him to which required a little “hands-on” training. It had served him well on a couple of occasions but, now it was losing its effectiveness.
  
 
    I asked you a question, Adam. You will answer it! 
  
 
    “What was the question again?” Adam knew the question. Who was helping you inside the Colony? He stared at the sickly man.
  
 
    Are you going to tell us who it was that helped you escape? Who were you working with inside the Colony, Mr. Evans?
  
 
    “Why are you so concerned about what’s going on inside the Colony?” Adam asked. “It really doesn’t affect you. The Brigades have been attacking the walls since their construction began, and refugees have been attempting to escape ever since.” 
  
 
    But your group were the first to escape. We want to know how you did it. We’re only interested in your escape.
  
 
    “You should really be more concerned with what’s going to happen outside the walls should that shit you all infected us with gets out,” Adam’s voice was ominous. “But asking me who helped us escape would be like asking who attacked the wall yesterday. There’s too many to list. And I doubt you’re going to send in UN Special Forces to take them down.”
  
 
    First off, the infection escaping is an impossibility, Mr. Evans. I have been assured there are fail-safes in place to prevent such eventualities from coming to fruition. As for the list of names, I guess you’re right, it really isn’t important. I’m sure we have most of them. They were apart of your party, were they not?
  
 
    “You guessed it! You caught the entire plot.” He said with a small flourish of his cuffed hands.
  
 
    Please, try not to be condescending, Mr. Evans.
  
 
        “Do you know what it’s like to be infected?” Adam asked. “What it’s like to watch someone you love turn?”
Enlighten me, Mr. Evans.
  
 
    The three Hunters arrived back in Riley the next day. Steven came up to the Custer house to meet with Kansas, "Mother" as he called her. Adam sat quietly but, all the while feeling a strange pang each time the boy said the word. Had the two of them ever had children would this have been the result? He couldn't shake the feeling that that was far nearer the reality that should have been rather than the lie he'd been living all those years in Texas.
He didn't regret his time with his wife and son, just wondered at the strangeness of choice. Had he stayed with Darla...Kansas...the possibility of them having kids like Steven would have been all too certain. He wasn't sure whether he was warmed or put off by the idea. Either way, he was less than at ease with the situation he was witnessing at the moment.
  
 
    "I take it we held up our end of the deal with the AMB?" Kansas said with a smile.
  
 
    "Yes, Mother." Steven replied without emotion, and then continued, "There was a sniper that I believe was wounded but, the desert heat should take care of him."
  
 
    "Their equipment?"
  
 
    "We scavenged what was useful, and burned the vehicles." 
  
 
    "Good, Steven." She stood and crossed the room to him, "The emotion is pride."
  
 
    "I feel pride," he said, the response toneless.
  
 
    Jesus leaned into Adam's ear and whispered, "What the fuck kind of Jim Jones, Heaven's Gate, Waco shit are we watching, bro?"
  
 
    He stifled a laugh, "It's how she controls them." Part of him was impressed by what she has accomplished, "She's given them a phase sense of emotion."
  
 
    "What're you saying? Like, they're trained?"
  
 
    "Seems like it."
Steven looked in their direction, his cold eyes studying them.
  
 
    Jesus couldn't resist, "Nothing but pain for you in this direction, kid." he said with a big grin.
  
 
    "Adam, control your homie," the gun was leveled in Jesus' direction, as Kansas spoke her warning, "or I will do it for you."
  
 
    "He's just a fucking Hunter." Jesus protested, pulling his own and pointing it at Steven, "What does it matter? They're expendable!"
Steven's movements were far faster than anyone expected. Adam had never seen one move that quick. But in fractions of a second Jesus was not only disarmed but, flat on his ass with the Hunter child on top of him with a knife to his throat.
Adam remained silent. Kansas now stood over the kid's shoulder looking down on Jesus.
  
 
    "Remember this," she said, menace creeping into her voice, "you're all more expendable than him, to me!"
  
 
    The kid backed off with a pat on the shoulder. Jesus looked to Adam with a look that said, "I guess I had that coming". At least he understood that much, Adam thought.
  
 
    "We good?" Kansas smiled, her tone lightening.
  
 
    "Good as we're gonna be," Jesus replied, getting to his feet.
Steven's actions hadn't been out of any kind of emotional response to Jesus' comment. He'd merely been acting in self-defense. Any facial expressions had been due to the effort of manipulating Jesus' weight. Adam was still trying to get a grip on what he'd just watched transpire. Hunters could move fast when they needed to but, he'd never seen one move as fast as Steven.
Adam had lost himself in thought while Kansas and Jesus continued talking. In a vague way, he could feel the Hunter's eyes on him but, he ignored this. His mind was grasping at the incorporeal strands that made up his cognitive function. He was trying to put together phantom pieces of information to make a coherent appraisal of the situation. Infected didn’t create attachments with Hunters. That was just a simple fact of survival in the Colony. But here was Kansas a woman who, in all the time that Adam had known her, had only forged attachments with two other people, Cowboy and himself, and she appeared to have developed as close a relationship with this Hunter child. The situation only made sense in one of two possibilities. The first being that she was using a false attachment in order to control the boy, as well as the other 299 Hunters down in the hangars or…
The realization hit him in the chest with a force for which he was not prepared.
  
 
    “Jesus, Steven, please leave for a moment.” Jesus started to protest but, thought better of it when he saw Adam’s face. Steven looked to Kansas who gave him a small nod, and he exited.
There was a long tense silence that hung in the air, at least what remained after his thought has sucked the majority out of the room. They looked at one another for a long time. He searched her face for something, anything that might provide an affirmation of the first eventuality but, there was nothing. In that moment he knew she knew what was on his mind, and he knew she knew he knew. That thought alone was dizzying in the required words that strung it into reality.
  
 
    “How long have you known?” she asked, her voice low and measured.
  
 
    “Just now,” Adam replied, placing his head in his hands. “Is he...”
  
 
    “Yes,” she sat down in the chair next to him, “he is.” She placed her hand on his back, it was the first time she’d touched him without the promise of sexual gratification.
  
 
    “When did it happen?” he turned to face her.
  
 
    “Shortly before your last deployment to Afghanistan, right after you met her.” 
  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?”
  
 
    “Why would I, Adam?” her tone changed, becoming slightly indignant, “You’d already left me, and you were going off to kill people halfway around the world without me.”
  
 
    “I still should have been told, Darla!” he stood and walked to a window that overlooked the old parade field. 
  
 
    “Maybe, but that was my choice, and I’ve had to live with that for 17 years.” she joined him, “You’re just now finding out, and you’ll have to live with it from here on out. Consider it my revenge.”
  
 
    He turned to face her, “Darla, he’s our son! You can’t just use him like this!”
  
 
    “I am the one that has looked out for him since all of this shit started.” she said, punctuating the statement with the hard jab of her finger in his chest, “When I gave him up the family agreed to keep in contact with me, and let me be a part of his life when he got older. He’s never known, and he never will! Do you understand!”
Adam wanted to argue but, the ground on which he stood was shaky at best, and falling apart at worst. He nodded.
  
 
    “Tell me about him,” he said, his voice gentle as he took her in his arms.
They stood there at the window, her head on his chest while she told him about the son he never knew. He’d been born two years before the walls went up. He’d been a bright child, and athletic. He like Power Rangers and Ninja Turtles when he was little, and music and martial arts when he got into his tweens and early teens. Adam joked that that explained his ability to put Jesus on his ass so quickly. They laughed quietly together at this. The adoptive parents had been taken by the infection, they’d never became Hunters but, Steven was a stronger kid that any of them had expected. They contacted Kansas just before they died to ask that she come for Steven. She’d traveled to Salina, Kansas to pick him up, and given the parents the mercy of quick deaths. They had thanked her in the moments before, a fact that Adam would later confirm with Cowboy. 
  
 
    “Had he already turned when you picked him up?” Adam broke in.
  
 
    “No, but he was already heading in that direction.”
  
 
    He felt the tears moistening the front of his shirt. She never cried. “Tell me everything.”
She’d brought him back to the Custer house when they returned from Salina. Only her and the three others, Cowboy among them, knew about the boy. She kept him in the house for the duration of the Change, as she called it. The fever caused the boy to go into a delirious state, one that Adam had seen time and again but, most notably with his wife and son. He vomited buckets for days, and hardly kept down even the lightest of foods or liquids. Every movement made the child cry out in pain, and even in the last days before the change, he was still barely able to move. The story was hard to hear but, Adam knew that he had to listen to understand where Kansas was coming from. He had to know all that she had endured on her own so that he could be a faithful partner to her and, maybe, a father to the Hunter he now knew to be his son.
There was a knock at the door. They both knew it was Cowboy without looking. 
  
 
    “Kansas, I’m here for good,” Adam said, looking down into her eyes, “...for both of you.”
  
 
    “Please, Adam...” she said, “call me Darla.”
  
 
    “Darla, I love you.” He didn’t allow her to respond before he kissed her deeper than he ever had. “Come in,” he said when he pulled away.
  
 
    “I love you too,” she whispered as the door opened and Cowboy entered with Jesus, Steven, and now Scratch in tow. 
She never said, I love you.
Adam looked the agent over. The sweats were just beginning. His fever would increase over the next twelve hours. Soon there would be the delirium setting in, that would make the interrogations more interesting. The vomiting would start shortly after. Heinrich had told him that there were only a few people that knew about the body fluids transmission mechanism, he hoped that that was still the case. The sadistic part of his mind wanted to see the rest of the world infected. He wanted them to all experience the devastating impact of watching the ones they loved get sick, die in their arms, or become Hunters and begin to prey upon them. 
He could tell the agent wasn’t believing a word he said. It didn’t matter, he’d find out soon enough that it was all too real. With any luck, he’d already infected his family. 
 
      
 
    “How’re you feeling, agent?” he asked, half-smiling.
















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31
  
 
      
 
    Adam had given Scratch the use of the Ranger when they’d arrived in Riley. He’d wanted to get out of the area to clear his head. OKC had been rough, and he needed the time alone. Kansas had told him that Manhattan was a Clear City, but Topeka, 45 minutes to the East, was crawling with Hunters. Mostly former politicians and bureaucrats that had worked there before the fall. He said he’d take his chances with Topeka, he wanted to kill Hunters instead of people for a change. 
  
 
    “Watch out for the big cats.” Cowboy had warned with a laugh.
  
 
    “Big Cats?” he’d asked.
  
 
    “Yeah, the dumb fucks tried to hunt them in their enclosures at the zoo and they got loose. Three lions and four tigers are roaming the city now.”
  
 
    “Sounds like fun,” he said and then drove away.
  
 
    Manhattan was a KTP controlled city so, they already knew who he was, and gave him only a small amount of grief when he came into one of the bars they were running there. They made their own beer and liquor. A benefit of being the state’s most powerful group was that you attracted people with all sort of talents. They’d been able to bring in both a brewmaster and master distiller. 
  
 
    “Too young, kid!” the barman shouted as he came in.
  
 
    “Seriously?” It was the first time in a while, outside of the usual banter from Jesus, that someone had given him any amount of shit for being young.
  
 
    “Fuck no, kid!” the barman laughed, and a few of the Kings in the room joined in, “What the fuck do we care if you have a drink. Times they are a-changing’ as Dylan would’ve said.”
  
 
    “Who?” Scratch had only heard the name from Adam, and knew he’d been a musician but, he’d never heard anything from the man. 
  
 
    “Sit your ass at the bar and I’ll give you a lesson, kid.” he slapped the bar, indicating where Scratch was supposed to place himself, and went to the draft and began pouring him a pint of a dark beer. “This whole Colony bullshit has turned us into a bunch of uncultured fucking swine!” he shouted over his shoulder as Scratch took his seat. “I mean, we were that before the walls and infection, probably why they both happened, I guess. But for fuck's sake, if we haven’t taken that shit and ran with it in the years since!” 
He placed the beer down in front of Scratch. He was impressed that he’d managed not to spill a drop even though it was filled to the brim. The bar was in a basement, and he’d found it by accident while driving through an area Cowboy had told him was called Aggieville. The sign out from had said it was called Auntie Mae’s, and it was unlike any other place he’d ever seen. He loved it instantly. 
  
 
    “Hey, Fuckface, come here!” the barman called to a guy sitting in a booth behind them. 
  
 
    The man rose without seeming insulted by the name and sauntered over, clearly buzzed but, not quite drunk. “Yeah?”
  
 
    “Go put on some Dylan for the kid!” the man began to move but, turned back after a step, “The old stuff...60s era.”
  
 
    “Gotcha!” he continued to the jukebox on by the wall to the left of the bar and began to punch in selections.
  
 
    “So, you’re part of that new group that just came in right?” the barman asked.
  
 
    “Yeah, came from Texas,” Scratch said, taking a sip of his beer. It was smooth and had a slight coffee aftertaste. “What is this?”
  
 
    “Coffee stout,” he said, “It’s a good start for you young ones.” he laughed without insult, “You have to go through OKC?”
  
 
    “Yeah, we lost one there.”
  
 
    “How many did you start with?”
  
 
    “Three.”
  
 
    “Fuckin’ serious, kid?” 
  
 
    He didn’t understand the shock in the man’s voice, “Yeah, why is that such a shock?” he laughed.
  
 
    “Chicago is the worst place I’ve heard of in all the years since this shit popped off, and OKC is the only place that gives it a run for its money!” he reached over and slapped him on the shoulder, “You and your friends have got some goddamn balls rolling through that place with one truck and three people!”
  
 
    “It wasn’t that bad.” he lied, “But we’re going to Chicago soon. Is it really that bad?”
  
 
    “Kid, that place is a Hunter stronghold!” the humor was gone from his voice, and they were rejoined by Fuckface, “You hearing this shit, Fuckface?”
  
 
    “What?”
  
 
    “The kid and his people are headed up Chi-town way!”
  
 
    “Bullshit!” Fuckface said, turning his attention to Scratch, “You seriously want to go to that Hunter hive?”
  
 
    “No,” he took a sip of his beer, “but we don’t really have much choice now do we? It’s the only way out of the Colony.”
  
 
    “Look, kid,” the barman broke in, “Outside of the abductions that happened a few years before the infection, no one gets out of the Colony. Even the people that were taken back then, probably when you were just an actual kid, were brought back within a few weeks. That’s probably how the fuckin’ infection started to begin with.”
  
 
    “How can you be so sure?”
  
 
    Fuckface spoke up, sounding moderately more sober, “Because we’ve been there, both of us, kid. We tried to get out of the Colony when we were younger. When we were dumber.” he held up a couple fingers to the barman, “Another Clint.”
  
 
    “What happened?”
  
 
    “We were members of the Rocky Mountaineers back then,” he continued as Clint returned with a pint, “Considered the worst of the Brigades, right?”
  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard of them.”
  
 
    “Then you know about all the bullshit we got into back when the walls were going up. Well, we tried to make an assault on the Canadian wall just after it had been completed, up near Chi-town.”
Fuckface told the story of the failed assault, and Clint filled in what he couldn’t remember or, what he wasn’t there for. They’d lost nearly all of their assault group. Half would end up run down into Chi-town, several hundred miles from the border, by a UN Special Forces team. Two of their people had been taken alive, and a third man had been balled up with them that neither of them knew. They were the only ones to out of the remaining six that made it out of Chicago alive. 
  
 
    “We left the RM and came back down here after that,” Clint said. 
  
 
    “You’re both from here?” Scratch asked.
  
 
    “Yeah, born and raised.” Fuckface laughed, “Used to be a pretty cool town, great little music scene.”
  
 
    “So, what’s your name, kid?” Clint asked, “So I can stop calling you kid.”
  
 
    “Scratch” he replied. 
  
 
    “Guessing that’s not your real name.”
  
 
    “No, but I can’t really remember my real name.” he took another sip, draining the last of the beer, “Doesn’t really seem like something I’d want to hang on to after my parents tried to kill me.”
  
 
    “Well, Scratch,” Fuckface said, “if that’s what you want to be called, we’ll call you that. Sounds like you’ve probably earned the name anyway.”
Clint brought him another beer and took the empty glass. They continued talking for another two beers, the hints of friendship only beginning to blossom. Scratch had forgotten about his plans to head out for Topeka. He’d felt at home with Adam but, this was something entirely different to him. 
Adam had always treated him more like a son than an equal. These two, men that had been all over the Colony talked to him as though they had fought together through the fall, the walls, and the infection. They treated him as an equal. He stayed in town for the next several days, staying with Clint and Fuckface at an apartment they shared near the city park only a few blocks walk from the bar.
Scratch decided over the course of those days that he would stay in Manhattan and join the KTP. He had no interest in anymore in traveling north to Chicago, trying to escape, or anything outside of the small world of the Colony. There was nothing, he decided, outside of the walls for him. He’d found his home. The hard part would be telling Adam. But he’d get to that when the time came, and not before. 




















  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32
  
 
      
 
    They were only days from putting their plan into action, and there was a growing sense of unease within the group. Tempers did not flare but, people seemed to be on pins and needles...eggshells as the euphemism went. There was little humor in their conversations, though the Icelanders shared none of the same discomforts as the rest of them. They remained the same as they had ever been. It seemed that there was a switch in them which allowed them to pass from jovial giants into the massive terrifying killers, which Heinrich knew them to be just under the surface. 
  
 
    “You all really need to calm down,” Lars said from where he sat near the wall. He was cleaning one of the weapons they’d be taking with them on the retrieval mission, “If you don’t, someone will ruin this whole mission.”
  
 
    “How do you suppose we do that?” Francois said from the front of the map detailing the routes.
  
 
    “It is simple,” Erik chimed in as he entered the room, “stop thinking about it.”
  
 
    “It is damn eerie how the two of you do that!” Francois said, jumping slightly at Erik’s voice.
  
 
    “It’s why we work so well together.” Lars said, “We know what one another is thinking at all times. We don’t have to speak when we’re in a hostile area.”
Heinrich smiled at the conversation. Aside from Randy, Erik and Lars were two the people he was glad to have on his side. The idea of them being his enemy scared him more than their plot being found out. 
Nikki came into the room and sat down next to Heinrich. She’d been on the computer with her parents back in Ireland. The baby was fine. Her parents had said hello. They’d been left completely in the dark about the whole situation. Heinrich and Nikki had agreed on this point of sending their son there. They needed to have deniability should the two of them be arrested. If they didn’t know what Heinrich and Nikki had done, the baby would be allowed to stay with them, and they wouldn’t be arrested. The UN was at least reasonable in that regard. They made every effort to only punish the Guilty.
Heinrich had been grappling with the concept of guilt during the last few days. While it was true that what they were doing certainly made them criminals in the eyes of the United Nations, and the rest of the world as well for that matter. Were they really doing the wrong thing morally by helping Adam and his group escape the Colony? 
If they were successful in their mission they would be exposing the world to a parasite that stood the chance of causing the same kind of situation that was being observed in the Colony. There was no question that further infection was a real possibility. But there was a certain poetic justice nature to that coming to fruition. The UN knew what they were doing when they contracted him to develop the parasite. If there had been any question as to the effects of N. accidia, they had been laid to rest when he’d given his presentation. There was blood on their collective hands. The remaining question was whose crime was the direr of the two. But blood was still blood regardless of whose it was or, how much there might be. 
Francois was the newest addition to the group, and Heinrich had been hesitant to involve his friend but, had done so at the behest of both Nikki and Randy. They had argued that it would be the only way to get the kind of escort they would need to get from the coast back to their home in Toronto. The conversation had gone about as well as Heinrich had expected. Even with the two Icelanders and the Dutchman present. Francois wasn’t the kind of person that was intimidated, and he called them on it from the moment they met at the cafe.
  
 
    “First off, Henry,” Francois began, as he sat across from him, “you can fuck yourself with your three goons behind me!” he turned to face them, “Do you think you three are inconspicuous? You’re fucking giants in a world of Hobbits and Dwarves!”
He’d tried to deny his assertion but, Francois was far too intelligent to be swayed by his counter.
  
 
    “I have known you far too long, Henry,” he said, a smile creeping to the corners of his lips. “Whatever it is that you are going to ask me, the answer is already, yes. You needn’t bring intimidation into the discussion, nor is it required to ensure my silence should my answer have been, no.”
  
 
    “But you haven’t even heard what I’m here to tell you, Frank.”
  
 
    “I do not need to hear it. You are my one and only friend, Henry.” he pulled out a cigarette, and lit it before he continued, “Whatever you are needing from me, you will have it without question.”
  
 
    “You’ve started smoking?”
  
 
    “Yes,” he said, exhaling a plume sharply, “my life has been murder since your little bullshit fight with Randy on television! Who did you expect to fool with that?”
  
 
    “And cussing too?” Heinrich chuckled, “Clearly you weren’t fooled by it. What about the UN? The rest of the world? I haven’t followed any of it?”
  
 
    “No, you two were clumsy as two birds fucking on a power line in a windstorm!” The Dutchman laughed in spite of himself from the next table, “It is not funny, asshole. I’ve been having to answer for that ever since!” he returned his attention to Heinrich, “You two fooled everyone else but, not me, Henry. I know you far too well, and I know that you are not a fighter, you never have been. I only wish you would have told me before you did that. I could have been prepared for the fallout.”
  
 
    “I’m sorry for that, Frank.” Heinrich said, with real remorse, “I wasn’t sure who I could trust, you have to understand that.”
  
 
    “I am more than a little offended that you felt you could not trust me.”
  
 
    “Yeah, I’m a real prick for that but, what we’re doing puts us at great risk. I didn’t want to involve you if I didn’t have to.”
  
 
    “Well, you’ve involved me now.” he stubbed out the cigarette, “What have you gotten yourself into? What is it you need me to do?”
Heinrich told him everything they were planning. If he was surprised by any of it, Francois gave no indication. He nodded when appropriate, and offered corrections when their plan was weak in certain points. They were there for several hours before they had come to a conclusion, and Francois had a clear understanding of the plan as a whole and the part which he was to play. 
  
 
    “You know we’re dead if they catch us, right?” Francois said when Heinrich finished.
  
 
    “Yes, I do,” he said in a grave tone, “and that’s something that we are all prepared for should it happen. But we need your help if this is to even stand a chance of being successful.”
  
 
    “You have it, my friend,” he placed his hand on top of Heinrich's, “You would have had it from the start had. You had only to ask for it.”
They stood from their table and shook hands before Francois left. He said he’d be in touch once he’d worked out things on his end. There were a number of details that would require a great deal of maneuvering on his end, something he was adept at but, these things would take time. He’d called a week later once he’d been able to procure the credentials and vehicles. With that the final details were in place...they were as ready as they could be.
All that remained was the word from the Chicago contact that Adam and his group had arrived. So...they waited.








  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33
  
 
      
 
    The heat in Kansas was no better than what he’d known in California or, the Middle East for that matter. While it wasn’t in the triple digits, the overwhelming lack of shade was something with which he hadn’t expected to contend. The massive hunk of metal under which he was currently hidden didn’t help the situation. It radiated heat down upon him and caused him to sweat far more than he had in a long time. He’d already worked it up while moving the three-man team from the position after killing them, and now it came down in buckets.
The airfield below was abuzz with activity. People were coming and going between three massive hangars and vehicles parked around them. He watched them through the scope of his newly acquired rifle. The fight through Denver had been rough but, at least he’d come out of the whole thing with something useful. 
He’d spotted the kid once or twice but, taking a shot in this place would have been foolish at best and the last thing he did at worst. He could be patient. He could wait for the right time. If he shot from this position they’d know in an instant where the round had come from, and he’d have a long hard skirmish trying to get out of the area before they took him down. No...he could wait...he could be patient. 
  
 
    Cowboy and the others had gone ahead to the airfield leaving Adam, Darla, and Steven in the Custer house. There was only a slight awkwardness in the short silence that followed. 
  
 
    “Steven, you are going to be going with us on the road to Chicago,” Darla said.
  
 
    “Yes, Mother.” he replied, and then looked to Adam, “Are you going to be coming with us?”
  
 
    “It was kind of my idea so, yeah, I guess we’re all stuck together.” Adam joked, the boy saw no humor in his words.
  
 
    “Mother has told about what you did in OKC,” he continued, “That is a dangerous place, I have been there. We lost many in fights through that city.”
Adam gave a shocked look in Darla’s direction, she seemed unaffected.
  
 
    Steven went on, “If she trusts you, then I do as well...Adam.”
His name fell clumsily from the boy's tongue. Like the flavor of a newly discovered foreign food that he had yet to decide whether he liked or not. 
“Well...”Adam stammered, “I appreciate your confidence in…”
  
 
    “You will call him Father, Steven.” Darla interrupted, “You will show him the same loyalty that you show to me. If he gives an order, it is as if I gave it myself. Do you understand?”
  
 
    “Yes, Mother, I understand,” he said as though he were a soldier being given an order.
  
 
    Adam was stuck with a strange sense of unease by all of this, and excused himself to gather his faculties.
  
 
    “Mother,” Steven asked, “Adam, why is he not like us?”
  
 
    “Father,” she corrected, “And he is very much like us, Steven. But when people are presented with new information they tend to take time to process such things.”
  
 
    “And Father has been given new information?”
  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled, “He has been given information in a number of different ways this morning. It will take time for him to wrap his head around all of it. But rest assured that he has done far worse than either you or I. He will get us out of the Colony, and there will be more bodies than either of us can count lying in his wake.”
Steven said nothing to this, just nodded and accepted her words with the same resignation that marked his kind. Darla looked him over. He looked so much like his father. The way that he carried himself, his piercing blue eyes, everything screamed of Adam’s genetics. She had chosen a good man with which to propagate the species. She smiled at him as Adam returned to the room. 
  
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked.

  
 
    Cowboy and Scratch had already had the talk about him staying behind with the KTP. He welcomed the new addition. It wasn’t every day that you got a young one that required no training. Scratch told Jesus of his plan as they rode from the Custer house down to the airfield. 
  
 
    “You know Adam’s going to try to get you to come with us, right?” Jesus said from the backseat.
  
 
    “Yeah,” Scratch said, a hint of something like sadness coloring his voice. “But this is where I belong. There’s nothing outside the walls for me. I was born into all of this.”
  
 
    “Scratch,” Cowboy chimed, “if you want to stay, you’re more than welcome but, you’ve really got to make sure it’s what you want to do. This isn’t an easy life, and I know you know that. But once they’re on the road, there’s no rejoining them. You’re here for the long haul.”
  
 
    “I know,” Scratch said, slightly irritated. “I’ve weighed my options. That’s why I was gone for all those days. I wanted to make sure that this is what I wanted.”
The truck grew quiet for a minute or two before Jesus broke the silence.
  
 
    “You know I’ll stand behind whatever you decide, kid.” he placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder, “I’ve always had a soft spot for you, ever since Adam caught you raiding his garbage.”
  
 
    “Seriously?!” Cowboy laughed, “You were dumpster diving?”
  
 
    Scratch’s face and tone lightened, “Yeah, a kid’s gotta eat, right?”
  
 
    “That’s true!” Cowboy said, slapping the wheel as they pulled into the hangar grounds, “You ain’t gonna have to worry about that from here on out. The Kings are exactly that, Kings! Every man, woman, and child that lives in our territory has more than they need, and we intend to keep it that way even after Kansas heads out today.”
  
 
    “Scratch,” it was the first time Scratch could recall Jesus using anything other than kid to address him, “You’re family to me, and I know you’re family to Adam, he’s not going to take this easily. You’ve got to be ready for that part of telling him.”
  
 
    “I know,” he said, and allowed the implications to hang in the air as they exited the vehicle.

The heat was not being kind to the bodies around Pablo. The early scent of decay and rot were thick in the air. The smell of death was not unfamiliar to him. There’d been plenty of fights in the past, and more dead than he could count. But this was entirely different from any of those. A separation had been present given his duties as a sniper. He had never had to lie among the dead. This was a closeness he had always wished to avoid. 
Days earlier he had been just as close, knee deep in fact. The flames had taken hours to die to a point that he could even come to within ten feet of the vehicles, the equipment, his brothers. Their charred remains piled haphazardly and doused in gasoline had caused him to wretch three or four times. Arms and legs came torn apart from torsos as he tried to separate them. What remained of their skin sloughed off in his hands with a sickening crackle, gut turning slosh from the fluids just below. Exposed, partially cooked muscle drew the carrion into circles overhead, and he had had to chase them away a time or two. 
He dug holes for them, as deep as he could with only his hands as shovels. The effort of the job had sapped him of precious energy that would be needed in the days or weeks to come. He was not sure how long it might take to find and kill the boy that had murdered his friends. He was going to kill him, this much he knew. There was a debt that required collection. One or both of them would be dead when it was paid.
He placed no markers on their graves, it would have only served to attract unwanted attention to the area. The two burned out trucks were indication enough that something had happened in the area. There was no reason to add to that in some sort of memorial of an event that Pablo would give anything to forget.
There were few words when it was all done. He only made a promise to them that he would make things right before his last breath. He then slid Aaron’s kukuri into his belt, climbed on his bike, and headed east, into the Kings’ territory, and whatever unknown fate that awaited him.

Vehicle engines were rumbling, Kings were moving to and fro and Hunters milled about waiting for orders. They did nothing without being told to do so. Adam marveled at the control Darla possessed over all she had built here. There was a part of him that actually considered staying. 
Darla had been able to secure information from a Brigade out of LA called the Angeles Mountain Brigade that was facilitating their move North towards Chicago. The AMB was unknown to him but, Darla had said that they could be trusted to get them what they needed. All they had asked in return was that her Hunters kill off the team bringing them the information. Certain members of that particular team had grown too powerful within the AMB, and threatened the hold the leadership retained. With Steven’s return, it was clear that the transaction had been a success. 
A group in LA called the Holy-wood Hills Crew, something of a cult in that area, had the name of a guy in Chicago that could help make contact with a group outside the Colony that was looking to get people out. The man was said to be an Infected living among a pack of Hunters, he was something of a legend in the Colony. His name was Barrett.

Scratch was uneasy when he saw Adam approaching. He knew there was no time like the present to tell him about his plans. 
  
 
    “Can we talk, Adam?” he said, his voice barely a whisper over the din of activity.
  
 
    “Sure, kid.” he placed a hand at the boy’s back and guided him around the side of the hangar closest to them, “What’s up?” he asked when they were out of the noise.
  
 
    “I’m staying,” Scratch said.
  
 
    “What?” Adam asked, taking a few steps back, “Why?”
  
 
    “There’s nothing for me out there.”
  
 
    “You can’t be serious.” Adam said, stepping closer, “We’ve come all this way together, kid!”
  
 
    “Please stop calling me kid!” his voice growing stronger than Adam had ever heard, “I haven’t been a kid since I killed those kids that used to chase me from school. I haven’t been a kid since I killed my parents. That’s part of why I don’t want to leave!”
  
 
    “Fine,” Adam said, taking hold of him by the shoulders, “you’re right, I’ll stop calling you kid! I never meant it to be an insult.”
  
 
    “But it is!” he said, shaking himself free of Adam’s grip, “For whatever reason, you’re never going to see me as an adult. You’re always going to be trying to protect me, and that’s not a good thing! For either of us! It’ll end up getting us killed.” his voice returned to a more measured register, “I thank you for everything you’ve done for me but, I’m not going with you to Chicago. That’s your path, and I’m not going to be following you there.”
  
 
    “When did this all come up?” Adam asked, matching Scratch’s tone, “When did you decide all of this?”
  
 
    “While I was in Manhattan, Adam. After OKC I needed some time to think things through, and I found that I needed to be on my own.”
  
 
    “Where are you going to go?”
  
 
    “Here,” he said, “Cowboy has already said that I’m welcomed to stay on with them here, and I’ve accepted the offer. They’ll give me a place to stay, and a position in their group. This is what I want, Adam. Please don’t make it complicated.”
Adam was silent for a long while. The boy that he had found rifling through his trash all those years ago had grown up, and he hadn’t taken notice. He saw Scratch for the first time in a new light. The world of the Colony didn’t allow for children to remain so for too long. You had to grow up fast, and parents, even ad hoc ones, had to let go at some point. He grabbed the boy in a tight embrace. 
  
 
    “You keep your fucking head down, Scratch.” he whispered in his ear, and then pulled back, “Take care of yourself...kid!” he added with a smile and soft punch to the chest.
  
 
    “Fuck you, Adam.” Scratch laughed, “I will...I promise.”
The preparations had been completed, and it was time to get on the road. They each went their separate ways, never to see one another again. There was a heaviness in Scratch’s heart that he had never known. The closest thing to an older brother he had ever known was leaving, and he was going to be on his own. A mixture of concern and excitement fluttered in the pit of his stomach. The future was uncertain from this point on.

Cowboy stood next to Darla at the head of the convoy. They’d been together for so long that the idea of being separated with any sense of permanence was alien to either of them. That all of this was happening felt somehow imaginary. They both knew that words weren’t necessary but, it was Cowboy that started talking first.
  
 
    “You know I’m going to miss you, right?” he said, looking down at her.
  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s only because you’re a little bitch.” she laughed, trying to hide her true feelings.
  
 
    “I’m serious,” he saw through her as he always had, “You don’t always have to be a hard ass!”
  
 
    “Yes, I do, Cowboy,” she said as her stoic face began to quiver, “I have to because it keeps me safe, and it keeps those depending on me safe.”
  
 
    “You have Adam back now, Darla,” he turned her face towards him, “He can take that pressure off of you. Let him!”
  
 
    “What if he leaves again?” tears began to stream down her cheeks.
  
 
    “That’s not going to fucking happen, and you know it!”
 
 
    “The fuck I do!”
  
 
    “The fuck you don’t!” he pulled her closer to him and wiped her cheeks, “He could have run at any point in all of this but, he didn’t. He’s stayed not more than three feet from you since he got here. Do you think he would have let you tie him to a chair if he hadn’t wanted to? Fuck no!”
Darla laughed.
  
 
    Cowboy continued, “He could have torn through this place if he wanted to and you know he’d have come out on the other side without a mark on him. You’ve seen him do it!”
  
 
    “Yeah,” she smiled, “That’s part of what makes him so sexy.”
  
 
    Cowboy shook his head, with a silent chuckle, “You never change do you?”
  
 
    “No, I don’t,” she said, hugging him around his waist.
  
 
    “As I said, if he was going anywhere, he’d have been gone a long time ago. He certainly wouldn’t be taking you and a third of our Hunters with him. That man loves you, he always has. And I think he realizes that now too.”
  
 
    “Please don’t die, Cowboy,” she said, more as an order than a request.
  
 
    “Don’t be stupid while you’re out there!” he responded in kind. 
She pulled his face to hers and kissed him once on each cheek. They both stopped short of actually saying goodbye. The word implied too much finality for either of them. She climbed into the truck next to Adam and took his hand. Cowboy walked away, gathered Scratch, and drove off. Neither could see the tears refusing to fall from their eyes.
    
He watched the trucks start to move, and he made his way back to his bike hidden on the blind side of the hill. The kid had climbed into the lead vehicle. Pablo would let them get down the road a bit before he came out of the fields that lined the 70 headed east. He consulted the map he’d found in Denver and marked out a route that would put him in front of them just North of Kansas City but, he’d wait until St. Louis to take his shot. He was patient...he could wait.



  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34
  
 
      
 
    There was no thrill in the hunt. The hunt was merely a means to an end. The lion does not hate the antelope, nor does the bear hate the deer. People don’t despise the cattle they slaughter for meat, and Hunters have no hate in their hearts for the people. 
Barrett thought about this as he made his way from the stronghold he shared with the Hunters. He thought there had been a flicker of recognition in Calvin’s eyes weeks prior but, nothing had come of it since. He had become adept at hiding anything that betrayed his humanity but, that veneer was growing thinner by the day. 
He’d gone on several other hunts, going out in advance as Calvin had ordered. He’d killed more people in those days and weeks. He had eaten them as well. The guilt had begun to creep into his conscious mind. 
Through all of this Barrett had been able to maintain contact with the Canadian group and Darla through an intricate network of communication pathways. For all the number of people he had killed, there were significantly more which he had not! 
If he was out solitary and caught a group, he would attempt to make contact without notifying the Hunters. More often than not this ended with more dead. But the times when he was able to refrain from firing, he would either help the group make it through the city without incident or, give them a place to lay low. This usually leads to them owing him, and he used this to establish his network. 
He’d made contact with the Canadian group after an encounter with two UNSF soldiers, Erik and Lars. They’d been a godsend if somewhat intimidating in their first meeting. They’d left him with a long-range radio that he could use to contact them in the event he was able to put together a group that wanted out of the Colony. He’d been tempted more times than he could number to call them but, he refrained, waiting for the right time to do so. 
The Holy-wood Hills Crew had made contact with him three months back with word that a massive group was going to be heading in his direction. They were paying the last of their debt to him after he’d escorted a few of their members through Chicago on their way east for some meeting near DC. He’d recognized only a single name, Darla McPherson, she was going by Kansas now. She was looking for passage through the city to the Lake Michigan coast. 
They played catch up when he first made contact; talking about the last mission they’d been on together before she moved to Kansas and he’d gotten out. Then they’d gotten down to business. 
  
 
    “Look, Barrett,” she began, “We know you’re in touch with people outside the Colony. We need you to get them to get us out.”
  
 
    “They say they can make it happen,” he replied, “but I’ve got my own conditions.”
  
 
    “Name it, you know I’ll help you.”
  
 
    “I’m coming with you.”
  
 
    “Fine. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” she paused a moment, “How can you be so sure they’re not trying to pull a new round of abductions?”
  
 
    “Trust me, if you saw the size of the two guys that I’ve been in contact with, you’d know they could have taken me if they wanted to. Besides, they say they’re working with the guy that created the parasite that started the infection.”
  
 
    “Got a name?” she asked.
  
 
    “Some German guy, Heinrich Amsel, I think.”
  
 
    A man’s voice came across the radio, “Say that name again.”
  
 
    “Heinrich Amsel.” he’d said, “You know him?”
  
 
    “Yeah, I know him, very well in fact.” the voice came back, “Do you think you could get something out to him if I sent it your way? It might get his attention. Make him take this whole thing more serious.”
  
 
    “Yeah, I can get it to him. But you’ve gotta get it here quick.”
  
 
    Darla spoke up, “It’ll be there tomorrow. Where and when?”
He’d given her the details for the drop, and met her people shortly after sunrise on the appointed day. The book was handwritten and old. The name on the inside read, Dr. Heinrich Amsel Sr. He wasn’t sure it was the same man or the guy's father. He’d delivered the book to the two Icelanders during an arranged meeting. They seemed pleased by the delivery and promised they’d get the book to the Doctor when they were back on the other side. 
Days later they’d contacted him with a message to get the group to and through Chicago as soon as he could. They said the Doctor was adamant that the group make it to the shore unharmed. Barrett promised to get them there but, added that he was coming with them. They’d agreed to the stipulations, and set up the timeline to be followed. 
The group was on its way, Darla had said they’d be there within the next three days if all went well. That would give leave two days to wait for extraction...if all went well. Nothing had gone well in the Colony for decades, he didn’t expect a group as large as Darla’s to go unnoticed by Calvin and the other Hunters. They were also likely to suspect that someone on the inside had provided assistance. They would certainly be looking for that someone.




















Chapter 35
  
 
      
 
    Calvin had, for a while now, suspected that there was something not quite right about Barrett. Until recently he had let it slide as just a side effect of the sickness that had brought him to the state at which he found himself. But there was a growing sense of...something...did not sit well with him. The feeling did not cause him distress, his mind didn’t allow for such things. What it did allow was the vague perception that Barrett was not what he presented himself to be.
He’d caught him, a number of times, acting in ways which were dissimilar to the rest of the pack. But since Barrett had continued to perform well while they were on the hunt, Calvin had allowed this feeling to go unheeded. 
The feeling had grown into something different over the past few days, however. There was a higher mental acuity that seemed to be taking hold within the pack. Not only could they sense prey from a greater distance but, they could also detect whatever it was in each of them that made them what they are. This scent was absent in Barrett. But because he was still performing on the hunt, he allowed it to pass. He resolved that on the day that he ceased to perform he would remove him from the pack, from the Colony for good. He would become prey, no different from any of the hundreds they’d taken down since the change. 

Word had come through to Calvin that there was a massive group heading north from somewhere in Kansas. Rumor had it that they were on their way to Chicago. The convoy numbered somewhere just over 100, and they included people and their own kind...Hunters as the humans called them. He was apathetic to the term but imagined he would not be opposed to it were he able to feeling anything. 
A group that size would feed the pack for months without the need to ration. Since the Hunters were not native to their territory, they would take them as well as the humans. Should the Hunters in the group prove to be adept fighters he might give them the chance to join their pack but, this was not going to be his primary concern. Food first, he thought, fighters second.
Barrett had been sent out to South-Side that morning. This would be how he proved whether or not he was still a part of the pack. Should he fail to perform in this hunt, he would be taken down along with the rest of them. The logic was cold and calculated...black and white...and without malice. Calvin had no use for anything but this, predators rarely did. The pack would be ready whichever way the hunt played out.















Chapter 36
  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 They’d received word that Adam’s group was on its way to Chicago the day prior, and now the house was alive with activity. Equipment was being loaded into vehicles, the boat had been hidden that night on the Lake’s shore. Guns were being handed out and magazines loaded should the whole mission become a fight. Heinrich didn’t want to have to use them but, he was prepared for the possibility. Erik and Lars had put the group through the wringer with weapons training and, while they were still nowhere near the abilities of the two men, they were able to fire with a proficiency greater than the average policeman or wall guard they stood a chance of encountering. 
Communications systems were checked and rechecked to ensure they were fully functional. The routes were traveled and timed at various times of the day so that the three drivers knew exactly where they were going, and how long it might take should they need to move at times outside those designated in the plan. Everything had to be spot on if they were to succeed. The margin for error was zero, and they all knew the part they had to play. 
Heinrich was lost in thought, looking at a family photo they’d take just before the child had gone to Ireland. He didn’t notice Nikki had come into their room until she placed her hand on his shoulder. He jumped.
  
 
    “That’s going to get you killed, Heinrich,” she said, her voice soft in its criticism.
  
 
    “I know,” he said, “I’m just thinking about...” he trailed off.
  
 
    “Our son.” she finished his thought, “He will be fine with my parents.’
  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, not totally convinced. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her appraisal of the situation; he just knew that there were far too many variables in all of this to make such a statement an effective comfort.
  
 
    “You’re going to have to put him out of your head until this is all over, baby.” she turned him to face her, “If you let this eat at you, you’re not going to make it back from Chicago.”
  
 
    “I have to make this all right.”
  
 
    “You are, and you will.”
  
 
    There was a gentle knock at the door, it was Lars.
  
 
    “Is everything ready?” Heinrich asked.
  
 
    “Yeah,” Lars replied, “We’re all loaded up and ready to go. Frank has the vehicles staged at the building, and the drivers are standing by for word from us that we are on our way back. Two teams are in place near the shore to help get us loaded upon our return.”
  
 
    “Then let's get this done!” he said, kissing Nikki as though it might be the last time. 
  
 
    “I’ll head out to meet up with Frank,” she said and left the room.
  
 
    When she was gone, and out of earshot, Lars turned to Heinrich and spoke, “You will see her again, Doctor. I promise you this.”
  
 
    “You can’t possibly know that.”
  
 
    “Yes, I can,” Lars took a few steps closer to him, “Erik and I have already laid plans of our own, independent of the rest of the group.”
  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, confusion taking hold of him.
  
 
    “You will accompany us to Chicago but, upon our return, you will be leaving the shore by a different path than the rest of us. Should we be caught, you, Nikki, and Frank will not be implicated. Your friend and his group will be taken to a location that we have determined suitable for them to lay low until we are sure we can move them out of the country. It will take some time to move them, there is documentation that must be produced and such. But once they are out of Canada, we will let you know how to find them.”
  
 
    “Why? We knew what we were getting ourselves into,” he protested, “We really should stick to the plan, Lars!”
  
 
    “It is not up for discussion, Heinrich.” the Icelander moved in close but, his voice was easy and measured, “If you go on this mission, you will do this.”
He had never felt so small in all his life as he did there in the massive man’s shadow. He resigned himself to acceptance of their plans for him. The only consolation in all of this is that he would know the fate of his friend before he was gone again for a time.

  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36
  
 
      
 
    They were headed east towards Topeka. Topeka, as Darla had warned, was a haven city for the Hunters, as was Lawrence further east. Kansas City, Kansas wasn’t populated by much of anything but, there were two factions at war with one another on the Missouri side. The group to the North of the 70, the Railroaders, allied with the KTP. And since that was the direction they were heading, their passage through the city should be relatively smooth. But Darla emphasized relatively to a degree that let Adam and Jesus know there was still likely to be a fight. The South Siders were where the trouble would come from if it was going to come. 
A contingent of KTP Hunters, 100 in all, were their only means of deterrence or defense. While humans had no sense and would attack almost anything that came within sight, Hunters were far more cautious in their decisions. Topeka and Lawrence would likely be the easiest portion of their trip. 
There were Hunters near the road as they approached Topeka. While they watched them intently, they made no move for the guns at their hips and across their backs. The highway entered the city proper, and again the Hunters watched but, made no move against the passing convoy. 
  
 
    “What do you think they’re thinking?” Jesus asked, “If they’re thinking, I mean.”
  
 
    Darla gave him a hard look from where she sat shotgun, “Do you always have to talk shit, Jesus?”
  
 
    “Yeah, I do.” he said, pointing to his temple, “Can’t help it, just how I’m wired, girl.”
  
 
    “How about you just shut the fuck up?”
  
 
    “Why are you so defensive about them? Not like they’re actually your fuckin’ kids.”
  
 
    “After everything that they’ve been through with me and my people, all the times they’ve pulled us out of a tight spot, you can bet your tiny little balls they’re my children. Some more than others.”
  
 
    “The kid you mean? Why him?”
  
 
    “That’s enough, Jesus.” Adam said, looking at him through the rearview mirror, “Let it go.”
  
 
    “It’s fine, baby, at least he’s asking questions instead of being an asshole.” she returned her attention to Jesus, “Him most of all, because he is my son...and Adam’s.”
  
 
    “No shit?” his expression was a mix of astonishment and confusion, he clapped Adam on the shoulder, “Congratulations, man...I think...how long have you known you had a Hunter for a son?”
  
 
    “Earlier today,” Adam replied.
  
 
    “Okay, well...” he searched for the words, a rare moment of silence, “I’m sorry about all the shit I’ve been giving ya, Darla. I’ll back off.”
  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, looking bad through the windshield.
  
 
    “Oh, and one other thing?” he said, touching her lightly on her shoulder.
  
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, facing him.
  
 
    “My balls aren’t tiny.”
  
 
    The truck filled with lighthearted laughter that was in stark contrast to the gravely serious nature of their journey. They’d passed through Topeka and Lawrence without incident. There had been plenty of Hunters along the way but, they had not attacked the convoy. Darla thought about how much more intelligent they were than humans. She felt that they were the better nature humanity had forgotten in itself. They did not kill without need. They hunted for survival, and always only took what their population in any specific area required. Hunters did not torture their victims, they felt not hate or spite or anger towards their quarry. But she found it strangely sad that they could also not feel the more positive emotions of love or affection. She watched her son, Steven, riding his motorcycle next to her, eyes scanning the horizon and tree line, and she thought back to the day that his adoptive parents had invited her to watch him first learn to ride without training wheels. There was nothing that resembled joy in his eyes as the wind whipped through his hair that should have been there. She wiped away a stray tear.

Darkness had fallen by the time the Kansas City skyline began to loom in the distance. Sporadic lights could be seen in some of the higher buildings. Gunfire could be heard at random intervals in addition to the roar of an engine in acceleration. There was a skirmish going on in the city, and their convoy had two choices, one of which was out of the question due to promised obligations.
They'd come to a halt on the 70 and serpentine their vehicles. It was a battle drill Adam recognized from his days in the Army. The drill was made all the more strange by the fact that it had been done automatically, let alone by Hunters. 
Half the contingent was pushed out for security while the rest were conducting refueling and equipment checks. That this was happening on a Middle American highway didn't take away from this strangeness. 
Steven was talking with Darla about something Adam couldn't hear while he busied himself the map they were using to plan their routes. They'd spent the days while Steven had been gone planning the push to Chicago. The map bore many symbols that were familiar if you had ever been a part of a military operation. Hunter clusters were denoted with boxes with a capital "H" inside, and their estimated size by either tick marks or dots. Chicago's marking was the largest, an estimated size that was more than three times their own. They were going to lose a lot of them getting through the city to their rendezvous.
Darla came to stand with Adam and Jesus. Steven was just behind her.
  
 
    "We've got a slight issue," she said, drawing their attention to her, "We're being followed."

  
 
    Pablo had ensured that a good distance rest between him and the convoy. He knew where they were headed from the information his team had obtained after taking care of the VC for the Holy-wooders. The distance they were going, even at the best of times, would still take several days. They still had two major cities to contend with before they made it into Illinois, Kansas City, and St. Louis. He'd take his first shot in St. Louis. 

Steven was an observant Hunter. Things most missed, he caught easily. He'd seen the bike tailing them shortly before passing through Lawrence. While he couldn't be certain, there was the hint of realization gnawing at his conscious mind that he knew the rider. Though he thought he had killed the man.

“Hunters,” Adam asked, “from back in Lawrence or Topeka?”
  
 
    “No,” Darla said, “They don’t usually travel outside of their cities unless it’s for food.”
  
 
    “Then who?”
  
 
    “The man from the meeting out in Colorado.” Steven spoke up, “He must have survived.”
  
 
    “I thought you said he was dead?” Jesus asked.
  
 
    “That’s what he thought. But clearly, that isn’t the case.” Darla answered for Steven.
  
 
    “How can you be so sure it’s him?” Adam asked, and continued “How are you sure there’s even someone actually following us?”
  
 
    “Because I have seen him.” Steven said without inflection, as though the group should have known this without uttering the question, “He tries to maintain his distance but, he came too close just past Lawrence. I saw him then. We were moving at the time so, I did not stop to take a shot on him.” He was silent for a moment before finally saying, “The emotion is shame, Mother...and Father.”
  
 
    “No, Steven, that is not the emotion.” Darla corrected, “You have done well. You made a mistake in Colorado but, you will make up for that mistake.”
  
 
    “Yes, Mother.”
  
 
    “Well, if the guy is following us,” Adam began, “Then it’s likely that he’s only after one of us.”
  
 
    “Me,” Steven said without expression.
  
 
    “Yeah,” Adam paused, “you. He’ll most likely try to take a shot if he’s found another rifle. You’re sure his weapon was damaged?”
  
 
    “Yes, I shot through the upper portion of it when I thought I’d killed him.”
  
 
    “Then you’ll just have to make sure you kill him this time.” Adam smiled at the boy, “Think you can do that, Steven?”
  
 
    “Yes, Father,” the phrase sent a slight shutter through Adam that was partially pleasant but, noted with a small amount of discomfort. “I will make sure that he is dead this time.”
  
 
    “Make sure you do. If he knows about the deal that was made between the KTP and the AMB leadership, he might also be trying to kill Mother, as well.”
Steven looked to Darla, there was no feeling behind his gaze but, a sense of duty. The kid had no idea that Mother was, in fact, Mother in the true sense of the word but, he was bound by a cold loyalty to protect her with every breath he had. Adam felt sure that he would hold to that oath.

Pablo had drawn closer to the convoy in the growing darkness. There was a part of him that wanted to see just how far he could push things. How close could he get before he had to fight his way out? He fought this urge. Getting caught by the group would surely result in death, and he wanted to get at least one shot on the boy before that became a reality. 
He decided to rest for the night. He’d let them continue on into KC while he took a long way around and caught them on the far side. He set up his camp on the blind side of a low hill within sight of them, rolled out his sleeping bag, and fell asleep quickly. 

“Do you seriously want to do this right now?” Jesus asked Adam.
  
 
    “Not much choice in the matter.” He said flatly, “If the guy is following us, he intends to kill the kid or Darla, maybe both. He has to be dealt with quickly.”
  
 
    “How’re you going to find him in the dark?”
  
 
    “The kid says he saw him stop just before the sun went down, maybe we can get to him and catch him with his pants down.”
  
 
    “I don’t like the idea.” Darla said, “We really should be pushing into KC, and moving on to St. Louis. If we’re lucky we’ll be out of town by dawn.”
  
 
    “But that guy...” Steven began.
  
 
    “I’m not concerned about him.” Darla interrupted, “We’ve got a timeline to follow. Barrett is going to be meeting us just South of Chicago in two days. We can’t miss that meeting. If we’re a no-show, he’s out of there, and we’re fucked!”
Adam thought about this for less than a moment. Darla was right. They didn’t have the time to waste chasing after possible pursuers. If the guy was going to try something, they’d worry about that when the time came. They had bigger issues at present...Kansas City was on fire with the sounds of war, and they were heading into her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 37
  
 
      
 
    Barrett only ever moved during the night. He’d be stuck out in his position until Darla and her group arrived. He was certain they wouldn’t go unnoticed. Once they were well into the city, and Calvin hadn’t heard from him, that he was involved wouldn’t go unnoticed either. The choice at that point was to get out of Chicago or die. He wasn’t too interested in what lay behind door number two.
The path he was taking wasn’t undercover but, it wasn’t exactly visible from the ground either. The L-train tracks were a quick way to get around the city, and Barrett knew them well. It had been a short walk from his pack’s compound to the line, and once there, he’d follow them along a specific path which would take him South, past the Stadium where the White Sox used to play, and further into the suburbs. He wouldn’t make the entire trip in a single push but, would stop once along the way when the sun came up. 
The place they were meeting was a few miles past the end of the line. He felt confident he’d make there well before her group. It would give him time to relax before the fight to the shores that awaited them in the days to come. 

Placing the guns into the vehicle, Heinrich was struck by just how surreal this entire thing was. The man that had created this monstrous scenario was now, alongside two UNSF soldiers preparing to see what he had caused firsthand. Not only was he going into the Colony but, he would be bringing infected people out with him. The dangers of further infection outside the Colony was very real. But he had to accept that risk. This was his atonement for the sin he had committed.
Lars and Erik were all business as they worked. They'd been in and out of the Colony on numerous occasions so, this was nothing new for them. Heinrich was thankful that they allowed him the courtesy of being lost in thought. When he slowed to a crawl moving gear, they picked up his slack without a word.
Food, water, guns, and ammo were loaded by a specific and detailed plan. They said it made it easier to work in times of darkness. The next few days would be such times, even when the sun was up.
Finally, after everything was packed, there was a period for rest. Lars and Erik ordered him to at least lie-down, even if he couldn't sleep. He hadn't and would that day.
He looked up at the ceiling and the random pattern of the spackle took on the form of the map in the basement below. He could trace the shores on both ends, their route across Lake Michigan, and even saw portions of Chicago. His mind busied itself with the timeline and the part he had to play in all of this. There was a small bit of comfort in the fact that he could recall each detail, and that he could visualize the plan as well.

The sun was setting just as Barrett was finishing his meal. He was thankful it would be one of the last containing the meat to which he'd grown accustomed. Eating quickly, he tried not to taste the food. It soured his already dead conscience, if that was at all possible.
He watched the light dying in the sky and waited for the city to go black before he stepped out of the station building. Taking back up his path along the right of way, he continued South. Now past the old stadium and into the ghettos, he felt as though a weight was lifting. The long-present bleakness of his life now held the potential of a light at the end of a tunnel. All that he needed to do was get this group to the shore, and they'd be leaving the Colony. He'd die before coming back.

It was Lars that woke him just before dusk. The light outside was dying. Heinrich wondered to himself if he'd ever see Nikki again, their son. A nagging sense of urgency took hold of him and he wanted to call her right then. But he knew the rules they'd imposed upon themselves from the outset, no contact until they were back on the Canadian shores.
He splashed some cold water on his face to wake himself. Sleep had taken him quickly when it had finally come. He must have stated at the imaginary map ceiling for hours before that happened.
A few moments later Erik was at the door telling him it was time. He followed him from the room for what he felt might possibly be the last time

Barrett looked out onto the ghettos that lined the West side of the L. For some inexplicable reason he felt as though he was being watched or, followed, probably both. He picked up his pace and lowered his profile in relation to the short wall at the edge of the tracks. He’d have to move slower than he would like but, it was important that he not be followed. Darla and he went way back but, he knew she’d kill him before she let him become a threat to her group.
He decided he’d get off the L at the next available spot but, there was part of him that felt it was already too late to avoid detection. This feeling was confirmed when he saw the shadows of three people moving along the tracks behind him.


































  
 
      
 
    Chapter 38
  
 
      
 
    KC-K, the Kansas side of Kansas City, was a ghost town when they pulled into. There were ways around the city but, Darla had insisted they go through. Adam hadn't liked the idea but, he wasn't in the mood to argue with her. 
They crossed a high span bridge that took them over an industrial area and a river. Adam remembered having taken Darla to three haunted houses down there years ago. She'd pretended to be scared, clutching tight to his arm, as they went through. They'd just started dating at that time, and neither knew the others proclivities.
They'd spent the night in a hotel room high above the city with floor to ceiling windows. They'd made love on the floor with the curtains open wide, and fell asleep naked on the floor when they had exhausted all their energies. She hadn't changed physically in all the years since. He wondered if she thought the same of him.
There was a checkpoint just over the bridge and the convoy slowed to a stop. Fortunately, this was the North side of town. 

Pablo had kept to a specific pace as he neared KC but, his path would not take him through the city. He took the exit toward Leavenworth. If his luck held, he'd reach St. Louis with enough time to get the lay of the land and find a position before they arrived...hopefully, a day later.
He'd slept through the night and woke just before dawn. He packed up quickly, there wasn't much to pack really, and got out on the highway. The Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary was looming, massive and foreboding less than two hours later.
Having been a soldier in the old world, he knew the stories about the area. The prison's past came to mind, the torture, abuse, and violence were the stuff of nightmares, if you had those kinds of dreams. By the end of everything, you were only sent there for refusing to kill or, because you'd tried to report your superiors for some perceived misdeeds. He'd managed to keep himself out of that place. 
There were people in there still. The men at the high parapets told him this much. That they waved to him was something of a relief. At least they're not Hunters, he thought as he returned the wave and continued out of town. 
Did Hunters wave, he found himself asking. He couldn't be sure that they did but, he also couldn't be sure that they didn't. They'd been human at one point so, it wasn't outside the realm of possibility that they would. If they believed it could be used as a means to lure prey they might adopt the gesture.
Pablo didn't fear the Hunters. He didn't really fear much of anything. But there was something, a small buzzing sensation, threatening to slip from the unconscious and into the conscious. What it was he could not be sure but, it had been there since the day he'd buried his brothers out on the Colorado Plateau...three days ago.

"Bullshit!" the squat, barrel-chested man yelled, "That's what that is, utter bullshit!"
  
 
    "You don't have to believe me, Pete." Darla said, "But thems the shakes."
  
 
    "No one ever gets out of the Colony!" he laughed. Pete was the sergeant at arms for the North Siders, and a close friend to Darla, though it didn't appear to be that way given the current topic. "Jerry will be here in a bit. He'll be the one that decides whether you'll pass through or not. We've got a small fight going on at the moment, if you couldn't tell."
  
 
    "And we'll help if you need us to." Adam put in from behind her.
Moments later, a large black Dodge pulled up to the checkpoint. It was scarred and dotted with bullet holes. The man that exited was tall and looked as worn as the vehicle that carried him. But there was something about the way he carried himself that exuded strength and confidence. His body was beaten from years of fighting but, his eyes had not lost that spark that people say is only found in leaders whose men will follow them to the gates of hell. This was Jerry.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 39
  
 
    All Pablo could remember was the darkness. It had enveloped him when the truck hit his rear wheel and sent him tumbling to the asphalt. Everything hurt but, that meant he was still alive. That was a good, and bad, thing.
Good, because there was still a chance that he might be able to get to St. Louis. Bad, because he was now being held by Hunters. 
He stood to find himself in a large open space. Probably a warehouse, he thought. His gear was stacked neatly along the wall close to where he'd been sleeping. He was not bound or restrained in any way.
The cavernous space was poorly lit but, he could make out small groups of Hunters here and there. Some were crouched low over small flames, the smell of cooking meat filled the air. Pigeons fluttered in the metal rafters overhead. Unlike the AMB camps, there were no individual spaces. It seemed that the group shared the entirety of the space.
One of the figures by the nearest fire stood and began to approach him. Pablo grabbed the pistol still at his hip and pointed it at the figure. It stopped moving.
It hunched low, placing something on the ground, and slid it in his direction. "You need to eat." came a quiet, feminine voice from the shadows.
  
 
    "Who the fuck are you?" he asked, taking a step in her direction.
  
 
    "I am the leader of this group." she said, standing, "I was in the vehicle that took you." 
  
 
    "Where are we?"
  
 
    "North of Kansas City, across the river in the Wasteland."
  
 
    "How long was out?" he lowered the weapon slowly, Hunters were not known for keeping livestock. There was a reason he was still alive.
  
 
    "A few hours at most. You need to eat." she reached down and pushed the plate closer once more.
What came into view was at all what he had expected. There was meat lumped heavily to one side but, there were greens as well. He'd always believed, based on their observed habits, that they were carnivorous. The dish now close to his feet spoke of a species far more complicated than the mythos that had developed around them over the last five years. He reached down and took the food.

They didn't move. Not a single goddamn one moved! They watched them as they passed and did nothing. It was eerie, they all thought but, didn't say, as they rolled slowly through the South Siders controlled road.
  
 
    "Why aren't they attacking?" Jesus asked with a shaking voice.
  
 
    "They know," Steven said through the window, making Jesus jump slightly.
  
 
    "Know what?" 
  
 
    "That we are them, and they are us." Steven's tone was flat but, the phase was more ominous than anything the three of them had ever heard. 
They drove on through the gathered throng of Hunters. Eyes peered out of every window, from every rooftop, and every space that could be filled. 
A time or two Jesus would raise his rifle, only to bring it back down. Shots fired would likely negate any pretense of civility that existed between the convoy and the motionless mass of Hunters.
  
 
    "I can't send my people with you." Jerry had said.
  
 
    No one attempted to convince him otherwise. It was likely better if Jerry’s people stayed away.
  
 
    "If they are like me," Steven had said, "they won't attack us."
  
 
    “Wouldn’t they have attacked us if they weren’t?” came Adam’s voice from behind the wheel.
  
 
    “I don’t know,” Steven said, and finished before pulling forward, “Father.”
There was a part of Adam that had not quite gotten used to the word coming from the boy. He had accepted that he was his son but, it still felt strange to hear the word. Darla, apparently sensing his discomfort, placed a hand on his thigh. The gesture calmed him immediately. 
Looking to the South and just ahead, he saw the silhouettes of the Hunters rise from darkened points along the road, face them, and follow as they drove past. Still, they were not moving. A chill ran down his spine.

Pablo ate while the woman spoke. He did not ask what the food was. Probably better not to know, he thought, placing some of the meat into his mouth, trying to avoid tasting anything. They were an offshoot of a group that was further to the South. They had moved to the Wasteland, that’s what the North Siders called it, she had said, trying to find a more plentiful source of food. They had been lucky when they discovered a regular flow of people but, also various game animals as well, along the highway bypass where Pablo had been taken. The Wasteland was such a waste after all.
They had ceased contact with the larger group and formed their own pack. She was the ablest hunter in the group and so, she was the Alpha. She gave no other name but, calling a woman Alpha felt weird to him so he called her Highway, and she seemed fine with that. She had no emotion anyway so, it really wouldn’t have mattered either way.
Highway continued to tell him about the area, the group, and the North Siders just across the river. Their base was in the old Harrah’s Casino which was plainly visible from just outside. 
  
 
    With his meal finished, he finally spoke, “Why am I still alive?” It was the only question she had not yet answered, and the one that he felt was most pressing. 
  
 
    “Because you will be one of us.” the reply took the breath from his lungs.
  
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said without hostility creeping into his voice.
  
 
    “We have never been wrong about this,” she said coolly, “not since the second turn.”
  
 
    “Second Turn?” the phrase was unfamiliar to him.
She explained her meaning and then gave him the unfortunate news that he would soon experience this in the coming days. The tingle at the back of his neck came to the forefront of his mind, and the full meaning dawned on him. 
  
 
    He thought about this for a long time before saying, “I’m going to end up like you? I’m going to end up a Hunter?” the fear was barely contained.
  
 
    “Yes,” she said without going further.
  
 
    “And that’s why you didn’t kill me?”
  
 
    “Yes,” again nothing followed.
  
 
    “And you are going to keep me here as part of your pack?”
  
 
    “Yes,” this time she continued, “but only if you wish to stay.”
  
 
    “If I choose to leave?’
  
 
    “Then you will be allowed to leave.” there some comfort in her words, though her tone held no inflection of that effect.
  
 
    “What if I leave and decide to come back?” he asked.
  
 
    “Then you would be allowed to do so.” she stood, “You will give me your answer now.” There was a commanding nature to the order that was not conveyed with tone but, presence. She reminded him of Aaron in that respect but, even she seemed to be more in control than he ever had.
  
 
    “I’ll stay,” he said. The idea of revenge all but fading in the first moments of the fever he could feel rising in his body.
  
 
    “Then you will hunt when you have turned. You will do nothing else until then.” She returned to the fire and, this time brought back water. “There are things you will have to do if you are to survive the Turn. You will hunt once you have turned.” there was nothing nurturing about the order, it was said as a matter of fact. She was looking after the health of the pack, and him, being their youngest and newest member, helping him to survive the Turn was merely her duty as the leader.
He laid back down, and the darkness took him once again.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 40
  
 
    The gunfire exploded in the darkness behind them. The road was lit by a mass of flashing rifles form the gathered Hunters but, they were not directed at them. Another group of vehicles was traveling in their wake, Jerry’s people, and they were being torn apart in a hail of lead and fire.  Their screams could be heard mixing with the rapport from both sides of the road. They’d never stood a chance.
Steven had been right. The gathering of Hunters could smell them, and they had remained passive to their movement through the area. But when the North Siders made their approach, all bets were off, and the hunt was resumed. 
They watched from a distance as the gunfire came to an end. The Hunters had used only enough rounds to make their kills and were now moving between the vehicles finishing off the few remaining alive. None of them wanted to stay to watch what came next. The kills would be cleaned and quartered and taken away to be consumed as needed. 
  
 
    “Should we have gone back?” Adam asked Darla.
  
 
    “No, Jerry knew what would happen if he sent his people in there,” she motioned for him to drive on, “KC is his problem, not ours. We need to get to Chicago.”
With that, Adam pressed the gas and they made their way out of the city. With any luck, they’d be in St. Louis just before dawn. Adam held out some small hope that they might even find a place to rest along the Mississippi or near the Arch but, that hope was small.

The darkness gave way and Pablo sat bolt upright. Pain from the fall shot through his body and he stifled a cry. It was still night but, there was activity going on in the building. The Hunters never seemed to sleep. His near forgotten ideations for revenge had sprung back into his might with the same fever as the one that was now burning low at his forehead. He looked around trying to find Highway.
He stood with no small amount of effort and walked to one of the closer rolling doors. She was standing just outside.
  
 
    “There’s something I have to do,” he said.
  
 
    “I know,” she said without sounding surprised, “you were talking about it in your sleep.”
  
 
    “I agreed to stay here but, this has to be done before they’re out of my reach.”
  
 
    “Before you turn.” she faced him, “It has to be done before you turn or, you will not be able to do it after that.”
“What do you mean?” he was puzzled, “How much did I say while I was out?”
  
 
    “Enough for me to know that you are hunting one of our kind that killed one of yours. If you do not kill him before you turn, you will not be able to afterward.”
Somehow he knew this to be true, without asking for further justification of what she was saying, he trusted her assessment explicitly.
  
 
    “Then what should I do?” he asked her, “They’re probably almost to St. Louis by now.”
  
 
    “No, they left less than an hour ago. You could make up the distance quickly but, you would have to leave now.”
He thought this over for a short time. There was no certainty that he could overtake the convoy. Even if he did, there might not be time enough for him to get into position for a shot on the kid. Then there was the possibility that he might turn before he was able to pull the trigger. The problems he was encountering made his errand seem slightly foolish but, he had made a promise. 
Highway broke his concentration, seeming to read his mind, “You will take three of our pack with you. They will see that you make it to St. Louis before the convoy but, they will not help you kill your target. Neither will they help you should you be discovered and killed. They will leave you if that happens.” She waved her hand, motioning for someone just inside the building, “When you are done, you will return with them.”
Pablo acknowledged that he understood her conditions. She gave orders to a male Hunter that had joined them, and he had left to make their preparations. The Hunters in this pack were efficient, and they were ready to leave within minutes of the orders being given. They’d packed all the necessary supplies into a small, unassuming SUV and were waiting near the front of the warehouse by the time Pablo had grabbed his own gear.
  
 
    “If the humans attack you,” Highway began, repeating her warning. “These three will not stop them from killing you. You will be on your own.”
The vehicle’s engine came to life and they were pulling out onto the highway in a matter of minutes, headed East to ST. Louis...and a promise that required keeping.

    Jerry had watched, stunned at the sight of the true numbers of the Hunters to the South. It was nearly enough to make him lose his resolve. He asked himself if they could actually hold their ground or if this was all just a suicidal endeavor in which all they could hope for was either a quick death or a fresh infection causing the turn that the Hunter kid had told them about.
Jerry hadn’t ordered the convoy of his own people to follow behind Darla’s. He’d been shocked to see them coming around the bend towards the gathered mass of enemy fighters. He called over his radio in an attempt to stop them, turn them around, anything to spare them from the violence he knew would descend upon them. 
Pete’s voice came in return, arguing against the order. The time was right, they’d never seen it coming, he could put a dent in their numbers. Jerry saw what Pete could not, and even though they’d been through more fights with this particular enemy more times than he could count, and Jerry had, up to now, always been able to bring them back victorious, Pete refused to listen. 
There’s too many, turn the FUCK around, get the FUCK out of there, nothing came in reply. He watched helplessly as the three vehicles closed the distance. There was a shift in the focus of the group from Darla’s people to Jerry’s, and then the night was turned to day by for less than a moment. All that Jerry could do was watch. All he could hear was Pete’s cry for help over the radio in his hand. 

They had as many miles stretched out before them as they had to their rear. If there had ever been a point of no return, Kansas City was as good as it got. The city was fading in their rear view and the convoy sped up. There was no sense of urgency in their pace, just a desire to already be at their destination. The early stages of sleep deprivation were just taking hold. They’d been alternating driving duties the entire way but, even this couldn’t hold off the weariness associated with long duration road trips.
Darla was behind the wheel, Jesus was snoring in the back seat, and Adam was dazedly watching the passing landscape. He thought about the dead mostly. Small family cemeteries dotted the open hills, and he wondered if any of them were able to look down on what this place had become. He wondered if the people lost since the infection most likely, could have ever imagined the state of the world as it was today. Maybe, he thought, they had established the “Indian Territories” just South in Oklahoma. But that was a far cry different from what was happening here. 
The Settlers intent on western expansion, under the battle cry Manifest Destiny, had been invaders to these lands, and the Natives their victims. Some had fought back but, that was only natural. The Colony had been the aggressor against the whole of the world, and the rest of the world had been victorious. Colonists weren’t victims to his mind but, all the same, he wanted to escape. The only question left was: would it be worth dying for?



  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41
  
 
      
 
    The SUV, a newer model Jeep Cherokee, was moving fast under the cover of what little darkness remained. The Hunter behind the wheel was taking back roads, he clearly been down many times. The headlights were off in an attempt to avoid detection by unwanted onlookers, human or Hunter. The driver kept his eyes on the road, never turning to look at the other three occupants. His focus bothered Pablo slightly but, his ability behind the wheel made up for this small discomfort. 
The other two Hunters in the back were taking turns as lookout through the sunroof and rear window. Pablo, for his part, kept a watch from where he rode shotgun. They rode entirely in silence.
They were several hours into the drive when the sun and St. Louis and his fever began to rise. It was the first hint of the infection that would take him in the next few days. While he had promised to return to the pack, there was a significant part of him that refused to believe he would come out of this alive. He was going to be taking a shot at a single Hunter in a 100 strong pack of them. There were also the humans to consider.
The common belief during the last five years of the infection had been that Hunters were merely bloodthirsty, meat-crazed monsters that were bent on the complete annihilation of the human species within the Colony. Pablo wasn’t sure that this was the case when reality came crashing and facts were found requiring explanation. The highway had been his first close encounter with one that he had not intended to kill on sight. Maybe he had intended that but, it did not come to pass in the end. She and her pack were nothing like what he’d believed them to be...though conditioned to believe them to be was probably more accurate. They were a return to a more humane state of existence. 
Humans in the Colony were Twain’s lowest animal, they had not learned from the mistakes of the past which brought them to the position in which they found themselves. Hunters killed only what they needed to survive, nothing more. There was no malice in what they did, and certainly, there was no torture involved in the process. Humans were still very much involved in violence for the sake of it, and would, at times, relish in the pain and suffering of their own. Even if their own were apart of their group. The packs were brutal but, they were quick about it, and only did so to facilitate their continued existence. Humans acted similarly not just to assert dominance but, would do so when they became bored or as a means to kill time.
He’d seen the worst in humanity while he was out in California. Part of him was sure that that had been the reason why he was so quick to accept Highway’s invitation into the pack. Where else would he go once the Turn took him to the other side? Humans would not want him, they’d kill him on sight if they got the chance. 
The fever was rising with the skyline on the horizon, and he had a single remaining human task to accomplish.

Adam was at the wheel when they first pulled into St. Louis. There were Hunters about but, the same as in KC, they did not attack the convoy. They could smell their own kind outnumbering the human scent. They remained still as the group passed, as eerie in the day as it was in the dark...possibly more so given that they could see their faces now.
  
 
    Jesus roused in the back seat, asked, “We in Saint Loo-wee?” sounding like an old-time blues-man from the great depression, Adam thought.
  
 
    “Yeah, man.” he replied, and then said to Darla riding shotgun, “How long do you think it’ll take to make it up to Chicago...to meet up with Barrett?”
  
 
    “Depends on whether we get tied up here or not.” she said, looking at the road ahead, “Maybe five hours or so.”
  
 
    “Then let’s not waste time stopping to see the site!” Jesus said from the back.
  
 
    “Didn’t plan to,” Adam said, shorter than he’d expected.
The truck grew silent as they entered the downtown area and the number of Hunters increased. Steven pulled ahead of them on his bike, taking up the lead. There were near the Mississippi River when the shot rang out over the roar of the engine. 

Pablo was sweating heavily. It was a mix of the fever that had taken a firm hold of him, and the suffocating heat radiating up from the asphalt of the overpass where he’d established his position. Since he wasn’t expecting to walk away from this, concealment hadn’t been a priority when making his decision. All he wanted was one shot...one clear shot, and hopefully a quick getaway. 
His Hunter pack-mates were parked only 100 yards away, and they had moved into security positions on either side of him. He’d given the order, and they had followed his words to the letter. Whether out of respect for him or at the Highway’s directions, they were quick to do as they were told. 
He had a clear line of sight down the 70. Unless they had changed course, which would have placed them on the same roads they’d been traveling the night before. They would be coming down the road soon, and Pablo would be ready to welcome them.
Two hours had passed before he saw the long line of vehicles begin to approach from the West. Through his scope, he could see the kid’s stoic face on his bike at the front of the convoy. He estimated they were traveling at about 70 miles an hour. There weren’t any laws prohibiting them going faster but, it was a speed at which a group that size could easily stay together on the open road. He made some quick mental calculations for wind, lead, and flight time of the round, and chose a point closer along the road for his shot. Keeping at least this one promise, he thought to himself as the boy’s bike crossed over the trigger point. 
He squeezed, felt the kick of his rifle, and looked up over the scope to find the boy skidding out of control on the road. His head was nothing but scraps of skin and sinew and small muscles. Bits of brain and blood splashed across the road each time his body impacted with the highway surface, and a successively more of his skin was torn from his face and body as he finally came to rest several yards from where he and the promised bullet’s paths crossed.  
He had no time to enjoy keeping his promise, however, as a hail of bullets littered the concrete barrier to his front, and the lead vehicle turned off the 70...headed in his direction.















Chapter 42
  
 
      
 
    His brain took several seconds to register what had happened. The rapport of a single shot echoed through the high rise buildings that lined the highway. If there had been a muzzle flash, he had missed it but, Darla hadn’t. She was pushing herself halfway out the window and unleashing a violent blast of gunfire at an overpass just ahead. 
  
 
    She pulled back inside and screamed, “He’s on the fucking overpass! Turn off and get on that FUCKING OVERPASS!”
Adam was numb by this time, he swerved the vehicle left, barely missing Steven’s body. He pulled back to the right to take the exit. There was a barely contained buzzing in his brain that he had not felt for a long time. It wasn’t anger or rage or anything on the gradual upward arcing spectrum of the more hostile emotions. It was going to break out at some point, this much he knew but, he needed to contain it for as long as possible. There would be time enough for what that buzzing part of his reptile brain had in mind. 
The convoy of Hunters pulled up the ramp behind them. Darla gave a hand signal out the window, and it was passed back by the one riding shotgun. A small group broke from the rear and crossed over to the west bound lanes. They tore up the ramp which would have served as an escape route for the assassin but, that would be blocked now, and there would be nowhere left for the man to go. He’d be trapped, and that made both Adam and Darla smile with a hint of something they’d not felt in years. 
Jesus caught sight of this and started to shake with worry.

Pablo had known that this would happen. He’d chosen his position with all of this in mind. They’d had plenty of time to find a place where he’d never have been found. A dark window in one of the high rise buildings overlooking the 70 would have been perfect. Another still could have been the banks of the Mississippi River, lined withstand of trees that would have not only masked his position and the shot but, also provided a covered egress. The upward angle of the shot would have proven difficult but, not out of his considerable skills. Even if they had spotted them, they’d have been long gone before the convoy had been able to make its way down from the 70 and to that position. 
He’d chosen this point for a very simple and obvious reason...he’d wanted to be caught. There were plenty of times in the past when he’d been required to make shots well within enemy territory. Sneaking through the dark Los Angeles streets, finding a small, unoccupied space with a good view, making a red mist out of the intended target’s head, and returning without being spotted or followed were all second nature for him. The damnedest part of it all was that he was the best in the Colony, that he knew of at least. And now, everything was going to plan. 
The trucks roared up from both sides of their spot. The lead vehicle had crushed two of his Hunter comrades under its tires. The gunner of the first coming from the opposite direction took out his driver. He was left unharmed, and there was a part of him that knew why. They knew that he’d been the one to take the shot. He would suffer for his sin, and he was prepared for that. He’d soon be in Valhalla with his brothers. That thought warmed him and steeled him against anything which lay in his all too short future. 
It was the woman that exited the lead vehicle first and was coming at him faster than he’d expected. Her rage was clearly printed upon her face as she came to within feet of him. 
The punch had been telegraphed, and he could have easily ducked it returned one of his own. He could have but, didn’t. This was the end, and he wasn’t going to fight like a coward. He would take what was coming and do his damnedest to never give them the pleasure of hearing him scream. He fell into the blackness when the woman’s fist connected with the curve of his jaw.

The sun was setting when the man at Adam’s feet began to rouse. He was short and muscularly built. His features were of Central American origin, and he felt certain that he’d followed Steven all the way from the meeting place out on the Colorado Plateau. With the dying light, there wouldn’t be as much time as he would have liked, and he was somewhat unprepared for the task at hand but, it had to be done, and done quickly. 

Darla had been inconsolable in the hours after Steven had been killed. She’d also been the reason for the man staying out as long as he had thus far. There were fresh welts and bruises all across his body, and a few cuts had opened up near the ridge of his prominent brow, and high cheekbones. 
  
 
    “It's back.” Adam had said.
  
 
    Darla was still in her rage, kicking the man that had killed their son, and barely heard his voice. “What the fuck are you saying over there?” She half-yelled, half-panted.
  
 
    “The buzzing,” he said looking up to her, his voice stronger now, “The buzzing came back. I haven’t felt it in years.”
  
 
    “The fuck are you talkin’ about, bro?” Jesus was confused by the term buzzing but, it appeared to give Darla pause before the biggest smile he’d seen on her since after the first time she and Adam had fucked spread across her face. 
  
 
    “Do NOT fuck with me, Adam!” she said, her smile maniacal, looking as though it would tear the corners of her mouth into a permanently scarred grin. “You really mean that?”
There was a twitch at the corner of Adam’s lips but, no smile came to him as he nodded his head. Darla squealed loudly, jumping up and down like a girl that had just been given a pony for her 9th birthday or a new car at 16. The sound reverberated off the dead city. 
  
 
    She stopped jumping, “Get that piece of shit into the bed of the truck!” then she leaned down close to the unconscious man and said, “You have no fucking clue what you just woke up but, you will soon enough.” The white-hot anger had been replaced by icy cold malice that gave Jesus the chills. Adam was standing by, indifferent as they loaded him into the truck. 

“You know, there was a time when bodies used to pop up along these shores. Junkies and Hobos most of them, accidental deaths for the most part. But there were also plenty that showed up because someone placed them there or, they floated there from someplace else.” The man’s voice seemed to have nothing of the anger Pablo had thought it would. 
 
     
The man that had been driving the lead truck was talking now, looking down on Pablo as he came to. There was an ache at his wrists and feet but, when he turned his head his vision was too blurry to make out anything. He was lying face down but, could see the man when he knelt, thought he was still nothing more than a blurry shadow. The woman was close by. He could only hear her, her mood improved from their first meeting.
“Tonight, you’re going to end up joining them. The difference is, you’re not going to be hidden from anyone. You’re going to be put on display. You’ll be a warning should any more of your friends decide they’d like to follow us.” 
Pablo tried to speak.
“I really don’t care if there are more of you or not,” Adam said. “I’m not doing this for information. I’m doing this because this is what I do, what I have always done. You’re going to be the next one. You’ll bring the number somewhere near 36...37?” 
Pablo’s vision was clearing, and he could make out the man’s face. He was older than he but, only by 5 or 6 years. There was no anger on his face, there was nothing there. This more than anything brought about the first pangs of fear. He suppressed them as best he could but, the man went on.
“It’s already started, kid. Before this is all over that sick feeling you’re starting to feel down in your stomach, it will explode before you take your last breath. The least of this is in the past. What remains is certainly the worst.”
An Oh, fuck, came from the woman sitting close by, and Pablo saw that she was sitting slightly high up on the inclined bank and that she hand a hand down the front of her jeans making slow circles between her thighs. Was she seriously fucking doing that to this?
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43
  
 
      
 
    The L had long since vanished but, the three Hunters were still on his tail. He’d have to lose them one way or another. Killing them would certainly be the easiest method but, that could draw a great deal of unwanted attention. He wanted to avoid that as much as he could. They weren’t gaining ground at the moment. He was thankful that they were still keeping their distance. Little victories, he thought to himself. 
The idea of being a deer stalked by a pack of wolves came into his mind. He suppressed the thought as quickly as it came to him. Letting that kind of fear take root could only lead to bad shit. Let yourself start thinking like a victim, and you’re going to end up one. Think like a killer, and you’re going to survive. That axiom had kept him alive thus far, and he’d cling to until he was out of this shithole for good. 
The rendezvous with the Icelanders was still two days away but, he still had to make the spot where Darla and her crew would pick him up to escort them through the city. That morning was only hours away, and he’d need to lose his traveling companions before then. His options were becoming fewer by the minute.

Realizations tend to come at the most inopportune moments. Pablo was having one such moment. That he had been caught by the boy’s people wasn’t what bothered him, it was the nails. 
The pain at his wrists and ankles had gone from a dull ache in the haze of waking to the searing agony of torture in his fully conscious brain. He was face down on a concrete slab that angled down towards the river. His wrists had been nailed, as impossible as it seemed, to the slab itself. Moving wither brought about waves of blinding pain that made him lie as still as he was able. The nails that immobilized his legs had been routed through the space between the bones and his Achilles tendon. Similarly, he kept them as still as the dead. 
It was impossible to determine their length but, they had been driven flush with his skin. They had wide heads which prevented him from attempting to pull his extremities up and the nails through. Escape was not going to be an option. He was going to be here for the duration of whatever these two psychopaths had planned for him. The only hope he could muster was the possibility that it would be over quick. 
The man’s voice made that possibility remote at best.

The buzzing was at a fever pitch, and Adam was doing his best to maintain the thin layer of control he possessed over the urge. Going about this business too fast would not satisfy the sensation but, too slow and they would likely miss their meeting with Darla’s Chicago contact. This was going to be a balancing act of the highest order. 
Adam thought back to the first time he’d done this. Darla had been there with him, and it had been a bloody mess, an act of amateur surgery that had ended with an explosive sexual release for both of them. The process had taken another four before he’d found a process, a ritual, that worked to silence the buzzing. Darla had been the one to figure out the disposal part of the act. There were still plenty of bodies at the bottom of the reservoir North of Manhattan, Kansas, and a smaller number in Lake Fort Phantom North of Abilene, that had not been discovered. 
The first cut was always the most satisfying. He took complete control of his prey. What remained of their life, every sensation and emotion came and went at his whim. That was what calmed the buzzing, what silenced its urge. 
There was a delicate nature to what he was doing, and Darla’s moans, which would have likely distracted anyone else, brought his mind into a sharp focus. He described the first, and each subsequent incision in graphic detail to her...and the person going through the experience. 
He placed the tip of his knife at the base of the man’s spine, pressed in slightly, saw the first trickles of red, and drew it slowly up along the spinal column. There was always a sharp inhalation in the beginning. What followed was a writhing agony that usually threatened to pull the nails free from whatever they were fixed too. This part of the process had taken longer to perfect but, he was confident that the toy wasn’t going anywhere. 

They were getting closer as the night wore on. Two of them had broken off, and only a single Hunter remained. He knew this tactic. His own pack had employed it on too numerous a hunt in the avenues and alleyways of downtown. The two that had split off were making their way up parallel with him, would follow for a time, and then converge in on him for the kill. These three were fucking new to the game. He could tell that much but, there hadn’t been any new infections in years. There was something different about these ones. 
There was a shifting in the darkness to his left, and he realized that one of the two had started closing in on him. He searched, without turning his head for the other he knew to be to his right and found him quickly. His pace slowed. He couldn’t control their attack, it was going to come but, he could control how that attack came. 
The Hunter to his six was moving up but, still maintained his distance. The actual hits would be coming from the left and right flanks. Knowing that it was going to happen made reaction easier. He loosened the pistol at his hip with a calm, casual ease that hid his intentions. This would be over in less than a second. Less than a blip on the radar of kills that notched his belt. 
It was the one to the right that came at him first. The shadows shifted hard, and the Hunter burst upon him. He turned on his toes, brought the weapon into action. Everything went into slow motion. The pistol followed a slight arc that went from his hip to his belly and out from his chest. He squeezed the trigger twice placing two perfectly black holes in the forehead so tight they nearly appear to be a single point. The pistol returned to the ready position near his chest. He spun to engage the second Hunter that had been to his left. Two squeezes, two rounds, a single hole. Two down, and one remaining. The third was closing quicker than he had anticipated. Before he could bring the gun to bear he Hunter was too close. He jammed a forearm into the thing’s chest, angled the pistol downward, aiming for the space in the hollow of the pelvis, and squeezed off three rounds in rapid succession. The last Hunter fell to the ground. 
He stood over the top of him and placed a final round in his head. The Hunter fell still. 

The three main cuts had been made, and the man had still not screamed once. Adam was impressed by his resolve but, the easy part was over. What came next would place him in a world of pain that was far beyond even the most twisted imagination. Well...not exactly. 
The ritual to which he was a slave had originally been developed by the Vikings hundreds of years ago. He placed his fingers beneath one side of the man’s flesh feeling the satisfying initial tear as it pulled away from the muscles and bone of his back. The scream echoed off the masses of concrete that surrounded them and then died in the waters below. Blood was flowing now; a heavy river of crimson that shortly reached, and dissipated in the brown murk of the mighty Mississippi.
The flap was pulled away, exposing the muscles, anterior rib cage, and spine. The opposite flap was pulled away as well. He worked in silence while Darla worked aloud, she was getting close to climax. There was a worry that the man would pass out from the pain, and that he’d have to wait for him to awaken but, this one was far more resilient than any he’d ever met before. 
An audible snap, and a louder scream accompanied the separation of ribs from each side of the spine. They were splayed apart to each side, giving the effect of gore leaden wings extending from the man’s back. The lungs were visible now, and pumping furiously as he tried to catch his breath. He reached down and took hold of both, one in each hand, and squeezed. The man and Darla’s, breath caught in their throats, for different reasons each of them. 
He was thrashing now. Trying for breaths that would never come to him. The human body can, without training, hold its breath for up to a minute before becoming unconscious. But these circumstances were far from the usual conditions in which that would be a possibility. His movements eased after thirty seconds, and stopped just short of a full sixty. He and Darla exhaled in unison, again, for different reasons. 
It was time to get back on the road. They left the body where it lay...kissing one another as they returned back up the hill and to the waiting vehicles a block away. 






































  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44
  
 
      
 
    The convoy had been able to get back on the road without missing a beat. The corpse would likely be picked up by the local Hunter packs so, there was a part of Adam that felt he’d done them a service for not attacking them. Could they attack us, he thought. The question was out of his faster than it had come to him, Jesus, behind the wheel now, was asking about the man they’d just killed.
  
 
    “So,” he began, “what’d you do to that guy?”
  
 
    “You’d be better off not knowing, Jesus,” Adam responded, coming out of his own head.
  
 
    “Really? That bad?”
  
 
    “Yeah,” he paused, “that bad.” His emphasis on that let Jesus know that he was asking questions to which either Adam was disinclined to answer or, was wanting to spare him that small insight to a larger part of his oldest friend’s psyche. Maybe it was both. 
  
 
    “Well,” he picked back up breaking the silence, “whatever you ended up doing to him, the fucker deserved what he got. He killed your kid.”
  
 
    Adam let out a stunned gasp.“What?” Adam asked.
  
 
    “You think I can’t fucking see?!” there was a wounded quality to the question which felt more like a statement. “That little Hunter shit...” he broke off, a hard look coming from Darla, “I mean...that kid, looked just like you when we were his age. Sorry, Darla.” It was rare that Jesus apologized, and Darla eased back into the shotgun seat.
  
 
    “Well, he’s gone now,” Darla spoke up, a listless quality tainted her voice. She turned to Adam and took his hand in hers. “Thank you for what you did back there. All things considered, I’d like that to be the last one.”
  
 
    “I’d planned on it being the last.”
The truck grew silent and remained that way for the rest of the drive to Chicago. They all knew they’d need their rest. There was a storm rolling in from the west, and nothing but violence lay ahead.

Barrett had made it to the meeting house, an abandoned VFW Hall he’d used to frequent before everything went down. It was situated just off the main thoroughfare through the small town still within sight of the Chicago skyline. There was a back entrance that he’d hidden years back when he first started smuggling survivors through the city. He’d bring them here to lay low and rest for a few days while he arranged their travel. When everything was ready, he’d return and take them through. Thus far he hadn’t been caught by the packs. 
 
    He needed his luck to hold out one last time. 
Once inside he pulled out his portable stove and made a simple meal of freeze-dried noodles and some jerky he’d cured out of his cut from one of the most recent hunts. He was eager for his supply of this to be expended. The only thing that remained for him to do was to sit and wait. He could do that but, it wouldn’t be long, Darla was nothing if not punctual. 
After dinner, he took a short nap. Upon waking to the sound of approaching vehicles he felt more drained than refreshed. Darla, he said aloud looking to his watch...three minutes early?
He walked to one of the peepholes he’d put into a piece of plywood that served to hide the interior from view. Looking through there were vehicles parked or parking out front. Some were pulling around the back. He heard their engines die. The headlights were still on and flooding the building itself. It was impossible for him to make out anything. 
Then he saw a figure he’d recognize anywhere.

 The plans for the crossing were meticulously outlined. The total distance they’d be traveling was just over 400 miles. Lars and Erik had done the math themselves, not to mention made the trip numerous times, and had procured the necessary fuel for a round trip. The most dangerous portion of the trip, aside from the landing in Chicago, was going to be making through the strait created by the portions Michigan which enclosed the lake itself. They’d be within eyeshot of the lights of Sault Saint Marie, Michigan when they launched and would cross part of Lake Huron getting to the strait. 
Once they were in the lake proper there would be roughly 307 miles of rough waters to cover, and they only had 7 or 8 hours in which to do so. The positive side of getting into Lake Michigan, if there was such a thing, was that there would cease to be any UN presence. There were also few patrols which came to within more than 20 miles of the Colonial Coast. Heinrich thought their chances were beginning to look pretty good. 
There were still several hours to wait before the time hack for Randy’s virus hit the UN systems but, they busied themselves with their final preparations, materially and mentally. This wasn’t going to be as simple as a fishing trip but, it might not be as hard as they had originally thought it would. 
  
 
    Erik drew Heinrich’s attention, “Do you see, Doctor?” He pointed out on the now darkening Lake.
  
 
    “I don’t see anything,” he replied, scanning the waters for some sign of the UN patrol boats.
  
 
    “That’s what he means.” Lars chimed in, “When you don’t see them out there, that means they’re not there.”
  
 
    Erik continued, “They don’t go out if they don’t have to, you see? The patrols are not meant for capturing Colonists anymore, there’s very few escape attempt these days.” he paused and appeared to consider this last part, “They usually only go out to make their presence known.”
  
 
    “But what about the helicopters?” Heinrich asked, somewhat confused.
  
 
    “Same thing with them, fuel is expensive,” Lars said.
  
 
    “Then why did we plan for them to be there?” his confusion rose.
  
 
    “Better to be prepared and not require the preparation than to never have prepared for it at all.”
The phrase was an oddly calming statement that made Heinrich feel as though he was in the best possible company. They’d thought of nearly every angle he had, and then some. They finished loading the remaining supplies with less than five minutes to spare.
  
 
    “Ready, Doctor?” Lars asked.
  
 
    “As much as I will ever be.” he gave a weak smile, “Let’s go before I change my mind.”
The time hack hit, the engine gave a dull grumble, and they were off into the dark waters of Lake Huron heading for the strait, and Chicago further on. Heinrich looked back only once, and never once worried whether he’d make the return trip. He felt confident in his group...his family.

The shadows were moving quickly around the building, and the lights had still not been killed. The figure was drawing nearer and Barrett was starting to panic. He hadn’t expected Calvin was tailing him, and certainly not with so many of their pack in tow. 
 
 
    His voice called out, “Barrett, we know you’re in there. Come out.” his tone was measured, and his words concise. “This is not the position you were sent to, you need to come out. Things could get complicated.”
Complicated...Barrett hated when he used that word. It was usually reserved for their prey, and only ever meant that their deaths would require more effort than Calvin wished to employ. Barrett’s situation was already...complicated.
There was no banging around in the rear of the building so, he knew he still had time before the complications really began in earnest. Two minutes...he thought...two fucking minutes.
  
 
    He yelled through a break in one of the panels, “I’ll give you two minutes to get out of here, Calvin! I’m done with the pack! Leave me alone!” It was a weak warning and, if Calvin had the ability to do so, he’d have probably laughed at its fragility. 
  
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” his tone was that of a stern father now, “You know how the pack operates. You’ve had your chance, and made your choice. You how this ends.”
Calvin waved raised his arm to give the order, Barrett dropped to the floor of the hall, knowing what came next. 
  
 
    There was a jarring explosion of gunfire from more weapons systems than he thought possible from such a small group. Almost as jarring was the realization that there were no holes being torn in the plywood overhead. Not to the degree that there should have been during an all-out assault. 
He kept a low profile as he raised himself to the level of one hole, and tried to peer through. The pack’s weapons were no longer trained on the VFW but, out and away towards the flashing muzzles of a much larger and better-equipped group...Darla, you sneaky bitch...just in time. A smile broke across his face.

Adam had been the one to spot the headlights when he’d taken three Hunters forward to scout out the VFW where Barrett was waiting. Stay outside their sight, he told the three, they nodded in compliance with their orders, I’ll be back, and we’ll open up on them when I shoot. Again, they nodded. 
He returned to the waiting convoy, gave them their orders, and took Darla and Jesus to a position overlooking the Hunters surround the small VFW Hall. 
  
 
    “Fuck...” Darla spat, “We’ve got to get him out of there.”
  
 
    “You sure he’s even in there?” Jesus asked.
  
 
    “No doubt, that’s how he is. If he says he’s going to do something, he does it. No questions.”
  
 
    “Okay, then we kill them.” Adam said, and then added, “But we need to keep our Hunters out of range of their scent, they might not pull triggers of they’ve gone through the second turn.”
  
 
    “Then we shoot from here,” Jesus said, already aiming his rifle.
Adam took careful aim when he picked up his first target. He could tell this one was the alpha of the pack just by the way he moved. The man went to raise his hand, clearly readying to give some order to his betas, and Adam squeezed the trigger. 
The round covered the distance from barrel to target in a flash. The lead hit its mark at the bend in the alpha’s elbow and a puff of red accompanied the scream that was drowned out by the hell being loosed from the 100 Hunters at their flanks. They took care to bring their prey down before delivering the final kill shots. Adam had warned them away from firing on the actual building, and they were doing well in causing minimal damage. 
As the bodies fell at the front and visible side of the building, two small groups emerged from the opposite sides and were effectively cut down before they were able to fire a single shot. In short order, their fire lessened as fewer of the enemy Hunters remained moving. It went silent when the last of them was dead. 
Adam didn’t want to test whether any among their own had turned for a second time so, he had Darla order them back to the vehicles, except the three he’d brought originally. He felt confident they were still Originals and not Seconds. 
The left their position and headed for the Hall, still illuminated by the few headlights burning from the battered vehicles. A man Darla recognized came out from the space covered by plywood that had once been the front door.
  
 
    “Don’t shoot, it’s me!” Barrett called out, hands slightly raised. 
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    The waters of Lake Huron were cold. Even in the middle of summer, they remained frigid, at least to Heinrich. Lars and Erik seemed not to notice but, this came as no surprise given their country of origin, and the too numerous trips they’d already made along this route. 
When they’d initially begun their planning the group felt that the best route was straight across Huron, past Mackinaw Island, and landing on the northern coast of Michigan. The Icelanders had vetoed this without a second thought, and none among them dared argue. Questions were asked, of course, but, they said simply that that particular portion of Michigan was far too heavily populated by both infected and militias to be viable. They’d settled for the long journey south to Chicago. 
Aside from one or two wall insertions, the two men had mostly used this route as a means of entry and escape. They could have navigated it with their eyes closed. This was to their advantage since they insisted on traveling without the use of their lights for the Huron leg of the crossing. They’d explained, though they hadn’t needed to, that Huron was patrolled somewhat regularly and Michigan was not. Until they cleared the strait they’d be running dark.
  
 
    None of the three men spoke for the first hour of the trip. Mackinaw Island began to loom in the distance and the two soldiers began to communicate in a series of hand gestures that were unknown to Heinrich. Erik was piloting and brought the boat’s speed down significantly as they came to within what Heinrich believed might be earshot of the island. Lars was at the bow with a set of night vision goggles scanning the black mass ahead. 
  
 
    “Looks clear,” he said, loud enough to be heard over the engines low rumble. “There’s a few of them on the beach but, I don’t think they have caught sight of us yet.”
  
 
    “Get low, Doctor,” Erik said. 
Heinrich did as he was told, and laid low on the deck. He raised his head only enough to get his eyes on the island as they passed by. Erik was crouching behind the wheel but, still kept a visual on Lars. He looked back, gave Erik a hand signal that let Erik know he could increase speed. 
With Mackinaw behind them and Lake Michigan opening up to their front, Erik hit the lights and steered the vessel in a long arc that would eventually land them on the Chicago shores. Heinrich was nervous about the crossing but, excited to see his old friend once again. 

“You think I’m fucking blind, dumb ass!” Darla hollered back stifling a laugh “You’d be dead if I didn’t!”
  
 
    “Just making sure.” Barrett laughed and began heading in their direction.
  
 
    The closer he came the small group he began to slow. It was obvious he was nervous about the Hunters with them. Darla spoke to them and they left to join the others. 
When he finally joined them there was a visible easing in his outwardly tense demeanor. They made introductions but, they were brief and to the point. There was too much ground to cover in the coming 24 hours for them to really get to know one another. Their names would have to do. 
  
 
    “We can’t bring them with us.” Barrett said abruptly, “They’ll draw attention.”
  
 
    “They’ve kept us out of trouble this far,” Jesus spoke up, much to Adam and Darla’s shock. Thus far he’d been anxious about their presence, and for him to jump in like that meant that he believed there was a utility to that presence. “Besides, it’s really not up to you, anyway. You’d be dead right now were it not for them.”
  
 
    “It is up to me.” Barrett spat back, “I’m not going to get you through the fucking city if they come with us.”
  
 
    “Fuck you then,” Jesus waved a dismissive hand in his direction, and walked away.
  
 
    “Look,” Darla broke in, “the plan was never to have them enter the city with us in the first place.”
  
 
    Everyone turned their attention to her. She continued, “They were going to get us this far, and then they’re going back to Cowboy and the KTP. They can’t cross with us so, trying to bring them through the city wouldn’t make any sense anyway!”
  
 
    “You sure about that?” Adam asked.
  
 
    “Very.”
  
 
    “Then that’s all there is to it.” Adam turned speaking to Jesus, “You going to be okay moving on without them?”
  
 
    “It’s whatever to me, bro,” he shrugged, “Just thinking it might be beneficial is all. I doubt we’d have made it through Saint Louis or KC without them.”
  
 
    “And why should Chicago be any different, right?” Barrett interrupted.
  
 
    “Yeah.” Jesus glared hard at him.
  
 
    “Because you have me now, and I have contact with our ride. That’s the difference.”
  
 
    “What about the Hunter packs?” Adam joined, “How do we get around them? Have you thought of that?”
  
 
    “Yeah, and it’s going to be easier now that we’ve got these.” he pointed to the trucks nearby.
  
 
    “But they’re torn to fucking shit!” Jesus bellowed.
  
 
    “Not the ones out back!” Barrett said, the hostility leaving his voice. He turned to go, and they followed.
Around back there were two large trucks, one Ford and one Chevy. Both were painted with the same distinctive markings as those that had been shot to pieces out front. These two, however, were in perfect shape all things considered. 
  
 
    “This is how we get to the shore without getting into a fight,” Barrett said. He turned the key of the Ford and it came to life in the quiet around them. 
  
 
    “What’s going to stop them from smelling us?” Darla asked.
  
 
    “Smelling us?” Barrett looked at her with confusion. 
  
 
    “They’re starting to evolve, Barrett.” Darla said, “There a second turn that makes it possible for them to smell their own kind. Some can tell us from the Hunters.”
  
 
    “We had to keep ours upwind from your pack so they’d shoot.” Jesus chimed.
  
 
    “Then we’ll have to be quick about all of this,” Barrett said. “Most packs in the city will keep their distance from us anyway once they see the markings.” he pointed to a symbol showing two black, upward chevrons with a single white line bisecting them from the point down. Continued, “We’ve got three hours until they get here. We’ll have to be fast but, we’ll also have to get there right as that time runs out.”
  
 
    “Yeah, don’t want to be caught standing around with our dicks in our hand.” Jesus said, drawing an amused but, hard look from Darla, “Or vaginas...too.”
  
 
    Adam shook his head at the exchange, then said, “Alright, let's get this shit done and get moving.”
Darla left to give the Hunters their marching orders. Adam could see something that looked as close to sadness as he’d ever spotted on her face as she walked away. They were finished and both parties on their respective roads within an hour.
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    The most dangerous thing a person can do is give their prey a false sense of security. When they think they are safe, they are at their most vulnerable. They become easy to take down. Should they spot their potential predator, the predator should make every effort to appear to have never seen them. If the predator is successful, the hunt will most times be easy, almost effortless.
They’d watch the boat pass by while they roamed the Mackinaw Island beach. They’d kept their lights off and their engine noise low but, their packs eyes were good and they had teams waiting further ahead. Spotters had counted two, maybe three people on board. They were coming from outside the Colony. It was possible that they’d be unprepared for what was coming but, they’d take no chances. The predator must hit hard, hit fast, and hit deadly. There would be no shortage of violence of action. 
The boats were on them before they’d left the strait proper. Three zodiacs with four or five people aboard each. They were fast and agile, cutting impossible paths through the black waters. Their only hope was outrunning them before they were within range of whatever firepower they might possess. Just as this thought occurred to Heinrich, Lars was standing over him letting loose a burst with his assault rifle into the closest of their pursuers. 
The zodiac swerved out of his line of fire. Heinrich couldn’t be sure but he thought he’d heard the splash of a body. He rose to look but was thrown down when Erik pushed the throttle to full. Dazed from the fall Heinrich could barely make out that Lars was yelling at him but, there was a single word that torn through the haze and spurred him into action...SHOOT!
He took aim with the rifle that had been shoved into his chest. The gentleness of his giant friends had vanished and was replaced by an all business demeanor that was showing just how deadly they both could be. His bursts were well aimed but, with the undulations of the boat, some hit their mark while most missed.
  
 
    “Shoot!” He roared.
  
 
    Heinrich pulled the trigger, aiming as they had taught him during training.
The night was dark so, he aimed at the masses giving chase. Chaos poured through the black. He felt a sting across his face but ignored the sensation, He felt nothing in the blur of violence but the kick of his weapon. He wondered if this is what it felt like for Soldiers. They’re just shadows, he thought, just shadows.

The Hunters had left under the cover of night, and would likely be nearing St. Louis by the time the sunset. Adam, Darla, Jesus, and Barrett spent the day resting in the safe house, each in their own way. Adam and Darla stole away for some time alone and then slept. Jesus had passed out after gathering the weapons from the pack that lay dead outside. Barrett patrolled from room to room keeping watch and refusing help. It was tense several hours from dawn to dusk. 
  
 
    “The sun is setting,” Barrett said from the rear doorway, “let’s get loaded up and ready to move.”
Jesus roused from where he lay, surrounded by a pile of weapons and ammunition. Adam started to laugh as he thought how much he resembled a Mexican version of the dragon Smaug with his horde of gold.
  
 
    “What?” Jesus asked, still wiping away the sleep. 
  
 
    “Nothing,” Adam chuckled, and continued “You ready to get out of here?”
  
 
    “You fucking know I am.”
  
 
    They all got moving, and loading up the truck they intended to use for their crossing of the city. There was a slight argument between Barrett and Jesus over exactly how many guns they might need but, reason won out in the end and Jesus was forced to part with a fair portion of his horde. The pain was only slightly visible on his face. 
Just as the last light of day was fading, they gathered around the truck to discuss the route that they would be taking. Barrett spent most of the time warning them about the Hunters that stalked the city. He knew their tactics, he’d established more than half of them.  He scolded them like children when they gave an eye roll or sigh.
  
 
    “This isn’t like the shit you’ve already been through!” he whispered forcefully. “OKC, KC, Saint Louis...” he paused as he listed them off, “think of those as the fucking warm up. From the sounds of it, you didn’t have that much trouble there.” his tone calmed, “The Hunters here aren’t like the others. They act like a pack of wolves, and each pack has its own specific territory. If a Hunter from another pack enters a rival territory they’re killed. No questions. And we’ll be crossing a fair piece of ground that isn’t held by Calvin’s pack.” He traced the route with his finger, it followed the L into downtown, and then made for the park and shore beyond. 
  
 
    “We’ll be able to move fast until we get into the downtown area. Once there, we’ll have to move the rest of the way on foot. The Doctor and his guys will meet us on the coast just the other side of the park from the Museum of Science and Industry. We won’t be directly downtown but, close enough that we have to watch ourselves.” He paused for a minute to let his plans sink in, and then finished, “This isn’t going to be a walk in the park. Take this seriously.”
There was no response. It was understood that they were going into the most dangerous part of their journey, and they accepted that Barrett was the only one that could get them through it alive. 

The fight had been vicious. The three boats of infected had nearly overtaken them, and both Heinrich and Erik had been wounded, if only superficially, in the process. Two infected had managed to board their boat but, were quickly put down by Lars. For a man of his size, he was faster than Heinrich would have imagined. Erik hadn’t had to take his hands from the wheel for the duration of the engagement. 
They were three hours removed from the battle but, the adrenaline had not yet stopped coursing through Heinrich’s veins. He shook uncontrollably. His usually sharp mind was fuzzy. He stared blankly at the darkness ahead and wondered whether or not he should have ever forced his way onto this mission. A heavy hand came to rest on his shoulder and the fog began to lift. Erik was sitting on the bench across from him.
  
 
    “Rethinking all of this, huh?” he asked with an easy smile.
  
 
    “How do you do this?” Heinrich asked, “How do you go from fighting like that to total calm in seconds? How do you...” he broke off.
  
 
    “It is probably just how...what’s the phrase...we’re wired?” he smiled, “Some people are meant to be politicians, some artists, others homeless, and some are meant to be doctors. Lars and I...I guess... we are meant to kill. It’s a sad vocation but, so long as there are people trying to hurt others there will be the need for men to hurt them in return. At least until the world goes blind, right?”
Heinrich tried to muster a response but, the words wouldn’t come. He was struck by the man’s ability to break things down to such a concise point that it was both prescient and accessible to even a child’s mind. He guessed that there wasn’t much use for lofty explanations when it came to the military. They had to be concise in order to remain efficient. He admired both of his traveling companions. His trembling began to subside, and Lars called out for them to look ahead.
The Chicago skyline was visible on the horizon, and there was a light blinking out the pattern they’d given to their contact.
    



  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47
  
 
      
 
    They were standing on the shores of Lake Michigan when the sound reached their ears. The boat was making its final approach. There were no lights from the ship save for two response blinks to the pattern Barrett was using as a signal. The Chicago passage hadn’t been without its tense moments but, they’d been far less severe than Barrett had anticipated. The truck had paid off in a number of ways in that respect. 
Hunters had approached them but, seemed disinterested in their presence. They weren’t going to be prey this time. They appeared curious of them but, never made any attempt toward hostilities. Even now there was a small scout team watching them but, they never came to within 100 yards of their position. They watched them...Jesus watched them in return...and nothing more.
They were weary from the road and knew they’d sleep well given the chance. It was possible that they’d never make it to the Canadian shores. Any number of groups could attack them on the crossing. But even death by this point was preferable to returning to the Colony.
The boat wasn’t big but, it would comfortably fit the four of them. Adam was pleased to look up and see his old mentor’s face smiling down at him. He returned the smile...and pulled the trigger.

The burst of light that seared his eyes was unexpected. The bullet tearing through his gut felt like a betrayal. The short volley from the shore that tore through Erik and Lars, leaving both men dead, was a stabbing confusion. Heinrich slumped to the deck, his back against the bench seat, and watched as Adam and his three companions climbed aboard. The woman made her way directly to the wheel of the boat and began the process of coming about. The two men, one Hispanic, the other White, worked hefting the two dead Icelanders overboard. Adam knelt and came face to face with him. There was no discernible emotion present on his face.
  
 
    “Hello, Heinrich,” he spoke with an easy manner, “It’s good to finally see you again.”
  
 
    “W-w-wh...” he stammered, his guts twisting the words in his throat.
  
 
    “Why?” Adam finished his question, “That should be obvious, Doctor. This was all your doing right? The infections?”
  
 
    “Yes...bu...” he managed before Adam cut him off.
  
 
    “But you were working for the greater good. I know that, and I can’t fault you for doing what you did on the grand scale. This is for your actions merely as they have impacted my life, and the lives of the people with me now. You took from us. Now we’re going to take from you.”
Adam moved Heinrich’s hand and looked down at the wound in his stomach. Blood was pouring from the hole in spurts. He returned the hand.
  
 
    “It’s hit an artery, Heinrich. Maybe this will be quick, but I doubt it.”
  
 
    Heinrich studied the man’s face. It had hardened in the years since he’d last seen him at university. He was no longer the young, bright student from his memories but, a broken reflection of him. Heinrich tried to sit erect but, that only brought greater pain.
  
 
    “Adam, you...” he puffed trying to catch his breath, “don’t...have...to do...this.”
  
 
    “You didn’t have to create the infection but, you did. You took my wife and my son.” he paused for a moment. “That’s on you,” he said, tapping a finger to Heinrich’s chest. “Do you know what it’s like to come home and find your wife in the kitchen...cooking the carcass that used to be your child?”
  
 
    “My...go..” he attempted.
  
 
    “God?” Adam laughed and smiled without humor, “God had nothing to do with any of this. He abandoned this place, this world, a long time ago.” Adam pulled him to his feet roughly. Heinrich let out a hard scream. “Look to the shores! Do you see them?”
  
 
    Heinrich managed a weak, pathetic nod as he observed the figures watching them from the beach. 
  
 
    “Those are your creations.”
They were busying themselves pulling the two bodies from the Lake.
  
 
    “What’re they doing?” Heinrich asked.
 
 
    “Harvesting.” the answer came without spite.
  
 
    Heinrich’s hand fell away from his wound and he felt the overwhelming weight of what he had done taking hold of him. 
  
 
    “You deserve to die, and you will.” Adam returned him to the bench. “Your virus, parasite, contagion...whatever the fuck it is has begun to evolve. It’s going to spread again. There will be more Hunters. We might not make it into hiding but, if we get picked up by the UN we’re going to spread it to them.”
  
 
    “You can’t be serious.” Heinrich coughed, blood came up this time. 
  
 
    “We are serious...very serious.” Adam looked back to where his friends were sitting, Darla at the wheel, Jesus and Barrett having a light conversation about something only they knew, “The rest of the world should have to suffer as we have.” His eyes returned to Heinrich's. “I’ll spare you the pain of having to witness any of it, my friend.”

Heinrich never saw the gun rise. Never felt the bullet pierce his brain. Adam’s movements had been too fast for his fading vision. He never saw the last flash but, even still, he would still feel the pain. That was a first mercy Adam hadn’t been able to give as the turn began to take him. They were all going through it, and they’d been lucky to hide it from their would-be saviors. Mercy and compassion would be gone from all of them, likely before they made it to Canada. They weren’t concerned with being apprehended. It might serve their plans better if they were. 
There was no way to be sure that they’d have any ability to control themselves on the other side of the Turn but, evolution is an unpredictable bitch. She never takes the same path twice. They might die, become like Steven, or something else entirely. Adam hoped for the latter as the first hints of the fever began to rise at his temples. 
He moved to join his friends...his pack...after tossing the Doctor over the side to sink beneath the waters. Standing beside Darla he could see her face flushed with heat and the same in Barrett and Jesus as they skipped across the waves northward. They’d all turn in the days to come. They’d likely spread the infection as well. But there was no sympathy in his heart for the rest of the world. There had been no quarter given for the innocents within the Colony so, they would give none for those outside of her.
The rest of the world would come to know what he already knew...humans were nothing more than predators...no matter how civilized their mask might be. 







  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    
Mr. Evans, the agent was speaking in a weak voice that hinted at having just recently vomited, if you think you can sell me this bullshit, you’re mistaken! He wasn’t as forceful now as he had been. It’s difficult to be so when you’ve got the infection’s symptoms wracking your body. You’ve been telling me that you had an army-sized group of Hunters, as you call them, escort you from Kansas to Chicago, one of them being your son, no less. The agent threw up into a trash can at the base of the chair next to him. The UN monitors the Colony, and we know well enough the behaviors of the infected. You’re free to cut the shit at any point or, we can go right back to the rough stuff if you’d like.
“You know you’re infected, right?” Adam said, leaning across the table that separated them. “You’ve got the fever, the vomiting, and soon you’ll get the shakes and delirium.” The cuffs rattled as he shook his hands in the man’s direction. “I’ve seen it far more than you, and much closer than the UN’s observers. There’s nothing you can say that will change the realities of what the world has done to the Colony. “
Mr. Evans, I was at the briefings on the parasite, I know how it’s transmitted. He took a sip of his water and shortly threw it up into the wastebasket. It thrives in freshwater, and that fresh water must enter the nasal cavity where the little bastard follows the olfactory nerves to the brain. I’m not stupid.
“Doctor Amsel must not have told you about the other ways it can spread.” Adam trained his eyes on the glass of water, and the agent’s followed. “A spot of blood into a glass of water, absentmindedly ingested a few days ago, a pink swirl drank down. I’ve seen it spread that way, and a few others too.” Adam leaned in over the table, and their eyes met over the glass. “You’re infected you piece of shit.” His smile was sadistic, and his eyes burned with a barely contained joy at this thought. “Have you fucked your wife? Kissed her?” He saw the slight glimmer of fear with this question. The agent’s mouth fell slightly open. “I’ve seen it spread that way too. She’s probably already turned and eating your kids as we speak. If you’ve thrown up into a toilet, the sink, on the street, you’ve spread it. You’re going to be the one they blame when this starts to spread outside the Colony. Patient Zero. I’m going to be sent back into the Colony but, you’ll get to watch it all happen. You’ll watch it all and know, that it’s all your fault.” Adam sat back, enjoying the look of terror spreading across the once smug agent. The man was speechless, mouth agape. He was trembling.
He threw up once more, either from the infection or the shock, Adam couldn’t tell which, and he didn’t care. The man was still trembling as his hand left the table and hung at his side. He didn’t take his eyes from Adam, staring blankly as he brought the gun up and out of his holster. He racked a round into the chamber and continued raising the weapon. With a trembling hand, he placed the muzzle of the gun to the soft spot just behind his chin. Adam watched without pity, without regret, and made no move to stop the man. He wanted this to happen. He’d made it happen. This was his ritual. He enjoyed manipulation. He didn’t even flinch when the agent’s brains exploded from the top of his head, and blood splattered against the ceiling.
Adam held his hands up to show that he wasn’t armed when the guards burst through the door. The agent’s gun was still in his hand. The two men moved Adam out of the room and back to his cell. He smiled as they did so. 
There are many kinds of monsters in this world. Those that are plainly visible with the naked eye. Hunters are not unlike the predators of nature: bears, big cats, and hawks. You see them, you steer clear, and you live another day. But then there are the ones that are microscopic: the parasites, the diseases, and the Adams and James and Darlas of this world. You won’t know it until the damage has been done, and you have nowhere to run. You can’t plead for your life with the Adams any more than you could with N. accidia. You are its chosen victim and, for better or worse...it will all be over soon.
Humans are merely predators...no matter how civilized the mask.
The End 
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