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  Chapter 1 - Lt. Cummings

  
  




The Humvee’s wheels crunched across the bed of dried gravel next to the river, followed closely by two more of its kind. Each vehicle was heavily armored and topped with a turret sporting a 50—caliber machine gun. Four personnel operated each truck, among them a driver and a gunner. They carried enough supplies to last them three weeks. Four if they rationed their food.

Lieutenant Tomi Cummings rode shotgun in the lead Hummer. Despite the season, late fall, it was hot inside the cab, and sweat beaded his forehead. It trickled down the sides of his face and stained his collar, mimicking the damp patches underneath his arms and down his back.

“Piece of shit,” he said with a grunt, slamming the dashboard with one fist. It creaked with the force of the blow, protesting its abuse. “They couldn’t give us something with air-conditioning?” 

“Ah, man. I’m dying in here,” Sergeant James Horton complained from behind the wheel. He scratched at the five o’clock shadow on his jaw with one hand, navigating the rough terrain with the other.

“We’re all dying here,” Private Sonja Barnes, the gunner, said from her perch at the turret.

“Oh, for God’s sake. Open a window before we all succumb to heat exhaustion,” Private Linda Longo added from the backseat. She shifted in her seat, her expression mirroring the irritation all of them felt.

The lieutenant leveled a stern stare at her, and she shrank back in her seat. “Sorry, Lieutenant. The heat is making me testy.”

“It’s making us all testy,” Tomi said as he cranked open his window. “Keep an eye out for danger. I don’t want anyone snatched through a window.”

A rush of cool air filled the cab, and he sank back into his seat with a sigh of relief. With a keen eye for danger, he studied their surroundings.

It was mid-afternoon, and the sun shone high in the sky. Clouds drifted across the pale blue heavens, and a crisp breeze whistled through the thick reeds that choked the muddy banks. A dragonfly as big as his hand flitted past his face, its wings flashing iridescent in the light. It darted toward the river, dipping into its emerald waters.

It was a beautiful day, but that did nothing to lift his mood as he thought back over the past few days. They’d been briefed for a search and rescue operation by the Mayor of Vancouver herself. The success of the mission was of the utmost importance, and failure was not an option. 

They were the city’s best, after all. Called the 105 Search and Rescue Squadron, or 105 Squad for short, each member was handpicked and trained as a SAR Tech. They were experts in military free-fall, diving, mountaineering, rappelling, wilderness survival, and various other skills. 

Despite that, the operation was not going well. It was supposed to take a few days at most, but they’d been out over a week already. Tomi knew they needed a break soon, or morale would suffer. Being stuck out in a strange and hostile environment filled with dangerous creatures was enough to wear on even the toughest of minds.

The gears creaked as Sonja rotated the turret into a better angle as they drove. He glanced at her and asked, “See anything?”

“Nothing, Lieutenant,” she answered with a shake of the head. 

“Keep looking,” he commanded, turning his gaze to the world outside the Humvee.

A grove of willow trees crowded the edge of the water, their long branches trailing in the river. A rustle of movement shook the leaves, and he squinted at the thick green foliage. Before he could blink, a flyer darted from within its cover. Its leathery wings flapped through the air, and its sharp beak hit the water in a spray of silver droplets. A fish wriggled within its grasp, desperately trying to escape. The flyer, a Nyctosaurus, circled the area before landing back on its former perch.

Upon closer inspection, Lt. Cummings noticed several more of the lizard-like birds nestled within the trees. It appeared they’d settled there for the day, fishing the rich waters below and resting in the shade. “Look alive, folks. We’ve got flyers.”

“Flyers?” Sonja echoed, rotating the turret. “What kind?”

“Nyctosaurus, I think,” Cummings replied.

Sonja sighed with relief. “Not the big ones, then.”

“No, thankfully not, but they’re still dangerous,” Cummings said as he reached for the radio. “We’ve got flyers in the willows by the riverbank. Let’s take it slow and give them a wide berth. Out.”

“Copy that. Out,” came the dual reply from the other two Humvees.

Sergeant Horton eased up on the gas and swung away from the trees in question. As they drove past, everyone watched the flyers with tense expectations. Volatile and aggressive, they often attacked for no reason other than feeling threatened.

The creatures stirred as the Hummer rumbled past, their crested heads cocked toward the humans. Their beady eyes followed each vehicle with deep concentration, but they showed no inclination to engage. Instead, one of them dive-bombed the river and scooped up a juicy snack. It tossed the fish down its gullet before inspecting the river for more.

“That was close,” Tomi muttered to himself. The flyers’ behavior reminded him yet again that the creatures were unpredictable. You could never tell what they were going to do from one minute to the next.

With that thought in mind, he looked at the forest. It loomed to the left, dark and menacing. The interior was shrouded in gloom, and he suppressed a shudder. Its vast depths hid untold horrors, all of it armed with teeth and claws—a prehistoric melting pot of fearsome creatures waiting to pounce on the unwary.

Tomi consulted the map on his lap, tracing their progress with his forefinger. They’d followed the prescribed route looking for signs of the missing plane, but so far, they’d found nothing. It must’ve veered off course.

Folding the map, he tucked it back into his pocket and looked ahead. The riverbank rose into a steep hill, the landscape curving upward until it formed a cliff on the right. It also provided the perfect look-out point, and his heart quickened in his chest. “Sergeant Horton, get us on top of that rise. It’s time we get a better look at our surroundings.”

“Yes, Sir,” James acknowledged. He notified the other trucks via radio, and the convoy headed up the hill. 

Once they reached the top, Tomi called a halt. “Look alive, people. This spot is as safe as any, meaning it’s not safe at all.”

He opened his door and straightened his gear before exiting the Humvee. His boots hit the ground with a thud, and he paused to orient himself. “Sonja, you stay put.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sonja acknowledged with a flash of brilliant white teeth. They looked startling against her tanned skin, and he wondered how she managed to get them looking that perfect. She could star in a damn toothpaste commercial. 

With a toss of her dark-blonde hair, she returned her attention to the 50—caliber. It was reassuring to know she was up there, her and the other two gunners. Between them, they packed a hefty punch. Big enough to scare away even the nastiest of dinosaurs. Or, so he hoped.

Turning in a slow circle, Tomi took a careful look around. On his right, the ground ended abruptly, plunging downward in a cliff. Far below, the river continued on its journey across the northern continent toward the sea. To the left stretched the forest, a vast ocean of trees that formed an impenetrable green canopy. Except…

“What’s that?” Sergeant Horton said, pointing at something in the distance.

Lieutenant Cummings stepped closer and raised one hand to shield his eyes. His keen gaze picked up a swathe of destruction that ran through the forest in a straight line. It cut through the trees before stopping in a rough clearing.

“It’s the plane, Lieutenant. That must be the crash trajectory,” Linda Longo said, popping up at his side. “And that open patch must be where it landed.”

Tomi nodded, and excitement stirred in his chest. At last. We found it.

He stared at the clearing for a few more seconds, judging the distance between it and them. It was a fair number of clicks away, but he reckoned they could reach the site by nightfall if they hurried. Impatience filled his chest, and he whirled around. “All right. Let’s move out.”

“Lieutenant, wait,” Linda said, grabbing his elbow.

“What is it?” he asked, pausing.

“Look over there,” she replied, her hand sweeping across the canopy. 

Tomi looked where she pointed, right at the start of the broken line of trees. At first, he failed to see what she saw. Then he noticed it—a tremor in the canopy. The trees on both sides of the destroyed path shook with the passing of something within its depths. Something big.

He looked at Sonja, perched on top of the Humvee. “Do you see that?”

She nodded, her expression somber. “I see it, Sir.”

“What do you think it is?” he asked, not truly expecting an answer.

“I… I don’t know, Sir, but whatever it is, it’s heading toward the crashed plane,” Sonja said.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Linda said, her dark eyes flashing. “Those are predators, and they’re looking for survivors.”

“They?” Sergeant James asked.

Linda shrugged. “There are at least two of them, and they’re not big. They’re huge.”

“My God, look at that,” James added with a shake of his head, and Tomi had to agree. The canopy shook with the force of the creatures’ movement below, and the snapping of broken branches rang clear in the air. Even at this distance, the passing of the beasts was evident, and the world quailed before their might. 

“Damn,” Lieutenant Cummings said, mulling over the sudden turn of events. “This complicates things.”

“Yes, it does, Sir,” Linda agreed, her smooth forehead drawn into a deep frown. She shifted from one foot to the other, settling her heavy gear back into place. “What are your orders, Sir?”

Tomi remained silent for the span of a single heartbeat before he replied. “We’ll make camp and set out in the morning. There’s no sense in going out there with nightfall right around the corner.”

“Yes, Sir,” Linda acknowledged. She turned toward the Humvee and collected the rest of her things. 

“Alright, pull up the Hummers. Form a half-circle with the cliff behind you,” Tomi ordered, watching as the drivers pulled into formation. “Gunners, you stay put while we set up camp.”

“Yes, Sir,” Sonja acknowledged with a quick salute.

The other two gunners nodded as well and stayed at their posts, on high alert for danger. With the 50-caliber guns pointed outward, they formed a wall of protection for the rest. 

With his hands on his hips, Tomi oversaw the group. His eyes traveled from face to face. He knew every one of them, some better than the rest, like Sergeant James Horton, Private Linda Longo, and Private Sonja Barnes. But he’d worked extensively with all of them in the past, and he knew he could count on them. 

The group pitched their tents, collected kindling, started a fire, unrolled their sleeping bags, and settled in with swift efficiency. Sergeant Horton swept the perimeter while Linda worked out a Watch Duty Roster. Staff Sergeant Plumm, their go-to cook, got a pot of coffee on to boil and sorted through their rations.

“What’s for supper, Plumm?” Private Thomson, the driver from the third Humvee, asked.

“Meat and beans,” Plumm replied.

“Again?” Thompson said, pulling a face.

“Want to take over from me?” Plumm replied with a glare.

“God, no,” Linda said. “Do you want to kill us all?”

“She’s right,” James said. “Last time Thomson cooked, I nearly died.”

Laughter broke out, and even Lt. Cummings cracked a smile.

“Shut up,” Thomson said, his face flushed, but the mood was one of good humor, and he soon joined in on the joke.

While they set up camp, Cummings paced the perimeter, his eyes fixed on the distant movement in the forest. When night fell, he’d lose sight of it, but that didn’t mean he’d forget. The thought of setting out in pursuit of something that large made him break out in a cold sweat. What can it be? A pair of Gorgosaurus? Albertosaurus? Or even worse, T-rexes? 

Whatever it was, they were after the same thing: the plane and its survivors. The question was, who’d get there first? 








  
  
  Chapter 2 - Tony

  
  




Tony moved through the forest at a steady pace. He wove his way between the trees, careful not to brush against the rough bark that encased the trunks. Silence was of the essence. He couldn’t afford to alert any predators in the vicinity.

David followed in his wake, his eyes glaring white against the layer of mud that coated his face. They’d smeared the stuff all over their exposed skin to minimize their scent. Whether it really worked or not, Tony didn’t know, but it was worth a shot.

Thankfully, a  carpet of moss and damp leaves covered the ground and muffled their footsteps. But the thick undergrowth tugged at their limbs and impeded their progress. Every yard they gained was a battle, both of the mind and body.

Tony thought back over the past few days. It had been nothing short of nerve-wracking. Lost in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by danger, armed only with hand weapons, and low on supplies, the odds were stacked against them.

Shifting these thoughts aside, Tony focused on the present. He pushed aside a curtain of hanging vines and threaded his way through a stand of trees. Insects buzzed around his face, and he waved them away with a muttered curse. At least the layer of dried mud protected him against their stings and bites.

He pressed onward, and the afternoon passed slowly. The sun dropped toward the horizon, its golden globe obscured by the thick canopy overhead. The atmosphere was humid inside the microcosm created by the forest cocoon. Not a whisper of a breeze disturbed the stifling air, and sweat trickled down his face and the back of his neck.

Tony licked his lips, tasting salt. He was thirsty and longed to reach for the canteen hanging from his belt, but he resisted the urge. Their water supply was low, and he had no way of knowing when they’d find more.

A light touch on the shoulder caused him to pause, and he looked around. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s getting late. We need to look for shelter soon,” David whispered.

“Alright,” Tony agreed. “Keep your eyes peeled for a likely spot.”

“Will do,” David said with a quick nod.

Wiping his brow, Tony moved on, ignoring the various discomforts that plagued him: The blisters on his feet, the damp sweaty clothes he wore, the ache in his head, the hollow in his stomach, and the exhaustion that dragged at his limbs. It was all part and parcel of the ordeal. 

A rustle in the bushes ahead sent his senses into overdrive. He froze to the spot, both eyes fixed on the rippling leaves. His right hand crept toward the machete in his belt, and his fingers closed around the handle.

The seconds ticked by slowly while Tony waited. Tick, tock, tick, tock. Still, nothing happened. With the machete raised in the air, he took a step forward. Suddenly, a creature burst out of the bushes and sprang right at him. It snapped at the air with razor-sharp teeth, hissing with fury.

“Shit!” Tony cried, swiping at the beast. He hit it with a glancing blow, and it crashed to the ground with a pained growl. Before it could recover itself, Tony struck again, decapitating the creature. Its blood leaked into the ground and tainted the air with a coppery tang.

“What the hell was that?” David asked, stepping closer.

Tony eyed the lizard-like creature and grimaced. “It’s a Bambiraptor. They’re small but mean.”

David nudged it with its foot. “Yeah, I know them. Nasty little beasts.” He looked around. “We’d better get out of here.”

“Agreed. They travel in packs,” Tony said, looking around. “Where there’s one, there’s bound to be more.” Tony had barely finished his sentence when the bushes rustled again. He spotted several more of the raptors circling them through the undergrowth.  “Ah, shit. We’re in for it now.”

“Incoming,” David cried, yanking his ax from his belt. The pack closed in around them, and the forest swarmed with snarling Bambiraptors. 

With his back pressed to David’s, Tony fought them off. He swiped, slashed, hacked, and stabbed at the creatures, grimacing when blood coated his face and hands. One of the beasts snapped at his wrist, and its sharp teeth cut through the skin. 

The wound burned like fire, and Tony growled below his breath. “Damn raptor.”

With a swift stab, he impaled the beast with his blade. He shook off the corpse and swiped at the next attacker, but it jumped aside with a snarl before lunging at his legs.

Scrambling backward, Tony bumped into David. Surprised, David stumbled and went down with a yell. Tony tripped over him, and they ended up rolling on the forest floor in a tangle of limbs.

The raptors took full advantage and attacked the struggling duo. Teeth sank into Tony’s shoulder, and he lashed out with his fist. It connected with a thud, and the beast disappeared. Teeth snapped at his face, and he grabbed the Bambiraptor by the throat.

As small as it was, it was both strong and slippery. With a twist of its head, the creature got free and lunged again. Its jaws closed on Tony’s cheek and white-hot pain radiated through his nervous system. Desperate to get away, he gripped the beast’s head and slashed at its neck with the machete. The blade hacked through the skin and muscle, and hot blood sprayed from the wound. 

The stuff coated Tony’s face, blinding him. Terror shot through his veins, and he rolled to his knees. With the sleeve of his coat, he wiped the stinging fluid from his eyes and blinked at his surroundings.  

The raptors had backed away, eyeing the humans with bared teeth. Their losses rendered them wary, and Tony knew they had to move. “David, get up. We have to get up.”

David looked dazed, and blood leaked from a dozen rips and tears in his flesh. His ax lay on the ground, and Tony scooped it up. “Snap out of it, David.”

David stared at him, his mouth hanging open. “What?”

“Fight, damn it, or we’re both dead!” Tony said. He shoved the ax into David’s hand and hauled them both upright. Once they were on their feet again, they stood a better chance at survival. Even so, Tony knew they had to end it fast.

With a roar, he launched himself at the remaining pack and scattered them with wild swings of his blade. It hacked into one, and he kicked another on the leg.  The bone snapped, and it hobbled away with a hiss of agony. 

Snapping out of his funk, David joined in. Between them, they drove off the last of the Bambiraptors, and the creatures fled into the gathering dusk. Heaving for breath, Tony looked at David. “That was close.”

David nodded and pointed at him with one trembling finger. “You’ve got something on your face.”

Tony stared at him, confused. Then he remembered his mask of blood. Grinning, he wiped his face but winced when he touched the deep cut on his cheek. “You don’t look so hot either.”

“I don’t feel so hot,” David admitted. “And we reek of blood. Every predator within miles will be after us within the hour.”

Tony grimaced, his smile fading away. They were in deep trouble and had to get out of there right away. “Are you hurt bad anywhere?”

“Not really. It’s nothing serious,” David said after a quick examination of his injuries. “You?”

“Nothing that can’t wait until we’re holed up somewhere safe,” Tony said. “Follow me and keep your eyes open.”

“I’m right behind you,” David said.

Together, they set off into the trees, heading downhill. Tony reckoned it would be the likeliest place to find water. If they ever did. Either way, they were due for some good luck. Overdue, actually. Come on, Karma. Give us something, will you?








  
  
  Chapter 3 - David

  
  




David stumbled through the underbrush, barely able to place one foot in front of the other. The numerous bites and tears in his flesh burned, and a couple of them continued to bleed. His eyes swiveled in their sockets, looking for danger. They felt gritty, just like his tongue, and he longed for a sip of water. Soon, he consoled himself. It won’t be long now.

But he was wrong. The time passed slowly as they pushed onward, aware of the looming dusk. A sense of urgency took hold of his senses, and his heart thumped in his chest. Fear was an ever-present companion. One that never quite went away. “Tony, what are we going to do? We’re leaving a trail of blood, and night is falling.”

“I know,” Tony said, grunting as he navigated a pile of deadfall. He weaved around a stump and slid down a couple of feet. “But we need water.”

“We need shelter and a fire more,” David said, eyeing the sun. It hung low on the horizon, its light filtering through the thick canopy. 

“There’s water at the bottom of this hill. I know it,” Tony said. “We just need to keep going a little longer.”

“Are you sure?” David asked.

“I’m sure,” Tony said. “It’ll give us a chance to clean up, and we can use the stream to cover our tracks.”

“If you say so,” David said. Privately, he disagreed, but Tony had seniority. I hope to God, he’s right.

With a shake of his head, he kept going. The ground sloped down at a steep angle that worsened with every step. Eventually, he had to sit on his ass and slide down, holding on to the slender trunks of trees. 

They’d covered a few hundred yards when Tony help up a hand. “Whoa, stop!”

David ground to a halt. “What’s wrong?”

“It ends in a cliff.”

“A what?” David asked, hoping he’d heard incorrectly.

“We’re on the edge of a cliff,” Tony said.

“Ah, shit. That’s terrific,” David said, his heart sinking into his boots. “What now?”

Tony shook his head. “I don’t know.”

David sighed. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

“I’m sorry,” Tony said. “I really thought we’d find water down here.”

David closed his eyes for a few seconds before he nodded. “We’d better go back.”

“I guess so,” Tony agreed, and they started the slow ascent back up the hill.

David grabbed the nearest tree and hauled himself a few feet up the slope before he paused. A faint sound reached his ears, and he cocked his head to hear better. “Tony? Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“I don’t know. It sounds like….” David’s eyes widened as realization sank in. “It sounds like water!”

Before Tony could utter a word, David slid down to the cliff’s edge. He clung to a rock and peered down. “I think there’s a river down there.”

“You think? How far down?” Tony asked.

“I don’t know. It’s hard to see,” David said, leaning further down to get a better look. Suddenly, the rock shifted beneath his hands. “Oh, crap.”

“David?” Tony cried.

David grabbed for a tree but missed by mere inches. A cascade of loose sand, gravel, and rocks broke free and slid over the side, taking him with it. Emptiness opened up beneath him, and his body gave way to the pull of gravity. He fell for a couple of seconds, his mouth wide open in a shocked yell. Then, he hit the water. 

The river enfolded him in its icy embrace and drove the air from his lungs. The current tugged at his limbs and he drifted downstream in a green haze. A stream of bubbles left his mouth and drifted upward while he watched in frozen wonder. For a moment, everything was calm and peaceful. All of the aches and pains in his body had vanished. Maybe I can just stay like this forever.

The burn in his lungs drove him to action, however. His oxygen-starved brain screamed for air, and he kicked and swam until he broke the surface. A deep gasp cleared the fog from his mind, and he looked around. 

“David, are you there? David!” Tony screamed from a distance.

“I’m down here. I’m okay,” David said, swimming toward Tony’s voice. The current was strong but not insurmountable, and he soon reached the spot where he’d fallen in.

“Can you come back up?” Tony called.

“No, it’s not possible,” David replied, eyeing the sheer walls of the ravine.

“How deep is it? Are there rapids?”

“It’s deep enough, and there aren’t any rapids,” David said, looking around. “There’s a beach not far from me.”

“Alright, I’m coming in,” Tony said. Seconds later, he plummeted from the sky and hit the river with a splash. He surfaced and shook the water from his face, paddling to stay in place. “David?”

“Over here,” David said, swimming toward Tony.

“Where’s that beach?” 

“Follow me,” David said, leading the way. 

He swam toward the sandy cove and soon reached dry land. The strip of beach was small but sheltered. The cliff formed an overhang and heaps of driftwood littered the area. A steep path up the side of the wall was the only access point, and he reckoned it was as safe a place to spend the night as any. “What do you think, Tony? Do we stay here or move on?”

“We’re too tired to move on, and it’s almost dark,” Tony said, heading toward the overhang. “Let’s make camp.”

“On it,” David replied, relieved beyond measure. He didn’t think he could’ve gone one more step if he tried. He was cold, wet, tired, and hungry. Summoning the last of his energy, he got ready for the night. 

Together, they cleared a space under the overhang, removing any rubble until it was just smooth sand. Tony made a fire while David collected enough wood to last them the night. A stiff breeze cut through the space, and they built a screen using washed-up branches and rocks. Next, they made their beds by digging a hollow and lining it with a blanket roll. 

“Let’s get out of these wet clothes,” Tony said, huddling next to the fire.

“Good idea,” David said. 

Thus far, the activity had kept him going, but the cold was leaching into his bones, and his hands shook with every move. He was grateful for the warmth of the flames as he draped his wet things over a rock and donned fresh, dry clothing.

By the time they were finished, night had fallen. The stars winked at them from the narrow strip of sky far above their heads. Tony put a kettle of water on to boil and turned to him. “How are your wounds? Anything serious?”

“No, just a bunch of cuts and scratches,” David said with a shake of his head. “But it hurts like a… never mind.”

“I hear you,” Tony said, dragging his first aid kit closer. “Those raptors’ teeth are like razors.” He raised his wrist, revealing a nasty bite mark. “They got me good too.”

“Your face looks worse,” David said, pointing at a long gash on Tony’s chin. “You might need stitches.”

Tony sighed and removed the needle and sutures from his pack. He handed it to David. “Well, have at it.”

It took a solid thirty minutes to treat their various wounds. Tony’s face and wrist required stitches, and he sported several puncture marks on his shoulder and shin. David had similar injuries on his arms and legs. The worst was a bite that tore loose a flap of flesh from the back of his neck.

Finally, they were bandaged, band-aided, and disinfected up to their eyeballs, and David sat back with a groan. “Can we sleep now?”

“Eat first. You’ll need your strength,” Tony said, handing him a cup of herbal tea, a bag of mixed dried fruit, nuts, and seeds, and a strip of salted meat.

“Fine,” David said, chewing on the meat while sipping his tea. He had to admit, the food tasted good, and the cramp in his stomach eased. 

Tony ate his meal with methodical bites before putting another pot of water on to boil. In the morning, they’d use the purified liquid to refill their canteens. He banked the fire and shot David a look. “Get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch.”

“Thanks,” David mumbled, hardly able to keep his eyes open.

As he curled up in his sleeping bag, David’s last thought was of his family. He couldn’t wait to get home and see his parents again. It didn’t matter if they were mad at him for leaving, or even if his father tried to push him into the council. He’d had enough adventure to last him a lifetime.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Rogue stood on the front steps of the boarding house, accompanied by Seth, Jessica, Bear, and Mrs. Potts. She shifted from one foot to the other, growing more restless with each passing moment. A new day had dawned, and she was ready to set out on their mission, whatever it might be.

The others shared her viewpoint. After sleeping for most of the previous day, they’d awoken only for a quick supper and another planning session before crawling back into bed. Well rested, they were eager to get going.

Mrs. Potts, however, seemed reluctant to part with her young charges. The old lady was close to tears as she handed each of them a parcel wrapped in wool. “Just a little something for you to remember me by,” she said. “But don’t open it now. Leave it until you have a free moment.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Potts. I’ll never forget you, and I’m sure we’ll see each other again someday,” Rogue said, swallowing hard on the knot in her throat. She tucked the gift into her backpack, and the others did the same.

“I hope so, my dear,” Mrs. Potts replied with a sniff. “It’s been a pleasure having you.”

“What about your other boarders?” Seth asked.

“Oh, they come and go, but you were special,” Mrs. Potts said with a wave of her hand. “Such a breath of fresh air. It almost made me feel young again.”

“That’s a kind thing to say,” Seth said, smiling at the old lady.

“Oh, not at all,” Mrs. Potts said, waving him off with one hand. “Now, I need to get back to work. Good luck to you all, young ones.”

She bustled up the steps and into the boarding house with a final wave of goodbye. The door closed behind her with a firm click, and they were left alone outside. The sudden quiet was unsettling, and an awkward silence descended over the group.

Seth cleared his throat. “Does everyone have everything they need?”

“All packed and ready to go,” Rogue said, shifting the backpack on her shoulders to a more comfortable spot. She meant it too. Well rested, fed, and with a hot shower behind her, she was prepared for anything.

“So are we,” Jessica confirmed. “Besides, I made certain last night that we’d be well-equipped for the journey.”

“Oh, how so?” Seth asked. “Isn’t the Mayor providing us with supplies?”

“I’ve learned not to trust the government. They might pay well, but they always cut corners,” Jessica said.

“What did you do?” Seth asked with a quizzical look.

“I sent a message to an old friend of mine. His name is Ronan, and he owes me a favor,” Jessica said.

“Old friend?” Bear rumbled with a deep frown. “Is that where you disappeared to?”

“Relax. It’s nothing like that, and I was gone for thirty minutes tops,” Jessica said.

“If it’s not like that then what is it like?” Bear asked.

“We’ve gone on a few missions together in the past,” Jessica said.

“Missions?” Rogue asked, suddenly curious.

“Yes, it’s what I do,” Jessica explained. “I offer my services to both the government and private parties as a hunter, tracker, retriever, that sort of thing. Sometimes I go along for protection, like when you found me. At that time, I was hired to protect the crew from danger.”

“I see,” Rogue said, intrigued. “It sounds like fun.”

“Sometimes, but it’s a pretty dangerous job too,” Jessica said. “That’s where Ronan comes in. I saved his life once, and now he owes me one.”

“What’s that exactly?” Seth asked, his gaze probing.

“You’ll see,” Jessica said with a wink. “It’s a surprise.”

“I don’t like surprises,” Seth said.

“Me neither,” Bear said. “And I don’t think I’ll like this Ronan much either.”

Jessica sighed. “It’s not like that, I swear. He’s just a friend and a colleague.”

“We’ll see,” Bear said, turning his back on her.

“Hey, what’s your problem?” Jessica said, placing one hand on his forearm. “I told you there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Isn’t there?” Bear asked. “You seem very chuffed about contacting this guy again.”

“I just called in a favor,” Jessica said, throwing her hands in the air. “Who knows what we’ll face on this mission? Maeve was very cryptic when she explained it to us, and I’d rather be prepared.”

“Maybe,” Bear said, unrelenting.

“Oh, honestly!” Jessica said, her face turning the color of beetroot. She stormed off to the other side of the steps, and a thick silence fell over the group once more.

“Oh, look,” Rogue cried with relief when she spotted a car approaching the boarding house. “Our ride’s here.”

“Our what?” Jessica said, distracted.

“Our ride,” Rogue repeated, pointing at a black sedan that pulled into the gates.

It drove up the driveway and rolled to a stop in front of them. The driver got out, his expressionless face adorned with a pair of dark sunglasses. His suit was neat, and his leather shoes shone in the morning light. Without cracking a smile, he nodded at the car and said, “Get in, please.”

It would’ve been funny if she hadn’t seen it already. Sadly, all of the Mayor’s security guards and drivers looked like they auditioned for a B-Grade spy movie.

Rolling her eyes, she jogged down the steps. “Come on, guys. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Seth followed quickly while Bear and Jessica took their time. As they navigated the steps, they resumed their argument. It didn’t stop there either. Instead, the bickering continued inside the car despite the stiff atmosphere.

Rogue stared out of the window the entire trip, her hand clasped in Seth’s. She stared at the passing scenery, but her mind was far away. The nature of the mission before them bothered her. Maeve had been very vague, skimping on the specifics and glossing over the details.

The sum total of their knowledge was this: They had to travel to a research facility in the north and make contact. If the facility was still intact and running, they had to re-establish communications. If something had gone wrong, their job was to retrieve the research and bring it back to Vancouver. With or without survivors.

Naturally, Seth had pressed Maeve for more, but he received nothing but hazy platitudes. The only thing the Mayor had been very clear about was the importance of secrecy. The research was classified. They were not to share anything they found with anyone else. In return, Prime would receive the promised aid. Nothing more and nothing less.

That raised a serious question for Rogue, one that loomed above all the rest. What are they hiding? 








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




When they reached their destination, Rogue was relieved to get out of the car. She grabbed her bag and exited the sedan with alacrity. Anything was better than listening to Jessica and Bear going at it nonstop. The couple still hadn’t stopped arguing and seemed no closer to a resolution than half an hour before.

She raised one hand to shade her eyes against the sun and looked around. They were in front of an old warehouse, its walls rusted and warped with time. Pale blue paint peeled down the corrugated iron in strips, and the wind whistled through the gaps in the roof. “Uh, is this it?”

“I’m not sure,” Seth replied, his tone doubtful. He turned to the driver. “Are you certain we’re at the right place?”

“Everything you need is inside,” the man replied.

“Inside?” Seth said, staring at the old building.

“Inside,” the man repeated.

“I find that hard to believe,” Seth said. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

The driver sighed and opened his door. “Fine. Let me show you.”

“Please do,” Seth said with exaggerated courtesy, waving a hand toward the building.

The driver removed his sunglasses and tucked them into his pocket. His jaw was like a block of granite, and he glared at Seth with open hostility. Seth didn’t back down, and they looked like two bulls readying for a fight.

“Alrighty then,” Rogue said, rolling her eyes. “I think that’s enough of that. Let’s go check out this warehouse, shall we?”

She walked toward the building and looked over her shoulder. “Are you coming or not?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Seth relaxed. “Coming.”

Rogue led the way, crunching across a broad strip of gravel. A set of double doors hung half-open on broken hinges, and she ducked into the building’s cool confines. It was dark inside, and her eyes struggled to adjust to the sudden change. Spots danced in front of her eyes, and she frowned. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Me neither,” Jessica said, removing her sunglasses.

Once her vision cleared, Rogue looked around. The warehouse was mostly empty, and the sound of her footsteps echoed throughout the space. Pigeons cooed in the rafters above, and splashes of bird poop marred the floors. She wasn’t surprised to see them. They were the rats of the air, after all, and thrived in almost any environment.

A couple of vehicles stood the center of the floor, and she squinted at the nearest one. It looked like a Jeep, old and rusted. The other one was a military transport truck, the back covered with a flap of canvas. Both were in pretty bad shape.

Jessica popped up beside her, brow furrowed in annoyance. “Seriously? I expected better than this, even if we are dealing with the government.”

“We all did,” Seth said.

“The Mayor has ensured that you have everything you need to complete the mission successfully,” the driver said with a disapproving frown. “See for yourselves.”

“I do see for myself, and I’m not impressed,” Seth said, folding his arms across his chest.

“Come on, guys,” Rogue prompted when everyone hesitated. “It can’t be that bad.”

“Wanna bet?” Jessica said.

“It’s not like we have a choice, right?” Rogue pointed out. “Besides, this is more than we’ve ever had back at Prime.”

“Rogue’s right,” Seth said. “We don’t have a choice, and Prime needs us. The Exiles too. We’ll just have to make do.”

“Ugh,” Jessica grumbled, but she moved forward with stiff reluctance

Together, the group trooped toward the trucks and inspected them. Though old and rusted, the tires were sound, and a quick examination revealed that the engines were in reasonable condition.

Seth climbed into the Jeep and twisted the key in the ignition. It roared to life, and he checked the lights and windscreen wipers. Both worked, much to everyone’s surprise. “This will do.”

He checked the transport truck next, pleased when it started without a hitch. “These babies are as old as shit, but they’ll get us where we need to go.”

“See?” Rogue said. “It’s not that bad after all.”

“That remains to be seen,” Jessica said in a doubtful tone of voice. She opened the back of the Jeep and checked inside. Seth did the same with the truck, and they made a quick inventory of what they found.

Each vehicle was loaded with a crate of supplies: Water, food, fuel, and blankets. In addition, each possessed a first-aid kit, a toolbox, a spare tire, and two M4 automatic rifles with extra ammunition.

“That’s it?” Jessica said, waving a hand at the four guns.

“It’s enough. One for each of you,” the driver said with a shrug.

“You think so?” Jessica said. “Have you ever been out there? Have you faced a pack of raptors? A T-rex? Or God forbid, a Spinosaurus?”

“No, but—”

“If you haven’t, then you’ve got no room to talk,” Jessica said. “Four guns are not enough. You will have to get us more. Ammo too.”

“There aren’t any more guns to give, ma’am. Supplies are running low across the board,” the driver said, a defensive note creeping into his voice.

“How’s that possible?” Seth asked.

“The Mayor is expecting a couple of shipments from colonies to the East, but they’re running late,” the driver said.

“Surely that can’t be all?” Seth asked. “There has to be a better reason for a city-wide shortage.”

“I’ve said enough already,” the driver said, pressing his mouth into a thin line.

“Well, you can tell Mayor Finley that if we fail, it’ll be her fault,” Jessica stated.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, ma’am,” the driver said, backing away before her fury. “Your instructions are in an envelope in the Jeep. Best of luck.”

Jessica snorted while she watched him walk away, her contempt visible. Once the driver was gone, she turned toward the group. “Lucky for us, I made my own arrangements last night.”

“With this Ronan guy?” Bear asked.

“Don’t start again,” Jessica said with a groan. “Just get into the damn truck.”

“Fine,” Bear said, climbing behind the wheel.

“Seth, you and Rogue take the Jeep and follow us. We have an appointment to keep,” Jessica added.

“Is this about that surprise?” Seth asked.

“That’s right,” Jessica said. She jumped into the passenger seat next to Bear and closed her door. Cranking the window open, she yelled, “Stick close to us and don’t get lost.”

“I won’t,” Seth said, opening the Jeep’s door for Rogue.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Rogue said, rewarding him with a fat smile.

“Anything for you, my love,” he replied. “And did I mention that I hate surprises?”

“More than once,” Rogue agreed. She slid into the seat and tossed her belongings into the back. “But as I said before, we don’t have a choice.”

“No, I suppose not,” Seth said as he turned the ignition. The Jeep rumbled to life, and they rolled out of the warehouse and onto the road.

Rogue leaned back in her seat and studied the interior of the truck. As expected, it left much to be desired. The dashboard was faded, the windscreen cracked, and it smelled like mold. But the seats were comfortable, and there was an old travel magazine in the cubby hole.

“Look at this,” Rogue cried, thumbing through the wrinkled pages. “I’ve only seen a few of these in my lifetime.”

“Me too,” Seth said. “Save it for the trip.”

“Good idea,” she said, putting the magazine back.

“What’s in the envelope?” Seth asked, pointing to the thick brown package on the dashboard.

Rogue took a quick peek inside. “It looks like a map, a list of some sort, and a couple of pictures of office stuff. Let’s wait until we can all read it together.”

“Okay,” Seth said with a quick nod. He took a sharp turn to the right and sped up to keep pace with Bear and Jessica. “She’s in a hurry.”

“No kidding,” Rogue said. “Any idea who this Ronan is?”

“Nope. I’ve never heard of him,” Seth said. “You?”

“Me neither. I just hope she knows what she’s doing,” Rogue said.

“You and me both,” Seth said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “Are you ready for this trip?”

“I’m ready,” Rogue affirmed. “Besides, I’ve got you by my side, and that’s all I need.”

Seth grinned, and the next few minutes passed in companionable silence. It gave Rogue a chance to get her thoughts in order, and she mentally prepared herself for the ordeal ahead.

She harbored no illusions. The mission would not be a walk in the park, and the dangers were real. Plus, they had to be successful, or Prime and its citizens would suffer. But she’d meant what she’d said to Seth. I am ready, and I won’t let anything stand in my way.
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Jessica and Bear drove to a small park not far from the wall that surrounded Vancouver. A ring of trees bordered by shrubs and wildflowers surrounded a patch of grass. A couple of picnic tables dotted the space, and with the mountains in the backdrop, it was both tranquil and picturesque.

Sadly, they weren’t there to enjoy the scenery, much to Rogue’s disappointment. Instead, she forced herself to focus on more mundane matters such as the promised surprise and the meeting with Jessica’s contact, Ronan. She wasn’t sure what to expect and wondered what he’d bring to the party.

A concrete lot provided parking space, and Seth pulled up next to the transport truck. As one, they exited their vehicles and looked around. Only two other vehicles occupied the lot: A battered Ford pick-up truck with a 50-caliber gun mounted on the back and another truck with a canopy.

Rogue whistled when she spotted the 50-caliber. “That’s one big ass gun.”

“It sure is.” Seth waved at something. “And that must be Ronan, Jessica’s contact.”

“Ronan?” Rogue asked, craning her neck. “Where?”

“Over there,” Seth pointed, and she spotted a figure exiting the Ford.

“Huh. Interesting,” Rogue said, studying the man in question.

He was tall and well built with broad shoulders. His hair was dark and cut close to the scalp. A five o’clock shadow lined his jaws, and his clothes were rough and practical: Hiking boots, jeans, a flannel shirt, cowboy hat, with a bandanna tied around his neck. He’d rolled up his sleeves, and an ugly scar marred his right forearm.

“Interesting isn’t quite the word I would use,” Seth said, pointing at Bear and Jessica. The pair were still at odds after their earlier argument, as evidenced by their stiff manner.

“Yeah, you might be right,” Rogue added, watching the way Bear glowered at Ronan. Jessica, however, did not look worried at all and threw caution to the wind.

“Ronan, is that you?” she cried.

“In the flesh,” Ronan replied with a dazzling smile.

Jessica returned his grin, and they hugged with the familiarity of old friends.

“You haven’t changed a bit,” Jessica said, her eyes sparkling.

“Neither have you,” Ronan said, eyeing her up and down. “Still as gorgeous as ever, I see.”

Jessica waved him off with a chuckle. “Stop it. You know I hate compliments.”

“It’s not a compliment if it’s the truth,” Ronan quipped.

Rogue watched the scene with growing horror. “Oh-oh. Somebody’s going to die.” She shifted closer to Seth and whispered, “Doesn’t she realize what she’s doing?”

“Doesn’t seem like it,” Seth said.

Bear growled an unspoken threat as he stalked toward Ronan and Jessica. His hands were curled into fists, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. He looked anything but happy, and Rogue was certain disaster would strike.

“I can’t watch,” she said.

“Me neither,” Seth replied.

“Tell me when it’s over,” Rogue added, preparing for the worst.

Jessica saw Bear coming but appeared unfazed by his hostile expression. Still, anyone who knew her could detect the slight edge to her voice when she spoke. “Ronan, I’d like to introduce you to someone special.”

“Someone special, huh? Who’s the lucky guy?” Ronan asked, still engrossed in their conversation. He turned and spotted Bear heading his way, and his expression froze. “My God, is that a man or a mountain?”

“That’s Bear, my boyfriend,” Jessica replied with a hint of smugness.

“Ronan?” Bear asked, his voice like gravel being poured into a concrete mixer.

“Er, that’s me,” Ronan replied, not looking too sure of that fact. He leaned backward to put space between them, but it had the opposite effect. Instead, it looked as if he cowered beneath Bear’s bulk.

Bear stared at him for a few seconds before he stuck out his hand. “I’m Bear. Nice to meet you.”

“Er, nice to meet you too, I think?” Ronan said, his eyes wide. They shook hands, and he winced when Bear crushed his fingers.

Bear smiled, baring his canines. “I don’t think we’ll have any problems, do you? I think we’ll be great friends.”

“Of course! Great friends, er, no problems at all. None, zero, zilch, nada,” Ronan replied. Still nodding, he retrieved his crushed hand and shook it to get the blood flowing again.

Bear cocked his head at Jessica. “Your friend seems nice.”

“Oh, he’s very nice,” Jessica said. “Aren’t you, Ronan?”

Ronan ignored her, still working his squashed fingers to get the sensation back.

Rogue watched the entire exchange with astonished glee. She nudged Seth with her elbow and leaned into his side. “Sometimes I forget how imposing Bear can be.”

“Uh-huh. Especially to strangers,” Seth agreed. “His hands are the size of dinner plates.”

“Yeah, he almost broke my ribs during our first hug,” Rogue said with fond remembrance.

“Yes, I know exactly how Ronan’s hand feels right now,” Seth agreed, flexing his fingers in sympathy.

“Shall we go introduce ourselves?” Rogue asked. “It would lighten the tension.”

“I don’t know. I’m enjoying this,” Seth admitted.

“Me too,” Rogue said, a grin tugging at her lips. After a while, she sighed. “Come on. Let’s go. Ronan is starting to squirm.”

“Alright,” Seth said with a hint of regret.

Rogue strode toward the trio with Seth in tow and introduced herself. “Hi, there. I’m Rogue, and this is Seth.”

“Ronan,” the man replied with an expression of relief. “And these are my colleagues,” he added, waving toward the two pick-up trucks behind him.

An older man, his hair graying at the temples, got out of the Ford. His expression was somber, and Rogue guessed he didn’t smile often. “The name is Nigel Perels. Nice to meet you.”

Two more men climbed out of the second vehicle. One was young and skinny. His sandy-colored hair stuck out at all angles, and his skin bore the scars of teen acne, but his eyes were sharp and missed nothing. He bobbed his head like a bird’s and said, “You can call me Spook.”

“Spook?” Rogue repeated. “That’s a—”

“Weird name. Yes, I know,” Spook said, shifting from one foot to the other. “But it’s my name.”

“Okay,” Rogue said with a shrug. “Whatever you say.”

“Don’t mind Spook,” the other man said, stepping forward. “You’ll get used to him, or you won’t.”

“Won’t, won’t,” Spook said. “I’m betting you won’t.”

“Play nice, Spook,” the guy said. He was dressed in khakis and looked like a hunter; his shoulders were broad, and his head smooth-shaven. “I’m Daniel.”

“It’s a pleasure, Daniel,” Rogue said, taken aback when he clasped her hand in both of his. His teeth were dazzling against his mocha-colored skin, and it was hard not to react to his charm.

“The pleasure is all mine,” he said, gazing deep into her eyes.

Feeling uncomfortable, she pulled away. “This is Seth, my other half.”

“Oh?” Daniel said, cocking his head. “You’re married?”

“Er…” Rogue hesitated, flashing a look at Seth.

He slipped one hand around her waist and said with mild composure. “Not married yet, but it won’t be long.”

“Ah, I see,” Daniel said, recognizing the silent warning. He backed away ever so slightly.

Feeling more at ease, Rogue was able to relax and take it all in. A lot was happening, and she needed a moment to absorb all the fresh information. Meeting new people was always a roll of the dice.

“Right, are we all caught up?” Ronan asked once everyone got acquainted with each other.

“I do believe we are,” Jessica said.

“Excellent,” Ronan said, looking at Rogue and Seth. “I take it you are friends of Jessica’s?”

“That’s right,” Rogue said. “We owe her a lot, and she’s part of the family now.”

“I don’t blame you. I’ve known Jess for a couple of years, and she’s the best,” Ronan said, though he eyed Bear with caution while he spoke. “Where are you from, by the way? You don’t sound like Vancouverites.”

“We’re not. We’re Primes, and we hail from Prime City,” Rogue said. “It’s to the South, and it used to be the old Portland, Oregon.”

Ronan whistled. “You’ve traveled quite a distance.”

“That we have,” Seth agreed.

“Good. That means I don’t have to babysit you,” Ronan said. “The wilderness is dangerous and even more so with a bunch of rookies in tow.”

“You’re coming with us?” Seth asked.

“Didn’t Jessica tell you? She said you needed back-up,” Ronan said.

“That’s right. We do,” Jessica said.

“Well, rookies, we are not. I assure you,” Seth said.

“Nope,” Rogue said, popping her lips on the p.

“I can vouch for them, Ronan. I’m willing to bet my life on it,” Jessica said.

“I’m glad to hear it because out there, your life is the only currency that matters, and I’d rather not lose mine,” Ronan said.

“You can trust me,” Jessica said.

“I know. It’s the reason I’m here, though I have a feeling this mission of yours isn’t what it seems,” Ronan said.

“Have you heard something?” Jessica asked, her tone sharp.

“Rumors, that’s all,” Ronan said with a shake of his head. “I’ll know more once we reach the northern gate.”

“What happens then?”

“Lila, the final member of our team, will meet us there. I sent her out to do reconnaissance before we leave.”

“I see,” Jessica said, her expression thoughtful.

“Is there something we should know?” Seth asked with a worried frown.

“I honestly can’t say,” Ronan said. “We’ll have to wait until I’ve spoken to Lila.”

“So, what do we do now?” Seth asked.

“Now that we’ve all met each other, we can head to the gate. There we’ll go over the details and meet up with Lila,” Ronan said, looking at each of them in turn. “That is if you want to push forward.”

“Meaning?” Seth asked.

“If there are any problems or objections, it would be best to air them now,” Ronan said. “I’m here because Jessica asked me to help, but if I’m not wanted, I can go on my merry way. It’s your choice.”

“I see,” Seth said. “Give us a moment to talk it over.”

“Go right ahead,” Ronan said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll give you five minutes to discuss it.”

Seth pulled Rogue, Bear, and Jessica aside. “Jessica, Ronan is your friend.”

“That’s right,” Jessica said.

“I have only one question for you: Do you trust him?” Seth asked.

“I do.”

“And his team?”

“Ronan only recruits the best. If he picked them, you can bet your life that they’re the best at what they do.”

“But are they good people?” Seth insisted.

“Good enough,” Jessica said with a curt nod.

“Are we agreed then?” Seth asked.

“Agreed,” Jessica said.

“Aye,” Bear rumbled.

Rogue thought it over, deliberating. While she had her reservations, she also knew there was no choice. They needed to succeed, or Prime would starve. It was as simple as that.

“Agreed,” she said.

As one, they shook on it.

“Let’s give Ronan the all-clear,” Seth said.

Ronan greeted the news with a broad smile. “Glad to have you all on board. I’ll see you at the gate.”

With those words, the dye was cast. The two groups were now one, and soon, they’d set out into the dangers of the primordial world. Together, they’d face it and all its obstacles, reliant on each other for their safety and security.

It was a scary thought, and Rogue watched the newcomers with care as they got ready to leave. It wasn’t hard to peg them for what they were: Ronan, the charismatic and confident leader. Daniel, the muscle and the ladies man. Nigel, the hardware specialist. Spook, the tech-savvy nerd, and finally, Lila, the spy.

They all possessed valuable skill-sets. That much was clear. However, they were also an unknown quantity, which aroused several questions and uncertainties. Still, Rogue had to trust that Jessica knew what she was doing when she called in her favors. She wouldn’t have done it if she didn’t think it was necessary. I just hope this wasn’t all a huge mistake.
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Paul leaned back in the saddle with relaxed ease. He was used to horseback riding and loved the activity. Back at the old zoo, they’d owned several horses, donkeys, mules, and camels. He’d learned how to ride and care for them at a young age, and it now stood him in good stead.

Terri was a fair rider as well, a plus for Paul. It meant he didn’t have to worry about the man and could focus on his surroundings. They were on the path toward the river, and he was sure they were getting close.

He watched his horse closely, noting the way its ears pricked and its pace quickened. Terri’s horse did the same, and he smiled. Their animal senses were far superior to his, and he relied on them to warn him of predators. Or to find water, like now.

“We’re almost there,” Paul said. 

“How do you know?” Terri asked. 

“I can tell by the horses’ reactions,” Paul said. “They smell the water, and they want it.”

“Interesting,” Terri said, shifting in his saddle.

Not long after that, they heard it too: The river rushing between its banks. The path opened up into a muddy area, trampled by many hooves and feet. Ahead, thick stands of reeds lined both sides of the water, and the current slowed as the channel spread out into a broad, shallow crossing. After that, it sped up again as the volume of water got squeezed into a tube, and it rushed around a bend and out of sight.

“Someone crossed here recently,” Terri said after examining the ground.

“Yes, it must be Callum, Ric, and their men,” Paul said. 

“The trail is not that old either. Two or three days, maybe,” Terri said.

“That’s when they left Prime,” Paul agreed. He eyed the water before urging his horse forward. “Follow me.”

Terri inclined his head. “Ladies first.”

“Whatever,” Paul said with a snort. “Last one to the other side is an old hag.”

“You’re on,” Terri said, kicking his horse in the flanks. They raced past Paul and his bay, charging into the water with a mighty splash. The river frothed around their forms as they struck out for the opposite bank.

Not to be outdone, Paul urged his horse forward with a kick and a wild yell. “Come on. Let’s show them who’s the boss.”

They raced across the ground, kicking up the sand before they crashed into the stream. A wall of water rose into the air as they plunged forward, single droplets glinting like diamonds in the sun. Man and horse fought the current to get to the other side first, eager to prove their mettle.

Terri and his roan were halfway across already, but Paul and the bay were gaining on them with each powerful kick. The bay tossed his head and neighed a challenge at Terri’s roan in a battle as old as time.

“We’re coming for you,” Paul shouted.

“Oh, yeah? We’ll see about that,” Terri said, throwing him a wild look.

Bit by bit, they drew even. A rush of adrenalin coursed through Paul’s veins, and he grinned with sheer joy. It was at moments like these when he felt most alive. 

The bay struck ground, and the horse hauled its bulk out of the river followed closely by the roan. Neck and neck, they reached the sandy beach on the opposite bank, the bay winning by mere inches.

With a whoop of triumph, Paul pumped both fists in the air. “We did it. We won!”

“Not by much,” Terri said, but his smile belied his words. He circled the roan a couple of times until the horse settled down, and placed both hands on the saddle horn. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Paul said, waiting until the bay calmed down as well. 

Once order was restored, Terri nodded into the distance. “We’d better get going. We still have a lot of ground to cover.”

“I know,” Paul said with a nod. “At least we’re moving faster than them. We’ll catch up within a day or two.”

“Maybe, but we’re also more exposed and vulnerable,” Terri said. “We can’t let our guard down.”

“True. We’d best be careful,” Paul agreed, nudging his horse back onto the trail. 

As they settled into a steady trot, he focused his attention on their surroundings. Terri was right, of course. Danger abounded, and they were right in the open. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by anything. He owed Terri that much. The man had volunteered for a dangerous mission, all in a bid to help Paul.

With his senses on high alert, Paul followed Callum and Ric’s tracks. It wasn’t hard. A convoy that size left quite a mark on the environment. Thankfully, the sheer bulk of the party had seemingly scared off the wildlife too, and the miles passed without sight or sound of any predators. 

Only once did they catch a glimpse of a herd of Ankylosaurusus as they cut across a wide grassy field. The gigantic herbivores with their knobby tails watched them with beady eyes, chewing on the tough vegetation with their beaked jaws.

“They’re a lot bigger up close, I’ll tell you that,” Terri said with a look of relief once they were a safe distance away.

“You’re telling me,” Paul said, his heart bouncing in his chest. 

They traveled further and soon reached the convoy’s first campsite. There, they encountered the remains of the Carnotaurus, its carcass stripped to the bone by scavengers. 

“Do you think it attacked the camp?” Paul asked, watching from a distance while a flock of small lizard-like dinosaurs fought over the last few scraps of meat. He couldn’t make out what they were, and he wasn’t about to risk the horses for a closer look either.

“I’d bet on it. The guards must’ve killed it, though. Or someone did,” Terri said with a nod. “On the plus side, there probably won’t be more large predators around. Not until something else moves into the dead one’s territory.”

“Man, I hope so,” Paul said with a shudder, noting the gigantic skull and ribs glinting ivory in the sun. 

They lingered for a few more minutes, watching the scavengers fight and squabble before they moved on. From there, the terrain smoothed out a lot, and open fields abounded. That allowed them to move faster, and they made good time. It was close to nightfall when they reached the second campsite.

“I think we should stay here for the night,” Terri said. “We’ve gained on them, but night is falling, and this is as good a place as any.”

“What about over there?” Paul asked, pointing at a gnarled tree that topped a low rise.

“Let’s check it out,” Terri suggested.

On closer inspection, the tree turned out to be a great find. Its massive girth and roots provided shelter and shielded them from enemy eyes while they’d have an excellent field of fire if needed.

“It’s exactly what we want,” Paul said after a look around the area.

“X marks the spot,” Terri agreed, dismounting from his horse.

Paul followed suit, and they unsaddled, watered, and fed the horses before putting up camp. It was a simple affair, and it didn’t take long to settle in for the night. Terri cut down armfuls of the thick brush to use for the fire and to build a screen around them and the horses.

Meanwhile, Paul made a fire and rolled out their blankets on either side. A stump created a comfy backrest and pot of coffee heated up on the coals. Dinner was plain. Cooked grains mixed with dehydrated peas and strips of salted meat. The meal was bland but it filled their stomachs after a long day and would serve as a cold breakfast in the morning.

Cradling a cup of coffee, Paul leaned back against the stump with a satisfied smile. His hunger was sated, the fire warded off the chill in the air, the flames cast a warm glow over their tiny camp, and they were fairly secure. “Ah, this feels good.”

Terri echoed his smile. “Yes, it does. A good end to a good day.”

“We did well,” Paul said with a nod. “With any luck, we’ll catch the convoy sometime tomorrow afternoon.”

“Let’s hope so. The sooner we get Callum back to his missus, the better,” Terri said.

“Why are you doing this?” Paul asked, curiosity stirring in his breast.

“Is this the part where we bond over secrets and shared misery?” Terri quipped.

Paul snorted. “No, I’m just wondering why you’re doing this.”

“Doing what? Risking my life for a friend?” Terri replied. “I’ve known Callum for years, and he’s done me a solid a couple of times. I owe him.”

“Enough to die for him? For Kat? You might know him but you’ve never even met her,” Paul said.

“I’ve heard enough to know that he loves her. More than he’s ever loved anyone in his life. If I can save her and the child, it’ll save him. Without her, he’ll wither and fade away.”

“That’s the way I feel about Sandi,” Paul said.

“Do you really?” Terri asked. He stirred the fire with a stick and sparks flew into the air, crackling and sparkling.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Love is a fleeting thing, and you are young,” Terri said with a shrug. 

“So? What’s the difference between me and Callum?”

“It’s Callum’s heart. His soul. He doesn’t love easily, and once he does, it’s for life,” Terri explained. 

“And I’m not like that?”

“I don’t know you. That’s why I ask,” Terri said.

“I’ve loved Sandi since we were kids. She’s the only one for me,” Paul said. 

“I’ve loved a few times,” Terri said. “It never lasts, but I relish the feeling.”

“Maybe you haven’t met the right one yet,” Paul suggested.

“Maybe. Or perhaps there are too many grand loves out there still waiting for me,” Terri said with a cheeky grin. “There’s nothing like the touch of a woman to make you feel young again.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “It sounds to me like you’re chasing a unicorn.”

“It’s possible, but I do enjoy the hunt.”

“I don’t. The dumbest thing I ever did was leave Sandi behind. Now that I’m back, I’ll never leave her side again.”

“Then why are you out here, risking your life for someone else’s love?” Terri asked.

It was a good question, and Paul had to think carefully about the answer. Why was he willing to risk it all to save Kat and her baby? 

“Well?” Terri prompted.

“I’m doing it for Sandi. Kat is her friend, and she’d be heartbroken if Kat dies,” Paul replied. “I don’t want to see her suffer. Especially not after the loss of her other friend, Brittany.”

“Then you do love her,” Terri said. “Hold on to that.”

“I will,” Paul said.

Silence fell over the pair, filled only by the sounds of the wild: The crackling fire, the zoom of insects, strange whoops and howls from the forest, a distant roar, rumblings of thunder on the far horizon. It was all part and parcel of the prehistoric world.

“I think it’s time to turn in,” Terri said, stifling a yawn.

“I’ll take first watch,” Paul agreed. “Two-hour rotation?”

“Sounds good,” Terri said, rolling up in his blanket. Within seconds, his soft snores filled the camp space.

With a shake of his head, Paul moved toward the edge of camp where he could see and hear better. He huddled down close to the horses, knowing they’d detect danger long before him. He wasn’t taking any chances. Not with Sandi waiting for him back home. I’ll be back before you know it, love, and that’s a promise.








  
  
  Chapter 8 - Callum

  
  




Callum squinted at the outline of the town ahead, and he wondered what it held for them. More disappointment? Or the supplies they needed to rebuild their home and save their families? Never had he been so aware of the importance of a task. The success of their mission meant life and death for Prime and the Exiles. “What do ye think, Ric?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t score jack shit at the last one. It was stripped clean,” Ric said, tugging at his beard.

“Tis true, and the ones before that didn’t deliver much either,” Callum said.

“Not unless you count scrap metal, wiring, sheeting, plastic, rubber, and the like,” Ric agreed. “That stuff has its uses, but it’s not enough. Not enough by far.”

“Let’s hope this one delivers,” Callum said. “If not, we might need to change direction.”

“We’ll see what happens,” Ric said, waving the men forward. 

Callum turned to his second-in-command. “O’ Neill. Keep yer eyes peeled.”

“Will do, Sir,” O’ Neill said. “In fact, would you mind if I did a bit of scouting?”

“Go ahead, but be careful,” Callum said.

As one unit, the convoy rumbled across the open space. When it struck the city outskirts, it closed ranks, and the men, animals, and wagons huddled closer together. Everyone was armed and on high alert, ready to fight whatever came their way. 

They found themselves in a suburb. The kind that nice, ordinary people used to live in with pretty lawns, white-washed walls, and picket fences. Now there was nothing left but desolation.

The gardens had broken out of their borders, and ivy crept up the ancient walls. Broken windows yawned open to the street, and brittle lace fluttered in the openings. Rusted post boxes listed to the side, and cars that would never drive again sat in the driveways of abandoned houses on flat tires.

Callum nodded at a squad of gunmen, and they swept the road ahead. Whenever they spotted something interesting, like a truck transporting goods or a garage filled with spares, a sweeper team went in and removed anything of worth. The goods were piled onto the nearest wagon, and the convoy moved on.

It didn’t take long for them to leave the suburbs behind, entering the business district. There they found much of interest, and Callum’s hopes rose. “Is it just me, or does this place have a lot more stuff than usual?”

“It’s true,” Ric said. “It looks like the people here simply left.”

“Or fled,” Callum said. 

“It’s possible. I’ve heard of people in the early days banding together and leaving their homes and city,” Ric said. “Especially when it was too dangerous where they lived.”

“What did they do then?” Callum asked, his interest piqued.

Ric shrugged. “Make a new home somewhere else. Die. Get eaten. It’s anyone’s guess.”

“Tis very morbid.”

“Indeed, but you know what they say. One man’s death is another man’s bread,” Ric said.

“People really say that?” Callum asked with a doubtful frown.

“It’s something like that,” Ric said, waving it off. “Look there.”

Callum looked at the building Ric pointed at, and his stomach did a back-flip of excitement. “Is that what I think it is?”

“An army surplus store,” Ric said. “Let’s check it out.”

They headed toward the shop front but paused when the door burst open from within. O’ Neill appeared before them, a broad smile on his lips. “You should see this. All of you.”

“Where did ye come from?” Callum asked.

“I got in the back, and you won’t believe what I saw,” O’ Neill cried. “Supplies. Racks and racks filled with supplies. Jackets, boots, MRE’s, canteens, backpacks, gear, guns, and ammunition.”

“Yer being serious?” Callum said, afraid to believe his ears.

“Come and see for yourselves,” O’ Neill urged. “There’s damage, sure, from age and damp, but a lot of the stuff is still intact.”

Callum looked at Ric. “Ye know what this means, right?”

“I think so,” Ric said, an involuntary smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “If that place is untouched, the rest will be too.”

“Tis correct. The shops, businesses, factories, and more will be ours for the taking,” Callum said, and a whoop of joy burst free from his lips. “I don’t know about ye, but I’m ready for some good luck.”

“So am I,” Ric said. “Let’s get cracking, man. We’ve got work to do.”

Callum turned to the nearest sweeper team and waved them toward the surplus shop. They streamed forward like ants, and within the hour, nothing was left but the rubbish. The convoy continued onward, hitting building after building until the wagons were piled high and the draft animals strained in their harnesses. 

Finally, the sun dropped to the horizon, and dusk crept over the land. Not willing to take a chance, Callum called a halt. “Form up, people. Leave what you’re doing and get back into formation.”

“There,” Ric said, pointing to an empty warehouse that looked sturdy enough to keep them secure. The windows were small and high up, and the metal doors and ceiling were intact, though rusted. 

“Looks good to me,” Callum agreed. 

Trundling toward the building, the convoy took possession of the warehouse. The animals were secured in one corner, fed, watered, and settled for the night. The doors were barred, guards placed at the entrances, and campfires built to cook food and ward off the chill.

Once he was satisfied that everything was in hand, Callum settled down next to their small fire. He stretched out his long legs and groaned. “Tis much better. There’s nothing like a proper blaze to warm a man’s soul.”

“If you believe in that pansy-assed nonsense,” Ric said with a grunt.

“Of course, I believe in my soul. I’m a church-going man,” Callum said. “As a boy, I didn’t dare miss a sermon, or my old man would tan my hide.”

“Not anymore,” Ric said. “The world’s gone soft.”

“Don’t be daft. Yer the only one who’s gone soft in the head,” Callum exclaimed.

“Coffee, anyone?” O’ Neill interjected, pouring cups full of the hot brew.

“Thank ye kindly, lad,” Callum said, taking a sip. The liquid was as black as sin and strong enough to float a horseshoe. Just the way he liked it. “This is good stuff, O’ Neill.”

“Thank you, Sir,” O’ Neill said, bobbing his head. “Supper will be ready soon.”

“Good, I’m starving,” Ric said, settling down with a deep sigh.

“Getting old?” Callum quipped.

“Not too old to whip your ass,” Ric said, raising one graying eyebrow.

Callum laughed. “What’s on the agenda for tomorrow? Do we continue?”

“Of course, we carry on. We still have six more wagons to fill and eight pack donkeys to load,” Ric said.

“Just asking,” Callum said, inclining his head.

“You can always go back,” Ric said.

“Go back?”

“If you’re worried about Kat and the babe,” Ric said. “I wouldn’t blame you. Nobody would.”

“Ye wouldn’t?” Callum asked, surprised.

“Family is everything,” Ric said with a shrug. “That’s why we’re doing this, right?”

Callum stared at Ric. “Ye really have gone soft.”

“Maybe, but think about it. The last thing you want is regrets.”

Later that night, Ric’s words came back to haunt Callum. He stared into the darkness, wondering. Thinking. Worrying. The last thing he wanted was regrets, especially when it came to Kat and their unborn child. Maybe it was time for him to head back. He’d done enough. O’ Neill and Ric could finish up.

Callum drifted off to sleep with his mind made up, more at ease than he’d been since he left Prime. Come morning, he’d see to the last few things that needed to be done, and then he’d be off. 








  
  
  Chapter 9 - Sandi

  
  




Sandi marched through the corridors of the Prime hospital with her clipboard and pen held close to her chest. She stopped at each station to collect their supply list and listen to the staff’s complaints and concerns. At the same time, she handed out the new work schedule, ignoring the groans and moans that came her way. 

Once she’d collected the supply lists, she headed toward the stores and topped each station up with what they needed, including the kitchens. But their food and medicine levels were running too low for comfort, and she eyed the empty racks with trepidation. God forbid they should run out entirely. If that happened, they were doomed.

Thanks to the delivery from Vancouver, they’d been able to weather the worst of the storm. The Red Flux was slowly losing its grip on the city, but it was still a threat, especially with winter around the corner. Plus, hunger was a looming specter on the horizon, and they needed more of everything.

Her next destination was the morgue, followed by a quick meeting with the plumbers and electricians and visiting the kitchen gardens. Thankfully, there was good news in all of those departments. The morgue was able to cope with its workload again, the plumbers and electricians were making slow headway, and the gardens flourished, providing fresh fruit, herbs, and vegetables to the staff and patients alike. Not that she could stop and appreciate the minor victories, not when so much else needed work.

The day flew by while Sandi attended to these tasks, not once taking a break or a sip of water. She couldn’t stop. She refused, driven by her need to stay busy. It was the only way to stay sane. With Kat deathly ill and Paul off to find Callum, she couldn’t allow herself even a moment to think.

But, she could only push her body so far. Around four in the afternoon, she stumbled. Suddenly weak, she groped at the walls to stay upright. The world swam around her, and she burst into the nearest bathroom, grateful to find it empty. “What’s wrong with me?”

It was a rhetorical question. Sandi knew exactly what was wrong with her. Starved, dehydrated, exhausted, and stressed, her body was on the verge of collapse. It screamed for help, and the message was loud and clear. “If Paul were here, he’d be pissed at me.”

But Paul wasn’t there, and she had no way of knowing if he was okay or not. Or even alive. Just… just hang in there. He’ll come back. You’ll see.

Sandi opened the cold water tap and splashed her face before taking several deep swallows of the cool liquid. Resting on her elbows, she repeated the procedure until her dehydrated body got what it needed. Her mind cleared, and her knees stopped wobbling, a huge relief. 

Revived, she stared at herself in the mirror but jerked upright when one of the doctors entered the bathroom. She spotted Sandi and smiled. “Good afternoon.”

“Hey,” Sandi replied, managing a weak wave.

“Are you okay?” the doctor asked, eyeing her with concern. “You look very pale.”

“I’m fine. I just need to eat something. I skipped lunch this afternoon,” Sandi said.

“Here, take this,” the woman said, fishing an apple from her pocket.

“Thanks,” Sandi said, taking the offered fruit.

“You need to take care of yourself, Sandi. We all work hard, but I’ve seen the way you push yourself,” the doctor said.

“You know me?” Sandi asked, struggling to place the woman. Maybe she was in pediatrics?

“Of course. I make it my business to know who’s in charge of the supplies, and you’re it since Kat fell ill,” the doctor said. “Anyway, it’s obvious that you’re working too hard.”

“It has to be done,” Sandi protested.

“I get it. You don’t want to let people down, but you’re only human.”

“I’ll be okay, I promise,” Sandi said.

“I’ll hold you to that,” the woman admonished.

“Deal,” Sandi replied, waiting until the doctor entered a cubicle.

Heaving a sigh of relief, she ducked out of the bathroom and hurried down the hall. That had been a close one. Too close. She walked a fine line between appearing capable and strong, while inside, she was crumbling to bits.

Aware that the day was almost over, Sandi headed to Kat’s sickroom. She visited as often as she could and spent the next to her friend’s bed, dozing on and off. It beat lying in an empty bed, wondering if she’d ever see Paul again. Tonight, he’d be gone for three nights. It was too long. Much, much too long. Please, be safe, my love. Hurry back to me.

Dr. Bloomberg’s offices were almost empty when she arrived. Only three patients remained, waiting for the doctor to see them. They glanced up when she walked in, their expressions pale and listless. She greeted each with a nod but didn’t linger. The last thing she needed was to contract whatever they had, be it the flu, a stomach bug, or something worse. 

A nurse called Julie sat in the front office, going over paperwork and other administrative tasks. She greeted Sandi and tipped her head toward Kat’s room. “She’s been asking for you.”

“She has?” Sandi said, immediately feeling guilty.

“Yup. Callum, too. Is there any news on that front?” Nurse Julie asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Sandi said.

“I’m sorry to hear that. You must be worried sick about Paul.”

“It’ll be okay. He’ll be okay,” Sandi said, but privately she wished everyone would stop talking about him. I swear if another person mentions him, I’ll throw myself off the balcony.

“I’ll bring you a cup of tea,” Julie offered. “You look like you need it.”

“Thanks,” Sandi replied, ducking into Kat’s room.

The room was as silent as the grave when she entered, and for a second, she feared the worst. “Kat? Kat, are you alright?”

She hurried toward her friend’s bedside, relieved when she saw Kat’s chest rise and fall, her breathing shallow but even. “Thank God,” Sandi exclaimed, slumping into the nearest chair.

Once her heartbeat returned to normal, she sat for several long moments without moving a muscle. It was her quiet time of the day. Her opportunity to relax and gather her thoughts. It was also her opportunity to talk to Kat and give her encouragement. 

“Kat? Are you in there? Can you hear me?”

Silence.

“Come on, Kat. I know you can hear me.” 

Kat stirred, but her eyes didn’t open. Still, it was enough for Sandi, and she settled into her chair. “That’s okay. I don’t feel much like talking either. Just know that I’m here, okay?”

Silence.

“Would you like me to read to you?” Sandi picked up the book on the side table and read a couple of poems out loud. After a while, she closed the book. “I’m sorry, but I’m not in the mood for poetry today. I’ll see if I can bring something more exciting to read tomorrow.”

She patted Kat’s hand and stared at the way the sun shone through the frosted window. Dust motes hung in the air, golden yellow. The peace and quiet allowed her to listen to her body’s needs, and she realized how close she’d come to the edge. 

Her stomach cramped, and she remembered the apple in her pocket. The shiny green fruit looked delectable, and her mouth salivated. Unable to resist, Sandi bit into its sweet flesh and wolfed it down. Afterward, she felt better, and the hollow in her stomach subsided. She was still hungry, though, and perked up when the nurse entered with a cup of tea and a couple of biscuits. 

“Here you go. Dr. Bloomberg will be with you shortly,” Nurse Julie said.

“Thank you so much,” Sandi said, taking the tea in both hands. She cradled it to her chest and soaked up the warmth. The comforting brew was sweetened with honey, and a single sip lit a golden glow in her stomach that radiated outward to her extremities. “Mm, that hits the spot.”

She’d barely finished her tea and biscuits when Dr. Bloomberg entered, his bushy beard as white as ever. His shirt hung loose over his belly, and she marveled how the Red Flux had affected even him. He no longer looked like a jolly Santa, and that saddened her. “Have you been eating lately, Dr. Bloomberg? I declare you are wasting away before my very eyes.”

He shot her a look and harrumphed. “I could say the same about you, missy.”

Sandi blushed. For some reason, she couldn’t lie to Bloomberg. He saw right through her. “I know, but I can’t help it. Not with Paul away.”

“Are you sleeping much at all?” he asked. 

“Not really,” she admitted.

“Let me give you something to help with that, my dear,” Bloomberg said.

“No! I don’t want anything,” Sandi said, shaking her head.

The doctor sighed. “You’re killing yourself, Sandi, and I can’t stand by and let it happen. Please, let me help you.”

Sandi chewed on her lower lip, indecisive, but something had to give. Finally, she bobbed her head. “Alright, but I don’t want anything too strong. I need to be alert during the day.”

“Of course, my dear,” Bloomberg said. “But, you must take care of yourself, or you’ll burn out. Understand?”

“I understand,” Sandi said. Eager to change the subject, she pointed at Kat and asked, “How is she doing?”

Bloomberg shook his head, consulting Kat’s chart. “The antibiotics from Vancouver saved her life. She’s recovering from the Red Flux and her injuries. Still…”

“What is it?”

“Something’s wrong,” Dr. Bloomberg said. “She’s getting better, but I’m worried. I’m afraid she’ll take a turn for the worse again.”

“What could be worse?”

“Another infection. She’s weak, and this time, I won’t be able to save the baby. Or her,” Bloomberg said.

“I think it’s because she’s given up,” Sandi said, swallowing hard on the knot in her throat. “Without Callum, she refuses to fight. Or she can’t.”

“You are probably right,” Dr. Bloomberg said. He replaced Kat’s chart and took her vitals. After adjusting her IV fluids and injecting more antibiotics, he took his leave. “Pray for her, my dear. That is all we can do for her now. Pray.”

“Thank you, Doctor. Your help means the world to me, and to her,” Sandi said.

“I only wish I could do more,” Bloomberg said with a solemn expression. “I will leave a prescription for you with Julie. Be sure to take it and get a good night’s rest.”

“I will.”

Bloomberg left the room, and she was alone with Kat once more. Sandi took Kat’s hand in hers and leaned forward. “Kat, can you hear me?”

Kat moaned and tossed her head from side to side. “S… Sandi?”

“Yes, it’s me!” Sandi cried, happy to see her friend awake. 

Kat blinked at her surroundings. “Is this Dr. Bloomberg’s office?”

“It is.”

“How long have I been here?” 

“A couple of days. You fell down the stairs, remember?” Sandi asked.

“The stairs?” Kat repeated with a frown. 

“That’s right. You hurt yourself pretty bad.”

Kat’s expression grew fearful, and both her hands flew to her stomach. “The baby?”

“The baby is fine, for now,” Sandi said.

Tears leaked from Kat’s eyes. “Thank God.”

“You can say that again,” Sandi said, leaning closer. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

“I’m sorry,” Kat said. “Callum?”

“He’s still out there,” Sandi said.

The light in Kat’s eyes faded. “He’s gone?”

“Not gone. He’s just looking for supplies, remember?” Sandi said, alarmed by Kat’s reaction. “But don’t worry. Paul’s gone to fetch him.”

“Paul? Paul went after him?” A hopeful note entered Kat’s voice. “He’s coming back?”

“That’s right. Callum is on his way back right now. I’m sure of it,” Sandi said, squeezing Kat’s hand. “So, don’t give up on me, you hear? You have to fight.”

“Fight? I don’t know if I can,” Kat whispered. “I’m so tired.”

“Please, Kat. You have to try,” Sandi pleaded.

“Al… alright. I’ll try,” Kat said. “Will you stay with me?”

Sandi thought about all the tasks, meetings, and other things she still had to take care of that day. But it would have to wait. I can’t leave her like this. Not now. “I’ll stay.”

“Forever?” Kat asked.

“If that’s what it takes,” Sandi said, unable to stay the word out loud. Right now, forever wasn’t a very long time. Not long at all.








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the gate. It was set into the northern wall that surrounded Vancouver and exited onto the mainland. A ferry took them and their vehicles across the strait and onto solid ground. It was only a couple of miles to the gate and also their last chance to turn around. But there was no question of going back. It was now or never.

They parked next to the road and climbed out. A couple of guards walked over to question them, and Jessica showed them the pass given to them by the Mayor. After a brief inspection of the card and vehicles, the guard nodded. “You are free to leave.”

“We’ll go as soon as the last member of our party arrives,” Ronan explained.

“Alright, just stay off the road while you wait and let us know when you’re ready,” the guard said.

“Will do,” Ronan said. The guards returned to their posts, and he turned to the rest of the group. “I suggest we use this time to make sure everything is in order and that we’re all briefed on the particulars of the mission.”

“Where do you want to start?” Seth asked.

“What equipment and supplies did the Mayor give you?” Ronan asked.

“There isn’t much,” Seth admitted. “Maeve Finley was pretty stingy when she outfitted us for this trip.”

“You know how politicians are,” Jessica said, rolling her eyes.

“That’s why I’m here, but you might as well show me how bad it is,” Ronan said.

“This way,” Seth said, leading the way toward the Jeep.

The two groups inspected the vehicles, the crates of supplies, the four M4 rifles, and the envelope. Inside the paper sleeve, they found two maps. One showed them the way to the facility, and another revealed the layout of the property and its various buildings.

In addition, there was a key card, a list of passcodes, the names of relevant staff members, and a detailed briefing on the information they needed to secure.

“It’s not a lot, but we can work with this,” Ronan said afterward. “There’s food and water, at least. The trucks run, and the mission objectives are clear.”

“What about you?” Seth said. “What do you bring to the party?”

“Want to see?” Ronan said with a teasing grin.

“Hell, yeah. Show us the goodies,” Jessica said. She waved at Rogue, Seth, and Bear. “Come on, guys. This is the surprise I was talking about earlier.”

“I can’t wait,” Rogue said. 

She walked toward the waiting trucks with a sense of curiosity and inspected the vehicles up close. They were old but in better condition than the trucks Maeve had provided. It was reassuring to know there was backup transport available should they need it. In addition, each pick-up had a box filled with tools and essential spares. 

“I believe in being prepared,” Ronan said. “Anything can happen by the side of the road.”

“When there is a road,” Jessica said. “Most of the time, there’s nothing.”

While that was true, Rogue was more interested in their firepower. To her eyes, the 50-caliber was awe-inspiring. Someone had welded the turret onto the back of the pick-up. They’d added a steel frame around the contraption with a gap for the muzzle. That afforded the gunner some protection while still giving them a clear field of fire.

“Who’s your gunner?” Rogue asked.

“Nigel,” Ronan said. “That thing is his baby, and he keeps it going come rain or shine. The trucks too.”

“Okay, cool,” Rogue said, wondering if Nigel could be persuaded to give her a turn on the gun. But one look at his stern face convinced her otherwise, and she dropped the subject. 

“What about the rest?” Jessica asked. “As you know, we only have four rifles between us, not counting our knives and stuff. That’s not enough.”

“Don’t worry. I pulled out all the stops.” Ronan opened up the back of the enclosed pick-up truck and waved a hand at the stacked boxes and crates inside. “There’s food, water, camping gear, tents, medicine, and tools. Enough to last us several weeks.”

“Good job,” Jessica said with a nod.

“Best of all, I brought guns. Lots of guns,” Ronan said. He pointed to a crate, and together he and Daniel wrestled it to the ground. It landed with a solid thud, raising a plume of dust.

Rogue coughed and sneezed, her eyes watering. With her shirt pulled over her nose, she leaned forward to get a better look. True to Ronan’s word, the crate was filled with weapons of every kind. “Wow, that’s quite a selection.”

“Not bad, Ronan,” Jessica said with a low whistle. “Not bad at all.”

“I’m glad it meets with your approval,” Ronan said. 

“Oh, it does,” Jessica replied.

“Are we divvying it up here or outside the gates?” Seth asked.

“We might as well do it here,” Ronan said. “Once we hit the road, I don’t want to stop until we’re ready to make camp for the night.”

“About that, do we just follow you, or do we plan the route ahead?” Seth asked. 

“For now, stick behind me. I know the territory up north, and I’ve earmarked a couple of places we can shelter. After that, we can discuss the rest of the trip.”

After an intense discussion, each vehicle was equipped with four rifles, fully loaded with the safety on. The guns were tucked away next to the seats, ready to grab in an emergency, and extra magazines filled the cubby holes. 

The same applied to each person, and they all got a rifle or a shotgun with a sling for transport. They also received a handgun and knife, complete with a holster and sheath. Finally, Ronan handed out extra ammunition in carrying pouches. 

With Seth’s help, Rogue threaded the knife, handgun, and ammo pouches onto her belt, settling each into a comfortable position. She’d learned a lot about guns since her time on the streets of Prime, and she was no longer a novice shooter.

Still, she preferred the shotgun over the rifle with its closer range and stopping power. Her old machete remained a favorite as well, and she kept it looped into her belt along with the rest of her weapons.

“Are you all set?” Seth asked.

“I’m loaded for bear,” Rogue said, flashing a smile at the real Bear. He bristled with weaponry: an M4 across his back, Magnums on each hip, along with two knives and an ax.

The rest preferred a lighter load, especially Spook, who opted for a handgun and knife only. He moped around the clearing with his hands in his pockets, rubbing his toes in the sand like a lovelorn teenager. 

Unimpressed, Rogue eyed him with reservation. She hoped he had hidden talents she didn’t know about because otherwise, he was dead weight.

Nigel Perels was a different story. The man checked each gun thoroughly before handing them over, including the loads and firing mechanisms. Afterward, he inspected each vehicle before declaring them ready for the road. 

“They’ll get us there and back, Boss,” he said with a curt nod. 

“Thanks, Nigel. I appreciate it. Now, let’s divide up these supplies,” Ronan said. “If one vehicle is lost, there has to be enough in the rest to tide us over.”

“Smart thinking,” Rogue muttered under her breath.

“At least he knows what he’s doing,” Seth agreed.

“I sure hope so,” Rogue added. “We’re placing our lives in his hands.”

“Just keep your eyes and ears open,” Seth said. “We’ve survived this long without people like Ronan to help us.”

“That’s true,” Rogue said, squaring her shoulders. 

A slow hour passed while they finished their preparations with no sign of the mysterious Lila. Finally, the group assembled in the shade with bottled water and trail mix.

“What now?” Seth asked. “We’re ready to go, and it’s almost noon already.”

“Wait here and rest up guys,” Ronan said, heading toward the Ford. “I’ll radio Lila.”

Rogue leaned against the nearest tree trunk and wiped the sweat from her brow. Though the weather was cool, carrying stacks of supplies had taken its toll, and her clothes clung to her damp skin. She chewed on a handful of dried fruit and nuts, washing it down with a few sips of water. 

Ronan’s voice carried across the open space as he attempted to reach Lila. The minutes passed to no avail, and he slammed the receiver back into place with a muttered curse. “She’s not answering, and we can’t afford to wait much longer.”

“So, we’re leaving her behind?” Jessica asked.

“I don’t want to, but she’s left me no choice,” Ronan said, dragging a hand through his hair.

“Then I guess we’d better hit the road,” Jessica said with a shrug. 

“I guess so,” Ronan said, waving at his team. “Load up, everyone.”

The group scrambled to get to their seats, including Rogue. She jumped into the passenger side of the Jeep and settled in for the drive. While she waited for Seth, she opened the parcel Mrs. Potts had given her earlier. She’d tucked it into her backpack while they were busy, but now she was curious.

The parcel itself turned out to be part of the gift: A thick scarf, hand-knitted with loving care from fine crimson wool. Inside nestled a pair of fingerless gloves and a beanie.

“What’s that?” Seth asked, getting into his seat.

“It’s from Mrs. Potts,” she said and showed him the items.

“That was kind of her,” he said.

“Where’s yours?”

“In my backpack.”

“I hope we see her again someday,” Rogue said, wondering how many hours it took the old lady to knit each article. It was a labor of love, and tears filled her eyes at the thought.

Seth leaned over and squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. You’ll see her again.”

Rogue nodded, her eyes brimming over. “Do you promise?”

“I do,” he said. Raising her hand to his lips, he pressed a kiss to her fingers. “Are you ready to go?”

“I’m ready,” Rogue said.

Seth started the truck and pulled away, following the rest of the convoy while she tried on the gloves, scarf, and beanie. The woolen items were soft and warm. They reminded her of cozy evenings spent nestled up against Seth with mugs of hot coffee, freshly baked bread, and the company of friends. All watched over by Mrs. Potts and her kind blue eyes.

It was a fitting gift for the difficult times that lay ahead, and despite her worries, Rogue wasn’t afraid anymore. Instead, she looked to the future with a clear heart and open mind. Whatever came her way, she was ready for it.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




Rogue stared at the wall as they drove toward the gate. The structure was old but strong. Watchtowers rose on either side of the gate, manned by gun turrets and guards around the clock. It rose above the landscape like a beacon of hope to humanity. Or a threat to what lay on the other side.

Ronan drove right up to it and called to the guard. After a quick conversation, he nodded and waved at the gate. A couple of men operated a pulley system, and by slow degrees, the two halves of the gate swung open.

During this procedure, the guards in the towers remained on full alert, their guns at the ready and pointed outward. For a brief moment, Rogue wondered what it would be like to have the guns pointed inward at them. It was an unsettling thought, and she quickly shoved it away. 

Feeling anxious, she fiddled with the scarf, gloves, and beanie Mrs. Potts had given her earlier that day. The items lay in a bundle on her lap, and playing with the soft wool soothed her nerves.

“Are you okay, my love?” Seth asked, sensing her uncertainty.

“I’m fine,” Rogue said. 

“Are you sure? You seem a bit….”

“I’m alright; I promise,” Rogue said with a reassuring smile. It wasn’t the whole truth, but she didn’t see the need to bother him with her insecurities, especially when she didn’t know what was wrong.

“Okay, but you know you can talk to me, right?” he asked. “About anything.”

“I know, and I love you for it,” she said, squeezing his hand.

Ronan and his team inched forward, the two pick-up trucks bumper to bumper. Seth stayed one car length behind in the Jeep while Bear and Jessica sat on their tail in the transport truck.

Finally, the gate was open, and the guard waved them through. Before they could move an inch, however, a car horn blared from behind. The sound was loud and insistent like a squalling baby, and all movement came to an abrupt halt.

Rogue twisted in her seat and looked behind them, squinting into the bright light. A yellow sedan raced up the road, surrounded by a cloud of dust. It roared past the Jeep and screeched to a stop next to Ronan’s car. 

Guards appeared from everywhere and raced toward the offending vehicle. They quickly surrounded it, and the leader barked out a command. “You inside the car. Come out with your hands in the air. Now.”

The door opened, and a woman with short, platinum blonde hair climbed out. She held both hands above her head and gave an apologetic smile. “I don’t mean any harm.”

“Who are you, and what is your business here?” the lead guard asked.

“I’m with him,” she said, gesturing at Ronan.

“Sir, is this correct?” the guard asked.

Ronan leaned out of the window. “It’s true. She’s with me. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience?” the guard said, bristling. “We almost shot her. Give me one good reason not to detain her.”

“I’m sorry, truly,” the woman said. “I didn’t mean to come roaring in like that, but I was running late.”

The guard hesitated. Finally, he waved at his men. “Get back to your posts.”

The men dispersed, and the guard nodded at Ronan. “You can go. The woman too, but next time, she might not be so lucky.”

“It won’t happen again,” Ronan said before looking at the woman. “Get in, Lila.”

“What about the car?” she asked. 

“Leave it,” Ronan said.

“If you say so, Boss,” Lila replied, tossing the keys at the guard.

He caught them mid-air with a quizzical look. “What’s this?”

“Your new ride,” Lila said, flashing him a brilliant smile.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the guard said. “It’s a piece of junk.”

“Maybe, but she’s yours now. Enjoy,” Lila cried, loping toward Ronan’s pick-up truck with long strides. She jumped in, and once again, they were on the move. The mission was back on, and this time, they were at full capacity.

“So that’s Lila,” Rogue said, mulling over what she’d just witnessed.

“Looks like it,” Seth said. 

“She strikes me as a daredevil.”

“Me too.”

“I wonder what she found out?”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Seth said.

“What is it?”

“Now that she’s with Ronan, she can tell him everything she learned without informing us.”

“Ah, I see. We’re not in the inner circle of trust.”

“No, we’re not, and they can decide what they want to tell us,” Seth said.

“So, you don’t trust Ronan either?” Rogue asked. 

“No, I don’t, and neither do you. Be honest,” Seth said, raising an eyebrow.

“We could be wrong,” Rogue pointed out. “He’s Jessica’s friend, after all.”

“That remains to be seen. If he’s a good guy, I’ll be the first to admit it.”

“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now except to keep our eyes and ears open,” Rogue said.

“Exactly,” Seth agreed. “Both of them, all the time.”

“Jessica won’t like it.”

“She doesn’t have to know,” Seth said. “She’s biased.”

“Let’s keep it to ourselves then. For now, at least,” Rogue said. 

As they drove through the gate, she pondered everything she’d learned over the past few days. Vancouver and its people were not what she’d expected at all. To her, it had seemed like this wondrous city that rose out of the ashes of the apocalypse. It was supposed to be a safe haven for humans—a fortress that protected them from the prehistoric world and its evils. Even better, they could help others as well, not just themselves.

But the reality was very different, and Rogue found herself disillusioned. In the end, Vancouver was just like the old Prime. It was filled with factions vying for power, with one person sitting at the top—the Mayor.

While Maeve Finley wasn’t as bad as Sikes and Douglas, she wasn’t much better either. She weighed every action, afraid of the cost. She surrounded herself with guards and sycophants until she was no longer in touch with reality. Even her daughter didn’t trust her and ran away the first chance she got.

That thought made Rogue think of Imogen, and her heart twisted in her chest. She looked at the open gate behind her with regret. She’d liked Imogen. The girl was bright and intelligent. A butterfly caught in a web. And now I might never see her again.








  
  
  Chapter 12 - Paul

  
  




After their first night spent underneath the stars, Paul and Terri resumed their journey. They traveled for another full day, following the trail of Callum, Ric, and the rest of the convoy. That night when they camped on a slight rise, they knew they were close.

It wasn’t hard to follow the trail. There were signs aplenty of their quarry: Boot prints, wagon and animal tracks, trampled vegetation, abandoned campsites, the butchered carcasses of small herbivores, mounds of trash, and a trail of small country towns stripped to the bone.

“Locusts,” Terri said with a shake of his head.

It was just before dawn on the third day, and they were preparing to set out. After a cold breakfast of leftovers, they drank their coffee and packed their things. 

“Huh?” Paul asked, confused.

“Humans are like locusts,” Terri repeated. “Wherever we go, we leave nothing behind. We take what we want, when we want, without regard for the consequences. All of nature has to bow down to our superiority.”

“It’s not that bad,” Paul protested, kicking sand over the fire. He rinsed out their cups and pots before putting them away and rolled up his blankets.

“It is that bad,” Terri said. “You’ve never seen the future, have you? The world we come from?”

“No,” Paul said, shaking his head. “I was born here in this time.”

“Well, I’ve seen it, and it’s not a pretty picture.”

“Really?” Paul asked, his interest piqued. That was a side of the story he’d never heard before. Whenever the older people spoke of the future, it was of the things they missed. Their friends, families, jobs, and comforts. Only rarely did they talk about the bad stuff.

“What we’ve seen these past few days is nothing,” Terri said. “I’ve seen humans destroy entire continents. Swathes of rain forest torn down in the blink of an eye. Hell. Hundreds of species have died out because of us.”                                      

“Okay, but what’s brought this on all of a sudden?” Paul said.

“I just thought you should know what it was really like back then. The wars, the pollution, the cruelty, the experiments on animals, the biological warfare, all of it.”

“Why?” Paul asked, baffled. This was a side of Terri that was new to him. A somber, serious Terri who didn’t joke about everything. 

“Because you’re young, and someday, it’ll be you and your generation that’s in charge. Hopefully, you’ll do better than we did,” Terri said, making his way to the horses. With a grunt, he saddled his roan.

“I don’t think it’ll matter much what we do,” Paul said, saddling the bay.

“Why’s that?” 

“Because according to your history, we don’t have a future. At some point, the dinosaurs will be wiped out, and so will we, right?” Paul said. “It’ll be as if we were never here.”

“Huh. I didn’t think about that,” Terri said as they both mounted their horses. “You’d better start building bunkers.”

“Bunkers, huh?” Paul said, shading his eyes against the rising sun. “That’s an idea.”

“But what about fossils and stuff? Surely future humans will find some trace of our existence here.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Paul said with a shrug. 

“What if that’s where the alien conspiracies came from?” Terri said, his forehead creased.

“Aliens? You think future generations will think we’re aliens?”

“Why not? Stranger things have happened,” Terri said. “Like time travel.”

“Ugh, stop it. You’re making my head hurt,” Paul said. “Can you shut up for a bit? We need to focus.”

“Fine,” Terri said, pulling a face. “Let’s concentrate on the road ahead.

“Finally,” Paul said, heaving a sigh of relief. “Peace and quiet.”

Silence descended as they crossed the terrain, and it was impossible to ignore the beautiful scenery. 

The sky lit up with streaks of orange, lavender, and mauve to the west as the sun touched the treetops. It mirrored the colors of the leaves below with its splashes of rust, brown, and yellow. It promised to be the perfect fall day. Not too warm, and not too cold.

Paul sucked in a deep breath of the fresh air around him. It felt good to be out in the wild and in the saddle. The beauty of the wild sang to his soul, despite the danger that abounded. Whatever this world might be, it had its charms.

“You know…” Terri began, breaking into his tranquil thoughts.

“What is it?” 

“Now that I think about it, nothing can change in the future. You can’t do better, or create a better society, or build any bunkers.” 

The seconds ticked by while Paul debated whether he should respond or not. On the one hand, he really didn’t want to hear it. But on the other hand, Terri refused to give up. He eyed Paul with eager expectation, waiting for an invitation to continue.

Finally, Paul couldn’t stand it anymore and said, “Why, pray tell?”

“Because if you change anything, anything at all, the future might not happen. Or it will happen differently.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Paul asked, growing exasperated.

“Just think about it,” Terri insisted. “If anything changes, anything at all, then future generations might not invent time travel.”

“So, none of this will have happened,” Paul said, waving a hand around. 

“Exactly. The Shift will never have happened,” Terri said with a smug smile.

“But, hang on,” Paul said. “If we’re still here, then the future couldn’t have changed, which means that time travel was invented, and the Shift did happen.”

“What?” Terri said. “Now I’m confused.”

“Exactly. Can we talk about something else, please?” Paul pleaded, rubbing his temples. Already, a headache was building inside his skull, and it promised to be a doozy. Especially if Terri won’t shut the hell up.

“Talk about what?” Terri said.

“Anything but time travel,” Paul replied.

“Like?”

Paul groaned and looked around. “Like what’s hiding inside those bushes up ahead, ready to pounce.”

“Nothing is hiding in those bushes,” Terri said with a negligent wave.

“How do you know?”

“Because of the horses. You said they’ll sense anything bad before we do, and they look quite calm to me,” Terri said.

“At least you learned something,” Paul said.

“Pfft. I’ve forgotten more in my life than you’ve ever learned, kid.”

“I’m not a kid. Not for a while now,” Paul said, going on the defensive.

“Touchy, touchy,” Terri said. “Someone woke up on the wrong side of his blanket roll today.”

Paul ground his teeth, ready to explode. Before he could react, though, they reached the clump of bushes he’d mentioned earlier. The horses picked their way through the thick vegetation, the only sound being the scrape of leaves and twigs against their clothes. As Terri had predicted, nothing was hiding inside, ready to eat them. 

Within minutes, they broke through and found themselves on the edge of a vast open field. It stretched to either side as far as the eye could see, the green grass fading to beige in patches. A few clumps of bushes and a couple of lone trees offered the only break in the monotonous flat expanse. 

About halfway across the field, a herd of mixed herbivores grazed on the luscious vegetation. They were too far away to make out the details, but Paul spotted a few Alamosaurusus towering high above the rest with their long necks.

Paul pulled back on the reins. “This doesn’t look good.”

Terri nodded. “No, it doesn’t.”

“It’s too exposed. We’ll be visible for miles.”

“Agreed.”

“What do we do? Go around?”

“And lose a whole day?” Terri asked. 

“I know, but I don’t like the look of this,” Paul said, shifting in his seat.

“Let’s just take it slow, keep a careful eye out, and rely on the horses for warning,” Terri suggested. “And keep your gun close.”

Paul removed the rifle from his back, thanking his lucky stars that Callum had equipped him with one. There weren’t many people in the Watch that carried guns, and he was one of the few. Where Terri got his weapon, he had no idea and was too afraid to ask. He probably stole the damn thing, or won it in a bet. “Alright, let’s do this.”

“See that belt of trees on the other side?” Terri asked.

“I see it.”

“That’s our goal. What we want is through there, and we can’t let anything stand in our way,” Terri said.

“Inspiring,” Paul said with a hint of mockery, but Terri was right. What they wanted was on the other side, and they needed to find it soon. If they didn’t, it was all for nothing.








  
  
  Chapter 13 - Callum

  
  




Callum stayed true to his word the next day, rising early to begin preparations to head home. Now that the decision was made, he was eager to get moving. After a quick breakfast, he washed, dressed, and packed his gear. With his horse fed, watered, and saddled, he was ready to go. The only task that remained was to hand over command of his troops to O’Neill. “Ye know what to do, O’ Neill. You trained for this.”

“Yes, Sir. I won’t let you down,” O’ Neill said, his eyes shining.

“Good. I’m countin’ on ye,” Callum added.

“Yes, Sir!” O’ Neill said, tossing in a salute for extra effect.

He was like a bloodhound on a leash, straining at the ropes and desperate to prove himself. Callum smothered a smile. He’d been a lot like that as a lad, and he knew how the younger man felt. Maybe, it’s time to give O’ Neill a command of his own. He’s ready for it.

Callum checked his gear, and his weapons, ensuring that everything was in place. Goliath, his horse, stomped the ground, also eager to get moving. “Are ye ready to go, boy?” 

Goliath snorted and tossed his head. 

“Not to worry. Yer leaving soon,” Callum said.

“Are you off then?” Ric asked, striding over.

“That I am,” Callum said, “and I can’t say I’ll miss ye.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” Ric replied with a snort. “Seriously, though. Be careful, and say hi to the missus for me.”

“Will do,” Callum replied, and they shook hands. “Look after my men, will ye?”

“Never fear. I’ll keep an eye on them,” Ric said.

“Thanks,” Callum said, wheeling his horse around. He nodded at his escort and kicked his horse into a trot. The men fell in behind him, numbering six in total. They were handpicked and armed to the nines. Though he hadn’t wanted an escort, Ric and O’ Neill insisted, and the men would accompany him to the river crossing. From there, it was a straight shot to Prime.

As they left the camp behind, Callum found it hard to concentrate. His longing for Kat was a physical ache in his chest, and he wondered how she was doing. Without me to slow her down, she’s probably running herself ragged looking after the hospital, the staff, and the patients. 

A smile tugged at his lips. Kat hated being idle. She resented being seen as a wallflower and preferred to stay busy at all times. Callum guessed it was because of her days spent in the brothel and later her relationship with Sikes. Both required her to look beautiful and little else. She was valued only for her looks and body, not her brain or skills.

In his eyes, she was so much more, however, and he couldn’t wait to see her again. I’ll be home soon, lass. Never fear.

Fortunately, the trip back wouldn’t take as long with only a small group on horseback. With any luck, he’d be back in Kat’s arms by the dawning of the third day. He set a brisk pace with that in mind, and the miles flew by as the day progressed.

It wasn’t long before he spotted a familiar belt of trees. Beyond them lay a vast open field, one he remembered crossing with the convoy while herbivores browsed in the distance. It had been a peaceful crossing, and he’d enjoyed watching the dinosaurs go about their business. It reminded him that the prehistoric world had its fair share of beauty, and not everything in it wanted to eat him.

Now, he wasn’t so confident he wanted to cross the field. Not with such a small party to back him up. Should a pack of raptors or a large predator spot them, they’d be hard put to defend themselves.

He considered going around the field, but the thought of another delay was just too much. “Look sharp, lads. We’ll be out in the open, and we need to stay alert. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir,” they agreed.

Callum kicked Goliath in the side, and they entered the trees. It was quiet inside the stretch of the forest, but it wasn’t uninhabited. Small creatures flitted through the branches overhead and rustled through the carpet of dried leaves underfoot. Mild sunlight filtered through the canopy casting a dappled shade across his face, and the air smelled like damp moss.

They passed through without any mishap and broke into the open soon after. There they paused to get their bearings, and Callum spotted the same herbivores from the day before. “Right, lads. Let’s give those creatures over there a wide berth.”

“Yes, Sir,” they agreed, their expressions wary.

“Sir? Do you see that?” the guard asked, pointing across the field.

“See what?” Callum asked, craning his head.

“It looks like people,” the guard said.

“People? Ye can’t be serious,” Callum exclaimed, but he soon spotted the figures for himself. “Yer right. Tis two people headed our way.”

“That’s what it looks like, Sir,” the guard said. “Shall we meet them?”

“We might as well,” Callum said. “Look alive, lads.”

Callum and his group set out into the field. They stuck close together, their senses on high alert and their guns ready to shoot. While they walked, Callum wondered who the mystery people were. They were either very brave, very stupid, or very desperate to set out on their own like that. 

He didn’t have to wait long to find out. The other party sped up at the sight of them, and they met in the middle. To his astonishment, he faced Paul and Terri, the two people he’d least expected to see out there.

“What in hell’s name are ye two doing here?” Callum bellowed, forgetting to mind his volume.

Terri winced and looked around. “Would you keep it down? You’ll disturb yonder beasties with that booming voice.”

“Sorry,” Callum replied on autopilot. “Now, answer my question.”

“You’re up, Paul,” Terri said. “It’s your story to tell. I’m just along for the ride.”

Shoved into the spotlight, Paul reddened and stuttered. “I… I came… What I mean to say…”

“Spit it out, lad,” Callum said, growing impatient.

Paul cleared his throat. “I came looking for you, Sir. It’s a matter of life and death.”

Callum stared at Paul, and a premonition swept over him. “Tis Kat?”

Paul nodded. “She has the Red Flux.”

Callum blanched. “Is she dying?”

“She’s very sick.”

“What about the babe?”

“When I left, the baby was still alive,” Paul said. “Also, a plane arrived from Vancouver with medical supplies, including antibiotics.”

Hope blossomed in Callum’s chest. “And you gave some to Kat?”

“Dr. Bloomberg did, but it doesn’t seem to be working. She isn’t doing well, especially after the fall.”

“Fall? What fall?” Callum cried, ice water filling his veins. “Ye’d better tell me what’s going on right now.”

“Yes, Sir,” Paul said, and he told Callum the story as fast as he could. 

By the time he’d finished, Callum was worked up into a state of furious desperation. “Listen up, lads. Ye heard the man. My Kat’s in danger. The sooner I get home, the better. So, I’m setting a fast pace. Ye can keep up, or ye can go back now. No complaining. No whining. Those are yer choices.”

All of them elected to carry on, promising they’d keep up, and the group set out once more. Callum wanted nothing more than to race against the wind to get home. He wanted to run and run, even if it meant killing the horses. The only person he loved in this world lay dying, and he needed to get to her side. 

But he knew he had to keep his wits about him. If he didn’t, he might as well give up on the spot. He’d never get home by making foolish mistakes. That much he’d learned. With an effort, he forced his fears and worries to the back of his mind and focused on his surroundings. 

Suddenly, the herd of herbivores grew restless. They stopped grazing and milled about in a frenzy. Mothers bawled for their calves, and the matriarchs snorted with alarm.

Callum pulled up and stared at the herd, perplexed. His eyes roved across the field, but he saw nothing to explain the creatures’ reaction. Then he realized the wind had shifted, and a warning went off in his head. They smell something. “We’d better get out of here. Now.”

“What’s going on?” Paul asked.

“There’s no time to explain, lad. Run!” Callum cried.

The tree line shook and crackled. Branches snapped, and foliage exploded outward. An Albertosaurus burst from hiding, its massive hind legs powering its bulk forward. Its head snaked from side to side, the fearsome jaws gaping wide. 

The herbivores panicked and charged around in abject terror. The matriarchs herded the young ones into the middle while the rest formed ranks around them. As one, they stampeded across the field with the predator snapping at their heels. 

A Lambeosaurus bugled with fright, while the ponderous Alamosaurus swept all from their path. The Triceratops brandished their horns and bawled a warning to all around them while the smaller species had to avoid being trampled underfoot. 

Frozen in horror, the small group of humanity stared at the oncoming calamity. They ignored Callum’s pleas to run, too shocked by the scene.

“Oh, shit. They’re coming straight for us,” Terri yelled.

“Well, stop dawdling like sheep and run, damn it,” Callum repeated.

He jabbed his heels into Goliath’s ribs, and the horse shot forward like a bullet from a gun. Paul, Terri, and the rest followed, urging their horses on to greater speed. There was no need, though. The frightened horses wanted nothing more than to get away, but their momentum was lacking. Behind them, the stampeding dinosaurs gained ground. The earth shook and shuddered as thousands of pounds of flesh battered the ground. It was utter chaos.

Callum leaned across his horse’s withers, praying they’d be able to outrun the herd. No such luck. A gust of warm air washed across his back, and he dared a look over his shoulder. The sight turned his bowels to water, and he almost pissed his pants. 

A Triceratops loomed over him, so close he could see the wrinkles in its thick, leathery hide. Its beady eyes glared at him, just a minor obstacle in its path. Each stride brought it closer, and Callum yanked on the reins. 

Goliath veered sideways, and the Triceratops charged past them. Two more followed, and a cloud of dust rose into the air. Callum’s vision turned hazy, and he coughed as the stuff filled his lungs. Caught in the yellow fog, he had to rely on Goliath’s instincts to navigate.

A man screamed, and Callum looked over in time to see an Ankylosaurus hit one of the guards with its tail. The strike crushed the man’s chest and swept him off his horse. Crimson blood misted the air before he disappeared beneath the thundering hooves of the herd, ground to a pulp. 

Callum gritted his teeth and focused on his predicament. He was caught in the middle of the herd, surrounded by beasts that weighed hundreds and thousands of pounds. One mistake, and he was a goner, just like the unfortunate guard.

As one creature, he and Goliath raced across the field. Their bodies melded together, and each powerful stride of the horse vibrated up his spine. The wind whistled through his hair, and grit stuck in his eyes. Through a teary haze, they wove in and around the terrified dinosaurs. All sound seemed muffled, his brain shutting down to avoid sensory overload.

In the distance, he heard a roar, and his heart skipped a beat. It had to be the Albertosaurus. One thought dominated his mind, and he cast a fearful look around. Where is it? Where is the carnivore?

He didn’t have to wonder for long. It roared again, and the herd shifted course. An Achelousaurus appeared out of nowhere, its eyes wild. It charged straight for them, and Callum braced himself for impact. There was nowhere to go, and the distance was too narrow to do anything. They were caught on an unavoidable collision course, destined to clash. 

As the distance between them shrank, time slowed. Kat’s face flashed before him, and he knew he’d never see her again. Not her or their unborn child. Grief as sharp as a knife cut into his heart, but fate intervened.

The Albertosaurus appeared out of nowhere, its jaws gaping wide. It latched onto the Achelousaurus and tore into its flesh with its razor-sharp teeth. Clawed talons fastened onto its back, and the unfortunate victim squealed in agony. The duo struggled on the spot, locked in a battle of life and death.

Callum and Goliath veered away, putting the vicious carnivore and its prey in rear view, but they were not in the clear. Far from it. They were still surrounded by a herd of stampeding herbivores and in imminent danger of being squashed.

Still, Callum felt hopeful and steered his horse toward the edge of the herd. If he could reach it, they might make it out alive. Another scream turned his blood to ice, and he prayed whoever it was, was okay. Or at least, that he died quickly.

Something kicked up a stone. It flew through the air and hit Callum on the cheek. “Ah, shit!”

Holding onto the saddle horn with one hand, he clamped his other hand onto the gash. The cut burned like it was doused in acid, and hot blood poured from the wound. He had to clench his teeth to keep from yelling out loud. Instead, he swore like a trooper.

Distracted, he looked up in time to see four tree trunks straight ahead. Only, they were moving and attached to the torso of an Alamosaurus. The freakishly large dinosaur galloped across the field, its long neck looming far above them all.

Unable to react, Callum closed his eyes and hoped for the best. An audible whoosh sounded in his ears, and a gust of wind tugged at his collar. He opened his eyes and looked up, straight at the belly of the Alamosaurus. 

The world slowed around him, and he could make out the tiniest of details: every wrinkle, every line, even bits and pieces of moss that clung to the hide. Suspended between the legs of the largest creature that ever walked the earth felt surreal, and he knew it was a memory he’d carry forever. If he got to live that long, which seemed doubtful at the moment. 

The moment passed, and his horse sprinted out from underneath the beast. Callum glimpsed the edge of the herd. Beyond it, the open field beckoned to him like a shining light. Determined to reach it, he urged the stallion toward the gap. Come on, come on. We can make it out of this. We have to.

The opening grew closer and closer as they edged toward it. Somehow, Goliath stayed both on course and on his feet. He never slowed down or faltered. Each step was a battle, and the outcome was unknown. A smile grew on his face, and a whoop of joy broke loose from his lips. “Yes, Goliath. We made it!”

Something hit him a terrific blow in the side. He left the saddle and flew through the air faster than the eye could blink. Callum hit the ground with a thump and rolled for several feet before he came to a stop. Blood filled his mouth, and every bone in his body hurt.

He groaned and lifted his head, but it was impossible to see anything through the dust. His teeth chattered as the vibrations of the herd traveled through his spine, and his head throbbed.

Something crashed past him, missing him by mere inches. Curling into a tiny ball, he waited for the rest of the herd to run past, praying he wouldn’t get trampled. The world faded away as he lay there exposed and vulnerable. He’d never felt so helpless in his life, utterly powerless to lift a finger. 

All he could do was wait.

And wait.

And wait.








  
  
  Chapter 14 - Terri

  
  




Terri clung to his saddle with every ounce of strength he possessed. He didn’t try to steer the horse or exert any type of control. He simply let the animal have its head. Around him, it was utter chaos. The moment the Albertosaurus attacked, all hell broke loose.

An Ankylosaurus charged past him, trumpeting its fright. Its tail swung wildly, the bony knob on the end whistling past his head. He ducked, but the guard a few yards ahead wasn’t so lucky. The man went down in an explosion of blood and bone and disappeared underfoot.

With a grimace, Terri focused on the way ahead. He had to get out of the herd. It was his only chance. He spotted a gap between a group of Triceratops and Parksosaurus. The small herbivores lagged behind the rest, and he veered in their direction. 

They parted before him with frightened bleats, and he had a clear shot to freedom. Wasting no time, he took it. His horse galloped across the grass until they reached the dubious shelter of a rocky outcrop covered in brush.

He reined in behind the rocks and patted his horse on the neck. The animal pawed at the ground and snorted. Its hide was damp with sweat, and its muscles trembled. “It’s okay. Calm down. We’re safe here.”

It wasn’t exactly true. The herd had scattered to hell and gone while the Albertosaurus ravaged the corpse of its latest victim. He scanned the field for signs of his friends. Anyone really. 

He spotted a couple at the other end of the field. They’d reached the safety of the trees, and he dismissed them for the moment. He knew for a fact that at least one of the men was dead, and the rest had to be somewhere on the field. Either dead or still trapped within the charging herd. That’s when he spotted the body. It lay curled into a ball a few hundred yards away. 

Terri eyed the Albertosaurus. For the moment, it was occupied with its meal. Even so, it took everything he had to move out into the open, exposing his position. Keeping his gaze on the predator, he walked his horse toward the man on the ground. He recognized the bright red hair as he drew closer, and his heart leaped in his throat. “Callum?”

The man’s head lifted, and Callum blinked up at him, his face streaked with dirt. “Terri? Is that you?”

“It’s me. Are you hurt?” Terri asked, casting furtive glances at the Albertosaurus. He froze when the carnivore ripped off a leg, chomping on it like it was a chicken bone.

“Tis not too bad,” Callum said.

“Can you get up?” Terri asked. “We need to get off this field before that monster spots us.”

“Where is it?” Callum asked.

“Not far enough away for my liking,” Terri said. 

“Tell me when it’s not looking,” Callum said.

“Okay,” Terri said, sitting stock-still. He waited until the Albertosaurus lowered its head for a bite. With its head turned away, he decided to chance it. “Now, Callum.”

Callum got up with a stifled groan and shuffled toward them. With Terri lending a hand, he climbed onto the back of the horse. After a final look at the carnivore, Terri urged his mount toward the trees, where four men now waited for them. He hoped Paul was one of them. 

He kept up a steady pace, aware that the horse couldn’t run with both of them on its back. It was a nerve-wracking experience. His nerves tingled with every second that passed. “Are you okay, Callum?”

“I think so. No broken bones.”

“You always were a lucky one.”

“Define lucky,” Callum answered wryly.

“Your alive, aren’t you.”

“For now.”

“What do you mean?” Terri asked, afraid to look.

“It’s looking at us,” Callum said, his voice muffled.

“Shit,” Terri muttered. “What should I do? Stop?”

“No, keep going. Every step closer to the trees is a win,” Callum said. 

“If you say so.”

“No sudden moves, okay?”

Terri snorted. “I’m not about to do an Irish jig here.”

“Thank God for that. I’ve seen ye dance, and tis not a pretty sight.”

Terri smothered a grin. “Remind me not to dance at your wedding.”

“I could never subject Kat to such horror,” Callum said.

Silence fell over the pair, broken only by the rhythmic sound of the horse’s hooves on the ground. By now, the field was empty. The remains of the herd had gone, looking for safer pastures. Underneath the trees, their friends stood, the distance shrinking by the minute. 

“How far?” Callum asked in a whisper.

“Not too far,” Terri said. “Why?”

“Because it’s moving.”

“What?” The word came out as a squeak, and Terri cleared his throat. “What?”

“It’s looking at us, and now it’s moving,” Callum said.

“Oh, shit.”

“It’s picking up speed,” Callum said, his tone urgent. “We’d better go faster.”

“Damn it all to hell,” Terri cried, kicking the horse in the ribs.

It broke into a forced run, its breath wheezing in and out of its lungs. The trees beckoned, though they offered no real safety. The Albertosaurus would smash through its flimsy protection.

“Faster, faster!” Callum cried. 

Terri lashed the horse with the reins, but it was going as fast as it could. “This is as fast as we can go.”

“Are ye the praying type?” Callum asked.

“Not really.”

“Now might be a good time to start learning.”

And that’s exactly what Terri did. He prayed.

Beneath them, the earth shook as the Albertosaurus picked up steam. The two-and-a-half-ton beast thundered toward them, drawn by their movement. It was a hunter, trained by instinct to chase down prey. While its current target was tiny, hardly worth the bother, it was running away, and it liked that.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Terri cried. The distance between them and the trees had narrowed, but to his eyes, it still seemed like an impossible span of ground to cover.

“Are we going to make it?” Callum asked, peering over his shoulder.

Terri did the same. Only he looked in the other direction, and the Albertosaurus was much too close for comfort. His heart picked up speed until it raced inside his chest like a freight train that had gone off the rails.

“Well, are we?” Callum repeated.

“That depends,” Terri replied. 

“On what?”

“On whether or not we can grow wings.”

“Comforting,” Callum said, sagging in his seat.

“You’re telling me,” Terri muttered, urging his horse onward.

The poor animal gave its all, streamers of foam streaming from its lips. At that moment, Terri knew it was hopeless. They’d never make it. Each massive stride brought the Albertosaurus closer and closer. Soon, it would snap them up in its vicious jaws, and they’d be nothing more than a spot of blood on the grass.

The crash of gunfire tore him from his morbid thoughts, and he jerked upright. The men waiting for them in the treeline were urging them on. They’d taken shelter behind a shelf of rock, their horses hidden from sight. Even better, they provided cover with their rifles. It was an attempt to scare the predator off, and he hoped it would work. It had to. If not… well, he wouldn’t live long enough to worry about it.

He squinted at the four figures ahead and whooped with joy when he spotted Paul. He might not have known the young man for very long, but he liked the kid. Him and his spunky girlfriend. They were the kind of people Prime needed if they wanted to navigate the future with any sort of success. 

Men like him and Callum, they were fine for now. But their era was almost done, and soon it would be time for them to step aside and hand over the reins to the next generation. It brightened his heart to know that there were youngsters out there like Paul and Sandi.

Paul waved at him, his expression frantic. “Move, damn it. Move!”

“We’re trying,” Terri shouted back. “Shoot straighter, will you!”

“Shut up, and get your ass over here,” Paul replied, aiming his rifle. 

He let loose another volley of shots, aided by the remaining guards. An angry bellow sounded from behind as the bullets found their mark. He chanced a look over his shoulder and almost crapped himself. 

The Albertosaurus was almost on top of them, so close he could smell its rancid stink. The stench of rotting offal and flesh. On the bright side, its thick hide was bleeding in several places, and the monstrous beast had stopped in its tracks. It roared with anger, scratching at its snout and face with its clawed front legs. 

A gap opened between them, rapidly growing wider. Hope filled Terri’s chest, and he turned back to the front. With his attention focused entirely on Paul and the rest, he urged his mount onward. “Come on, boy. We’re almost there, and then you can rest.”

With bullets flying overhead, they crossed the final stretch of field. The horse slowed as it rounded the rocky shelf, each movement labored. Willing hands waited to help Terri and Callum off the animal’s back, and the horse was hustled to safety. 

Terri grinned at Paul. “I’ve never been so happy to see your ugly mug as I am right now.”

“It’s good to see you too,” Paul said. He grabbed Terri by the shoulder. “Time to use that gun on your back.”

“What gun?” Terri’s eyes widened when he realized he’d completely forgotten about his carbine. Not that it mattered. It wouldn’t have been any use during the stampede. But now, it was precisely what they needed.

Standing shoulder to shoulder with Paul, he opened fire. The Albertosaurus had not moved from its previous position, but that was no comfort. They needed to chase the beast away for good. 

Callum joined in after a few seconds, adding his rifle to the mix. Faced with a barrage of bullets, the carnivore decided that this particular prey was more trouble than it was worth. After a last defiant roar, it stomped off in the opposite direction. 

Terri slumped with relief and lowered his rifle. Before he could forget, he reloaded and slung it across his back again. Who knew when he might need it again? A look around the clearing revealed a total of six people. Six out of nine. “Is this all of us?”

“I’m afraid so,” Paul said, looking around.

“We lost three people back there?” Callum asked, his expression grim. 

“Yes, we did,” Paul replied. “I’m surprised we made it, to be honest. That was crazy stuff back there.”

“Agreed,” Terri said, looking back over the now empty field. It looked nothing like it had before. The ground was churned up in places, and two corpses littered the space—both victims of the carnivore. There was no sign of the three lost men, but he hadn’t expected there to be. Not with a stampede.

“What do we do now?” Paul asked, looking at Callum.

Callum shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Terri eyed his friend, noting the trickle of blood that ran down Callum’s temple. The man looked battered and bruised. They all did.

“Now, we recoup and regroup,” Terri said, stepping up. “We rest and water the horses, and we treat our injuries. After that, we continue on our way.”

“We just carry on as if nothing happened?” one of the guards asked.

“Yeah, we lost three of our own out there,” another protested.

“What about their bodies?” Paul asked.

“There won’t be enough left to bury,” Terri said, waving a hand over the field. “Do you see anything out there? Any bodies?”

Silence fell across the space.

“Besides, we dare not hang around with that monster still out there. It could come back at any time,” Terri said.

“Terri’s right,” Paul said after a few seconds. “We need to get out of here as soon as the horses are rested.”

“We could go back,” one of the guards said. “We’re closer to the convoy than we are to Prime.”

“Do you want to go back there? Seriously?” Terri asked. “The same way the big-assed predator just went?”

“It’s better than being out here alone. Just a few of us,” the guard protested. “There’s safety in numbers.”

“Let them go if they want to, Terri. You can’t stop them,” Callum said.

“Alright,” Terri said, raising his hands in the air. “You can leave if you want to, but we’re going back to Prime.”

“It’s yer choice,” Callum said.

“I’m with them,” Paul said, his mouth set in a stubborn line. “My goal hasn’t changed. I came out here to look for Callum. I found him, and now I’m taking him back.”

“Tick, tock, guys,” Terri said.

In the end, the remaining three men elected to stay with Callum. 

“It’s our job, after all. It’s what we signed up for when we agreed to escort you as far as the river, Sir,” one of them said.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Terri said. “Now, let’s pick up the pieces and get moving. I really don’t want to be here when that thing gets back.”

“On that, we can agree,” Callum said with a faint smile.

Working fast, the group rounded up the horses, including Goliath. None of them had gotten too far, and it didn’t take long. They watered the horses and allowed them to graze while they treated their wounds. 

Luckily, it consisted of little more than bumps, bruises, and scrapes. Callum was the worst off. The gash on his cheek required stitches, and he had a dislocated finger. Once they’d rested up, they loaded their gear and mounted up.

“Are you ready to go home, Callum?” Terri asked, shooting his friend a glance.

“More than ready,” Callum said. “Besides, what else can go wrong?”

Paul groaned. “Oh, man. You just jinxed us.”

“Jinxed? No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did,” a guard said. “Now, we’re all going to die.”

“Comforting thought,” Terri said, nudging his horse forward.

As they set out for Prime, the banter continued. It was good to know they still had it in them to laugh, despite what had happened. It didn’t mean they mourned any less. Any loss of life was a tragedy. But it meant they had the strength to carry on, and they would need it on the journey ahead. They had at least two days of travel left, and the worst might very well lie before them. Not behind them. 

Either way, Terri was determined to deliver Callum to Prime in one piece. It was the least he could do after all the things Callum had done for him in the past. Squaring his shoulders, Terri faced to the front. Prime, here we come.








  
  
  Chapter 15 - Sandi

  
  




The hours passed while Kat tossed and turned, her sleep disturbed by nightmares. True to her word, Sandi remained by her side, only leaving to empty her bladder or get a glass of water. She kept Kat company, telling her jokes and funny stories. She gossiped about the hospital staff and shared the latest news—anything to keep Kat’s spirits alive.

By morning, she was unable to keep her eyes open and dozed off. With her body curled up on a chair, she slept, dreaming of Paul and the Zoo. It was a good dream. In it, they were still young and innocent. Brittany was there. Aret and David too. It was them against the world, destined to lead the Exiles into a bright, prosperous future. 

When she finally woke up, she was shocked to find an entire day had passed. With a huge yawn, she stretched out her arms and legs. Her muscles and joints were stiff and sore, and it took a while to work out the kinks.

Her bladder urged her to go to the bathroom, and she tiptoed past the sleeping Kat. After relieving herself, she washed her hands and face, rinsed her mouth, and redid her ponytail. Smoothing the creases from her clothes, she returned to the sick room.

Dr. Bloomberg entered not long after that and smiled when he saw her. “Awake at last, I see?”

“Did I sleep the whole day?” Sandi said, stunned.

“You did. You must’ve been exhausted,” Bloomberg said. “It seems you didn’t need my medicine, after all.”

“I guess you’re right,” Sandi said, stifling another yawn. Suddenly, she remembered her duties. “Oh, crap! The hospital! I haven’t done anything today. The meeting with the doctors, the storerooms—”

“Calm down, my dear,” Dr. Bloomberg said. “I informed everyone of your absence, and they’re all doing just fine.”

“Fine? What does that mean?”

“It means that the doctors are perfectly capable of managing themselves. They can do without you for one day,” Bloomberg said.

“Dr. Bloomberg is right,” a bright voice said. 

The voice turned out to be Nurse Julie, and she carried a tray covered with a cloth. The delicious smell of eggs, ham, and biscuits drifted from the tray, and Sandi’s stomach rumbled loudly. “Is that…”

“Breakfast is served. Or is it lunch? It’s more like dinner, I think,” Julie said with a shrug. “Anyway, I thought you’d be hungry.”

“Starving, actually,” Sandi said, placing the tray on her lap. 

“Well, no wonder. Look at you,” Julie exclaimed with her hands on her hips. “You’ve been running yourself ragged ever since Mistress Kat fell ill.”

“I’m feeling better now,” Sandi protested.

“You’ll feel even better after a proper meal,” Dr. Bloomberg said.

“I’m sure I will. Thank you, Julie,” Sandi said.

She whipped the cloth off the tray and groaned. The food was even better than she’d hoped. The eggs were done over easy, just the way she liked them. The fried ham was thick and juicy, and the biscuits gleamed yellow with butter. A glass of water, a cup of coffee, and an orange rounded out the meal. 

Unable to help herself, she grabbed a biscuit and wolfed it down. Crumbs rained down onto her chest, but she didn’t care. The only thing she cared about was filling the hollow void in her stomach. She’d starved herself for too long. But, she soon slowed down to appreciate the food. It was just too good. 

Sandi cut off a piece of ham, sandwiched it between two chunks of biscuit, and dipped it into the egg yolk. Shoving the concoction into her mouth, she chewed with relish, each moment like heaven on her tongue.

Afterward, she ate the orange, sucking the juice out of each segment before drinking her coffee. Swallowing a burp, she leaned back in her chair with both hands on her stomach. “Now, that’s why I call bliss.”

“Let me take that for you,” Julie offered, removing the tray. She walked toward the exit but paused in the open doorway. “Oh, I brought you a change of clothes and some toiletries. I figured you’d need a wash.”

“Thanks, Julie. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Sandi said, retrieving the bundle from the front office.

Bloomberg fussed over Kat’s IV but waved her away with an impatient hand. “Off with you, Missy. Have a nice hot shower; then you can rejoin us. I’ll have Julie make up a bed for you on the couch. That way, you can spend the night here in comfort. Tomorrow, you can resume your duties if you wish.”

“You’re too kind to me, Dr. Bloomberg,” Sandi said, a knot jumping into her throat.

“It’s nothing, my dear. Truly,” he said, his blue eyes twinkling.

Sandi left him to his job and took a long hot shower. Afterward, she felt like a new being, washed, scrubbed, and refreshed. She put her hair up into a knot and donned the clothes Julie had brought her. It was a comfortable but straightforward outfit: Black tights, a soft shirt that hung to her thighs, a light cardigan, and flats. It was perfect.

She exited the bathroom in a cloud of steam and made her way to Kat’s bedside. Julie was busy smoothing the sheets on the bed while Bloomberg checked Kat’s vitals. “How is she doing?”

“I’ve changed the bandages on her knee. The swelling has gone down a lot, and it’s healing well. The broken collarbone too. I also checked on the baby, and I’m happy to say it’s doing fine. No more bleeding.”

“That’s a relief,” Sandi said. 

“Indeed. If she can just hang on a little longer, her body will heal. She just needs time, I think,” Bloomberg said.

At that moment, Kat stirred, and her eyes fluttered open. Beyond happy to see her friend awake, Sandi dragged a chair over. Sitting down, she took Kat’s hand in hers. “Hey, Kat. It’s me, Sandi.”

“I see you,” Kat said with a wan smile. 

“And I see you,” Sandi replied, giving Kat’s fingers a gentle squeeze.

“Where am I?” Kat asked.

“In the hospital. In Dr. Bloomberg’s rooms.”

“Dr. Bloomberg? I know him. He’s nice,” Kat said with a faint smile. 

“Why thank you, dear,” Dr. Bloomberg said, though Kat didn’t seem to notice him.

Sandi frowned. Something was off. Kat didn’t seem quite like herself. “Kat? How do you feel?”

“He’s Santa, did you know that?”

“Santa?” Sandi asked with a frown. 

“Yes, Dr. Bloomberg is Santa. Did you see his beard?”

Alarmed, Sandi leaned closer. “Kat, sweetie. Dr. Bloomberg is not Santa.”

“Of course he is, but it’s a secret,” Kat said in a low whisper. “Nobody must know about it.”

“Oh, Kat,” Sandi said, her heart sinking into her stomach. She pressed one hand to Kat’s forehead, not surprised to find it blazing hot. 

“Don’t tell,” Kat said, growing agitated. She struggled to throw off her blankets, her eyes glazed. “You can’t tell!”

“Kat, please. Calm down,” Sandi said, holding her friend down on the mattress. “Dr. Bloomberg, what’s going on?”

“You can’t tell! You can’t tell! You can’t tell!” Kat screamed, the veins bulging in her forehead.

“Nurse Julie, a sedative, please!” Dr. Bloomberg cried, rushing to Sandi’s assistance. 

Together, they held the struggling Kat down until Julie jabbed a needle into her arm. Kat stiffened, her back arched off the mattress. Every muscle in her body grew taut, and the veins in her throat bulged. Then, the fight left her body, and she sagged into oblivion, her eyelids fluttering shut.

Dr. Bloomberg let go of her arm and leg, reaching for his stethoscope. He listened to her heart and lungs before moving on to the rest of her vitals. Meanwhile, Nurse Julie took Kat’s temperature, and they exchanged a worried look.

“What?” Sandi asked, catching the look.

“She’s got a fever,” Bloomberg said. “We need to get it down, or she’ll crash.” 

“I’ll get the shower going,” Nurse Julie said, rushing to the bathroom. She opened the cold water tap and stoppered the drain on the floor with a piece of cloth.

Dr. Bloomberg nodded with approval. “It’ll have to do.”

Sandi watched it all with fearful horror as they carried her friend to the bathroom, dragging the IV pole along. She wore only a thin linen nightgown, and Dr. Bloomberg stepped away once she lay in the shower. Julie sat next to her, propping up the unconscious Kat. 

“Can I help?” Sandi asked.

“Sure,” Julie sat, waving her closer.

Sandi sat on the edge of the tiles, holding Kat upright while the cold water poured over her body. The liquid swirled around her form and gradually filled the shallow basin until she was half-submerged.

To Sandi, she looked like a broken porcelain doll. Her skin was the color of milk, and her long black hair was plastered to her arms and chest. Exposed and vulnerable, her scars were more prominent than ever, and it looked like she’d been taken apart and stitched together again. It was a reminder of the horrors she’d suffered and the sacrifices she’d made for them all.

Hot tears pricked Sandi’s eyelids, and she swallowed a sob. Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry this is happening to you. You deserve so much better after everything you’ve been through.

Julie monitored her breathing and heartbeat, checking her temperature now and then. Finally, she said, “We can take her out now. Her temperature has dropped.”

“Thank God,” Sandi said, grabbing a thick towel.

They wrestled Kat out of the shower stall and removed her wet clothes. After toweling her dry, they wrapped her in a fresh sheet and called Dr. Bloomberg. He helped them to get her back into bed and reinstalled her IV.

“Is she going to be okay?” Sandi asked, holding her breath.

“I don’t know,” Dr. Bloomberg said. “Only time will tell. I’ve adjusted her medication, but there’s nothing more I can give her.”

“Is there anything I can do for her?” Sandi asked.

“You can be here for her, that’s all. Watch her, reassure her, and be her friend,” Dr. Bloomberg said. “If she makes it through the night, she might live.”

“Might?” Sandi asked, aghast.

“The infection is spreading throughout her system, and the antibiotics don’t seem to be working,” Bloomberg said, his face sagging with grief. “It would be best to prepare yourself for the worst.”

“I don’t think I can,” Sandi said, her heart breaking into a million pieces. “How do you prepare for something like that?”

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Bloomberg said.

“Are you sure there’s nothing more you can do for her?” Sandi asked, desperate.

“It’s up to her now, I’m afraid. She needs to find the will to live, or no amount of medicine will do the job.”

“I… I see,” Sandi said. “Thank you, doctor.”

“I’ll be back to check on her later, my dear,” Bloomberg said. Patting her on the shoulder, he gathered his things and left. 

Julie tidied up the room and bathroom while Sandi kept watch over her friend. Afterward, she brought her a glass and a jug of water. “In case you get thirsty.”

“Thank you,” Sandi whispered, not bothering to look up.

“I’ve prepared a bed on the couch for you, or you can sleep here if you want,” Julie said, her tone sympathetic.

“I’ll stay here.”

“Take these then,” Julie said, handing her a pillow and blanket. “I’m off for home now, but I’ll be back early tomorrow morning. I’ve also arranged with the night staff to check in on you.”

Sandi didn’t reply, her entire focus on Kat. Eventually, Julie left, closing the door with a soft click. The sudden silence crashed around Sandi like a rogue wave, and she jumped up. “This can’t be happening. It wasn’t supposed to end this way.”

But it was happening, and she was powerless to prevent it. With swift strides, she paced the tiny room. “Where are you, Paul? I trusted you!”

She stopped and calculated the days and nights. Four. It’s been four nights now. Tonight will be the fifth. He should’ve been back by now. Maybe I should look for him. He has to be close.

It was a desperate thought, the fantasies of a woman gone mad. It would never work, and Kat would die alone. Alone and friendless. No, I can’t do that. It’s not right.

Her shoulders sagged, and a wretched sob burst free from her lips. She sat down next to Kat’s bed and clutched her hand. Holding back the tears, she said, “Listen to me, Kat. You have to fight this infection. I know you can do it. I know you have it in you. You’re as tough as nails, damn it.”

Kat didn’t answer. She lay as still as a corpse, her lips tinged with blue—a sleeping beauty who would soon pass from this world to the next.

Sandi’s head drooped to the mattress, defeated. There was nothing more she could do. Nothing but watch her best friend die. Tears slipped down her cheeks unheeded, and she grieved for the loss to come. “Damn you, Kat. Damn you.”








  
  
  Chapter 16 - Kat

  
  




Kat’s head lolled to the side, and she stared at the tubes sticking out of her arm. It felt surreal, like it was all just a dream. She could feel the infection working deep within her. Like a parasite, it burrowed into her system and leeched away her strength one drop at a time.

A dark figure hovered above her, and she caught a gleam of gold. Hope kindled in her chest, and she touched her tongue to her dry lips. “Callum?”

“Kat? Are you awake?” the figure cried, leaning closer.

Kat blinked, and her heart sank when she realized it was Sandi. Though she was happy to see her friend, she needed Callum. He was her heart, and he wasn’t there. She couldn’t live without a heart.

A dark pit opened up inside her soul. It called to her, sucking her deep into its gaping maw. It was filled with poison: Guilt, hate, self-loathing, pain, loss, and suffering. It swirled around her in a vortex until she couldn’t recognize herself anymore.

“No,” Kat cried, fighting against the despair that threatened to overtake her soul. “I can’t give up. The baby.”

A hand tugged at her shoulder, and her eyes fluttered open. “S… Sandi?”

“Yes, it’s me,” Sandi said, and her face swam into focus. “Listen to me. You have to fight.”

“I can’t,” Kat whispered as the pit called to her again.

“You must. Think about the baby,” Sandi said, her voice insistent.

“I’m not strong enough,” Kat said.

“Yes, you are, damn it. You’re the strongest person I know.”

Kat shook her head, and Sandi faded away. Drifting in darkness, she waited and waited. It would be over soon. That much she knew.

Suddenly, Sandi was back, forcing her into the light. “Kat, I’m still here. I won’t leave you.”

“I’m so sorry,” Kat said, suddenly in tears. “This is all my fault. I should’ve listened to you.”

“Yes, you should have, but it doesn’t matter now. You have to live, Kat,” Sandi said, her voice insistent. “Here. Let me help you.”

Kat submitted to her friend’s touch, unable to resist. She lay still while Sandi washed her brow with a sponge and cold water. It felt good but made no difference. She was dying, and there was nothing anyone could do about that. The dye was cast.

Her thoughts fled to the distant past, and she remembered a time before the Shift. It had been a joyous time for her. She still had parents back then and a childhood filled with love and happiness. Then, one fateful night, it all changed. 

Kat still remembered the telephone call that broke her heart. The words were a blur, but the meaning was clear. Death had come for her family. Like a thief in the night, it came and stole her joy. Her parents were gone, and she was alone.

Her uncle took her in and tried his best to raise her, but it wasn’t the same. A veteran and a cop, he knew nothing but discipline. A stickler for the rules, he lived his life in black and white. There was no in-between.

But for Kat, it was all gray. She didn’t care about the rules. What she needed was love and understanding. Instead, she got gun lessons, boot camp, curfews, and sermons. The anger and resentment grew until she could no longer contain it. She became bitter and rebellious and ran with the wrong crowd. 

Her uncle responded the only he knew how: With an iron fist. He became the rock that she smashed herself against until they were both battered and bloody. What would have happened next was anyone’s guess. 

But the Shift came, and in the blink of an eye, her world changed again. Kat lost her uncle, her friends, and her home in one fell swoop. Instead, she found herself trapped inside a cutthroat city in the middle of a savage world filled with savage creatures.

Angry and embittered, she cared nothing for the people around her. Not even the kind Corinne or young Lillian. She resented them all, and the moment she had the chance, she ran. From that moment on, she became the master of her fate and made her own decisions, many of which she would live to regret.

But there was no turning back. What was done was done. I made my mistakes, and I paid for them. Surely, I’ve done enough and deserve the chance to be free. 

Free.

Kat imagined that must be what it felt like to die. A blessed reprieve from all the pain and suffering on earth. The void beckoned to her, and she inched ever closer, drawn to the darkness within her soul.

Suddenly, a voice broke through the fog that surrounded her. A voice she hadn’t heard in a long time. It was achingly familiar, and her heart blossomed within her chest. It lured her away from the pit and tugged her toward the light. Callum? Is that you, my love?

“I’m here, lass, and I’m sorry. I should never have left ye. Not you or the child. Yer everything to me. My heart and soul. Please, come back to me. Come back,” the same voice said.

Elation flooded Kat’s veins, and she knew that it was him. It had to be. She knew every cadence, every note… the very timbre of his voice. It was Callum. He came back!

His words penetrated her brain, and she realized she had to fight. She had to beat the kanker that burned within her body. Not just for him, or even for herself, but for the child that grew within her womb.

Kat’s eyes fluttered open, and she blinked up at the ceiling. Her vision was hazy, but she recognized Callum’s face instantly. The red hair, the fierce scowl, the dusting of freckles across his nose, and his eyes. They drew her like a moth to a flame, and she let herself drown within their depths. “Callum, is it you?”

Her voice was scarce a whisper, and her throat was as dry as sandpaper. Her full lips bled from the slightest movement, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was him.

“Tis me, lass. I’m here now, and I’ll never leave ye again. I swear it,” Callum said.

“Callum,” she cried, reaching out to him.

He gathered her into his arms and held her close against his chest. His warmth surrounded her, and his scent filled her nostrils. It was the smell of sweat, leather, tobacco, and spice. A scent unique to him, and it tore something loose inside her brain.

Tears pricked at the corners of Kat’s eyes, and her face crumpled. Wracking sobs shook her frame while she clung to his jacket like a bawling babe. Now that he was there, she no longer needed to be strong. She could allow herself to be weak and vulnerable, and in that surrender, she found her true strength.

It was a revelation. The kind that changed lives and fates. Within her veins, the tide of battle turned. Her defenses rallied, and her immune system fought against the infection that contaminated her blood. Soon, the sickness would be no more while her baby lay sheltered within her womb. Cradled in the warmth of a mother’s love.

“Not today,” Kat whispered, holding onto hope.

“Not today, lass,” Callum replied, his voice choked with emotion. “Not today.”                                                                                     
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They traveled throughout the day, and for the most part, the journey was uneventful. The area north of the wall was sparse, both in vegetation and animal life. The climate was colder and the terrain more rugged. This was a plus in some ways. The vehicles were able to navigate better without the endless thick forests that stretched to the south, and they made better time. 

But, the ride was uncomfortable, and by noon, Rogue was praying for a break. The Jeep had zero shock absorbers to speak of, and driving over the rough road became a painful endeavor for its occupants. 

Rogue clung to the plastic handle above the door, holding on for dear life, while Seth abused every swear word in his vocabulary. They shook, shuddered, bumped, and jolted over bleak empty fields, stony patches of barren land, and across a series of low hills.

From the looks of it, the transport truck fared little better. Bear looked like he was about to explode, and Jessica lay splayed across the seat and dashboard like a starfish.

On the other hand, the two pick-ups appeared to have an easier time of it judging by the breakneck speed they maintained. 

“I swear, if we don’t stop soon, I’m going to break Ronan’s neck,” Rogue said, wincing when they bounced over a rock. 

Her joints ached, her muscles burned, her head pounded, and her teeth were ground to dust between her clenched jaws. And she needed to pee.

“I can’t just stop,” Seth said, though he looked ready to explode as well. “We might lose them.”

“Tough shit. They can come back for us,” Rogue said. “My bladder’s about to burst.”

“Let me look for a good spot,” Seth said.

“What would that entail?”Rogue asked with growing desperation. 

“An open clearing with some brush and zero predators would be nice,” Seth said with just a hint of sarcasm. 

“Whatever,” Rogue mumbled, staring at their surroundings and praying for a suitable stopping point. Anything to relieve her of her misery. Once this is over, I’m never leaving the house again. 

Seth carried on driving for a few more minutes, his gaze stony. 

“Look, I’m sorry. My full bladder is making me irritable,” Rogue said.

“It’s okay,” he said, his jaws unclenching. Finally, he pointed at a spot ahead. “Over there.”

“Ah, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you,” she cried, tossing him a grateful smile.

“Don’t mention it. I think we could all use a break anyway,” Seth said. He flashed his lights at the pick-up truck in front and slowed to a halt. Behind them, Bear followed suit and pulled over next to them.

Rogue heaved a sigh of relief when the Jeep’s engine sputtered into silence and unclenched her hands from the plastic handle. Her fingers were red and swollen, and she flexed her hands to restore circulation. The moment sensation returned, she opened her door and jumped out of the truck. 

“Man, that feels good,” she said, stomping across the stony ground to work the kinks out of her body. She followed up with a couple of jumping jacks and a few stretches. Finally, she rubbed her sore ass with both hands until the ache receded.

A low whistle caused her to whirl around, and she spotted Daniel leaning against his vehicle. He sported a huge grin and had his arms folded across his chest. “Looking good.”

A hot flush crept up her neck and into her cheeks. Her brows furrowed into a frown, and she opened her mouth with an angry retort but thought better of it. There was no point in drawing attention to herself this early in the game. 

Instead, she turned away with a muttered, “Asshole.”

Whether it was intentional or not, such careless actions were bound to piss off Seth. Besides, it was obnoxious. The guy knew she was in a relationship, and he was making it obvious that he didn’t care. I’ll have to be careful around him. He’s got no boundaries.

“What’s wrong?” Seth asked, pulling her out of her thoughts.

“Huh? Oh, nothing,” she said, plastering on a fake smile.

“Are you sure?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “I can see something’s bothering you.”

“It’s nothing for you to worry about, I promise,” Rogue said. In a bid to distract him, she waved at Jessica and Bear. “And? How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve gone through a dozen spin cycles,” Jessica said with a groan.

She and Bear joined Rogue and Seth beside the Jeep, exchanging horror stories with ghoulish relish.

“Oh, come on. It can’t be that bad,” Ronan exclaimed, ambling over. “Is that why you stopped?”

“We needed a break, Ronan,” Jessica said, glowering at him. “You try driving in a rust bucket with no shocks over this terrain. Especially at the speed, you’re going.”

Ronan raised both hands in the air. “Sorry, sorry. I had no idea. The pick-ups aren’t a soft ride either, but they’re not quite as bad as yours by the sound of it.”

“I bet they’re not,” Jessica grumbled. 

At that moment, Lila walked over followed by the rest of Ronan’s crew. Everyone except Spook who elected to stay inside the truck. The only glimpse they got of him was his pale face in the window.

“Hey, guys. I’m Lila. Sorry about the commotion back here. I ran into some trouble and almost missed you,” Lila said, waving a hand.

Bear, Jessica, and Seth each greeted her and introduced themselves. 

“Hi, I’m Rogue,” Rogue added, shaking hands.

“Pleased to meet you,” Lila said. “Is anyone thirsty? Or hungry?”

A few nods did the rounds, and Lila nodded. “Let’s take a quick lunch break. Ronan?”

“Alright, but keep it short,” Ronan said. “We still have a long way to go.”

“I’ll break open the supplies,” Lila said.

“We’ll help you,” Jessica said. “Right Bear?”

“Right,” Bear said with marked reluctance. 

Together, the trio ambled toward the nearest pick-up truck and opened the back. They fished out several bottles of water, a few packets of trail mix, oatmeal biscuits, and strips of dried, salted meat. They handed the food and drink around and everyone helped themselves to a snack. 

Rogue took hers but placed the items in the Jeep for later. After a quick look around, she ducked behind the nearest bush and relieved her overly full bladder. It was a huge relief, and she felt ten pounds lighter afterward.

“Better now?” Seth asked with a hint of amusement.

“Much better,” she replied. “Now, if only I didn’t have to get back into the death mobile.”

Seth snorted. “Good luck with that. We’re leaving in about five minutes.”

“I know,” Rogue said with an exaggerated groan.

“It’ll be okay. Ronan promised to slow it down a little.”

“Yeah? What are the chances?” she asked, heavy with doubt. 

Ronan did not strike her as the type to take it easy. Neither did Nigel or Daniel. Spook was a different matter. He’d do whatever his teammates told him to do, secure in the knowledge that they’d protect him.

“Anyway, it’s my turn to visit the bushes,” Seth said. “Why don’t you look for a pillow or something to sit on? There should be something in the back of the truck. Even a folded blanket would do, I’m sure.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Rogue said, perking up. “I’ll have a look.”

“And I’ll be right back,” Seth said, walking toward the strip of nearby bushes.

Rogue made her way toward the transport truck and worked on the knotted rope that tied the canvas flap down. While she was busy, she studied Lila who stood surrounded by a captive audience.  

The woman took to the center stage like she was born to it, talking and laughing with casual grace. It wasn’t hard to see why. She was tall and slender with legs for days. Her short hair suited her fine features, and her smile was dazzling. 

Still, there was something about her that caused Rogue to pause. It took a while to figure out what it was, the flaw hidden beneath Lila’s absolute charm. Finally, she spotted it, revealed in a hint here and a token there, the malice that churned beneath the surface. Her eyes… Her eyes are dead.

That information boded ill for their mission, and for them. With her mind racing, Rogue rummaged about for a pillow or blanket. 

Suddenly, a shadow fell over her and a deep voice spoke in her ear. “Can I help you with something?”

“What the hell?” Rogue cried, whirling around.

Daniel stood behind her, his eyes sparkling with amusement. At her cry, he said, “Whoa there. Relax. It’s just me.”

Unable to contain herself, Rogue punched him on the shoulder. “You scared the shit out of me. Don’t ever do that again, okay?”

“Sorry, but that’s not a promise I can make,” Daniel said with a laugh. 

“Why not?” Rogue asked with what she thought was a ferocious scowl.

“Because you look so cute when you’re angry,” he said, chucking her on the chin.

“Don’t do that,” Rogue said, pulling away. The place where he’d touched her burned, and she wanted nothing more than to run away.

“Why not? Will your boyfriend… sorry, fiance, get jealous?” Daniel said with a snort. He reached past her and pulled a blanket out of the back of the truck. Thrusting the bundle into her arms, he said, “You can relax. I was just trying to help. Nothing more.”

Dumbfounded, Rogue watched as he marched away, the blanket still in her arms. Her mind whirled with the details of their encounter, and confusion set in. Had she been too quick to judge? Maybe he was only trying to help. 

But her instincts told her otherwise, and she watched him walk away with a mixture of anger and fear. Fear because he was now part of their group, and that wasn’t about to change. This whole thing feels like a mistake. A big fat mistake.
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After a brief break, they continued on their way and made good time considering the obstacles they encountered. The sun passed overhead until it hovered above the treetops, a benign presence that shed warmth, not heat. The weather remained mild, and the clouds looked like cotton wool against the clear blue skies.

The second half of the trip was a lot more comfortable with the folded-up blanket to sit on, and Rogue paged through the old travel magazine in the cubby hole. There were a lot of pictures of sandy white beaches with turquoise waters and umbrella drinks, but what really drew her attention was the historical cities and landmarks. 

That necessitated a whole list of questions regarding the things she saw between the covers: The Colosseum, the Sphinx, the leaning tower of Pisa, the Great Wall of China, and the statues on Easter Island. 

A lot of it she already knew, thanks to Moran’s tutoring, but not everything was familiar. Seth answered as well as he was able to, but he also lacked knowledge in certain areas. Finally, she put the book back where it belonged and focused on the road ahead. “Any idea where we are?”

“No, but I’m making damn sure I know how to get back,” Seth said.

“How?” Rogue asked, curious.

“I pick out landmarks as we go and map out a route according to that,” he explained.

“Clever.”

“My dad taught me how to do that. I can read the stars too,” Seth said, flashing her a smile. “These stars are different, though. It took a while and the help of an astronomer for me to figure them out.”

“Why?” she asked. 

“Probably because of the time difference. These stars are a few million years younger than the ones I learned about.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” Rogue exclaimed. 

“Few people do.”

“I wonder if those scientists ever tried to get us back after the Shift?” Rogue muttered.

“I hope not. If they did, they might have screwed things up even worse,” Seth replied.

“You’re right, but it sucks for us.”

“I don’t know. If it weren’t for the Shift, I’d never have met you.”

“Aw, you always know just what to say,” Rogue said, slapping him on the arm.

“It’s good to know I can still charm my way into your good graces,” Seth said.

“Oh, you can charm your way into much more than that,” Rogue replied with a wink.

“You don’t say,” Seth said, acting all amazed. “If only we had a place to call home instead of being out here with a bunch of other people.”

Rogue sighed. “I know. Hopefully, we can relax and live like normal people after this. For a while, at least.”

“I don’t think the odds are in our favor,” Seth said. “We do seem to attract a lot of trouble.”

“We sure do.” It was a morbid thought, and she pushed it away to focus on more fun stuff. Leaning back in her seat, she propped her feet up on the dashboard. A few swigs of water sated her thirst, and she gazed around with interest. “It’s a pretty world out here.”

“That it is,” Seth said with a smile. 

Despite their concerns about Ronan and his team, they were able to relax and enjoy each other’s company for a while. As they drove, she pointed out small features to Seth: Flowers, trees, birds, and tiny creatures. Seth knew just as much, if not more, than she did. Soon, a competition developed between them. Thankfully, they didn’t see anything large or dangerous, but that would likely change as they went further north. 

They were running neck and neck when Ronan stopped his truck next to a small river.  He got out to examine the water, and the rest followed his example. The river was little more than a babbling brook. It bubbled over rocks and washed downstream in a series of mini-waterfalls. Emerald green dragonflies flitted above the surface, and fish swam in the clear stream.

“Is anyone up for a quick break?” Ronan asked.

“Isn’t it a bit early? Seth asked. “We still have a few hours left before nightfall.”

“I know, but I’d like to top up our water supplies and try to catch a few fish for dinner,” Ronan said. “Plus, I’m sure we’d all enjoy something fresh to eat.”

“Alright,” Seth conceded. “If it doesn’t take too long.”

“Give me twenty minutes,” Ronan said, running toward his vehicle. He returned with a fishing rod and waded into the river with a fat smile on his face. Within minutes, he had his first catch, a plump silver specimen, and dropped it into a bucket of water with a lid.

While Ronan took care of supper, Nigel checked the engines and tires of each vehicle. After that, he climbed onto the back of the pick-up and fiddled with the 50-caliber.

Spook stayed in his seat. It appeared he didn’t give a damn about the outside world while the rest of them stretched their legs and emptied their bladders. 

Rogue took the opportunity to explore the area and ended up in the shade of a willow tree next to the river. She enjoyed the sound of the water bubbling across the rocks. It gave her a sense of tranquility, and for a moment, she zoned out.

“It’s beautiful, right?” a voice said from behind, causing her to jump.

To her dismay, the voice belonged to Daniel, and a frown creased her forehead. “Can’t you just leave me alone?”

“Whoa, tiger. I come in peace,” he said, raising both hands in the air.

“Yeah?” Rogue replied, looking for Seth. She spotted him huddled over the map with Jessica, their attention fixated on the crinkled paper.    

“I promise, I won’t bother you,” Daniel said. “I’m here to apologize.” 

“Apologize?” Rogue repeated, surprised.

“Yes, I think we got off on the wrong foot earlier, and it’s my fault,” Daniel said with a self-deprecating smile.

“That’s true enough,” Rogue grumbled, folding her arms across her chest.

“I know, and I’m sorry,” Daniel added. “I hope we can be friends from now on.”

Rogue regarded him for a long minute, considering her options. She didn’t quite believe him, but he seemed sincere. Maybe he does mean it.

Either way, they were stuck together for the rest of the mission, and it would be better to be friends than enemies. Finally, she stuck out her hand. “Friends.”

“Excellent,” Daniel replied, shaking her hand with both of his. “You won’t regret it.”

“I sure hope not,” Rogue muttered underneath her breath when he walked away. Still, she was relieved. Perhaps, he wasn’t as bad as she’d thought. 

Ronan announced a full catch not long after that and ordered everyone back to their vehicles. Rogue left the stream behind with a sense of regret. She’d miss the chuckling river with its many pretty features, but she’d miss the peace even more. 

“Did you enjoy your break?” Seth asked when she got back into the Jeep.

“I want a house next to a river like that one day,” Rogue said, her eyes shining. “Close to the bank with its sparkling water and willow trees. It doesn’t have to be big. Just a small cottage with a vegetable patch, a few chickens, and maybe a cow or two. I wouldn’t mind a bit of grass and some flowers too.”

“You do?” Seth asked, seeming surprised.

“Why do you sound so shocked?” Rogue asked.

“I didn’t think you’d ever want to settle down.”

“Why not?”

“Because you always talk about traveling and seeing new places. You’re all about adventures and stuff.”

“Well, yeah. But that’s because I’m young. Eventually, I do want to settle down, and a place like that would be perfect.” Rogue looked at Seth. “What about you?”

Seth was quiet for a few moments. “I think I’d love a place like that too. Somewhere quiet without too many people around. I could fish and hunt for meat, and we could raise chickens and a cow for milk and eggs.”

“Uh-huh, and the vegetable patch for veggies and herbs. Maybe a couple of fruit trees and berry bushes,” Rogue added, growing excited. “We could trade for the extra things we needed, and we could breed with horses. Violet’s having her first foal soon.”

“What about kids?” Seth asked, giving her a careful look.

“Kids? I don’t know,” Rogue said. “I’ve thought about it, but I’m not sure if I’m the motherly type.”

“Well, there’s no rush to decide,” Seth said.

“Definitely,” Rogue replied. She chewed on her lower lip, uncertain. “Are kids a deal-breaker for you? I mean, do you want kids?”

Seth shrugged. “It’s not a deal-breaker. At least, I don’t think it is.”

“You don’t think, or you don’t know?” 

“I’ve never really thought about it,” Seth admitted.

“I guess neither of us has. Not seriously, anyway,” Rogue said.

“Maybe we should. This kind of stuff is important, after all,” Seth said.

“Alright. Let’s think about it and discuss it again at a later date,” Rogue agreed. “Once this mission is over?”

“Sounds good to me,” Seth said. He reached over and took her hand in his. “In the meantime, this doesn’t change a thing between us. Okay?”

Rogue returned his smile. “Okay.”

Despite Seth’s confidence, however, she couldn’t help but worry. What if kids were a deal-breaker? What if they couldn’t agree on a future together? What if…?

But there was no point in obsessing over something that hadn’t happened yet. All they could do was finish the mission and talk about it afterward. She had to have faith that it would work out. Above all, she had to have faith in Seth. And I do. I trust him with all my heart, and that will never change.
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Lieutenant Cummings leaned out of the window, following the trail of carnage left by the plane. It wasn’t hard. The aircraft had cut a swathe of destruction through the jungle, leaving bits and pieces of wreckage behind. Blackened patches showed where blazing material had spilled, roasting the vegetation.

In the gun turret, Sonja Barnes kept a lookout for the beasts they knew were chasing the plane. They’d spotted a couple of tracks earlier but couldn’t determine what kind of predator it belonged to. All they knew was that there were two of the creatures, probably a breeding pair, and they were big. Very big.

That worried Cummings. While he believed they could fight the beasts off, he didn’t know where they were. They could pounce at any moment, bursting from cover to wreak havoc on his team.

The Humvee broke into a small clearing, and Sergeant James Horton stopped the truck. He pointed at a mound of stuff and asked, “What’s that?”

“That’s the cargo,” Tomi said with a shake of his head. 

After a careful look around for danger, he climbed out of the vehicle and studied the debris. A piece of the plane had broken off and crashed into the trees, creating a circle of flattened vegetation. In the middle lay the cargo, strewn about like so much junk.

Except, it wasn’t junk. It was the stuff promised to Prime City, thought lost in the crash. There was enough food, medicine, clothes, and other supplies to help the citizens survive the winter. There were seeds and garden tools too. Spare parts, motor oil, fuel, wiring, guns, and ammunition. Even baby stuff.

“We can’t leave these supplies behind,” Tomi decided on the spot. He waved to his team. “Listen up, people. We’re taking this with us.”

“All of it?”  Sergeant James asked, joining him in the clearing.

“Load as much as you can. Cram it in wherever you find a gap. Tie it onto the roof if you have to. I’m not leaving anything behind. Not when it could save the lives of countless people.”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Sergeant James replied. “We’re on it.”

James gave the orders, and the supplies were gathered up and loaded into the Humvees. It took the better part of an hour to gather up the scattered items, repackage them, and find space for them in the trucks. Some of it was damaged and had to be left behind, but they salvaged a large chunk. 

However, it wasn’t long before they found something else hidden underneath the debris, and James called to Tomi. “Lieutenant. We found someone.”

“Dead?” Tomi asked, striding over.

“Long dead. He must’ve died in the crash,” James replied.

“Did the scavengers get him?” 

“No, Sir. He was trapped underneath this piece of scrap metal,” James said.

“Does he look like one of the Primes?” Tomi asked.

“It’s hard to say, but I don’t think so. He’s built like a brick shithouse, and he’s wearing an overall,” James said.

“Ground crew, maybe?” Linda Longo suggested.

“Probably,” Tomi said with a nod. “Find anyone else?”

“No, Sir. Just the one,” James said.

“Has everything been loaded?”

“As much as we could squeeze in,” James replied.

“Then let’s move out.”

They got back into the Humvees and carried on. It wasn’t long before they found another body, this one mangled by scavengers. A flock of flyers, the small variety, flew away from the remains in a flurry of wings and squawks when they approached. 

Lieutenant Cummings and Seargeant Horton got out to examine the corpse. As they neared, a couple of lizard-like creatures charged them, each only a few inches high. They were new to Tomi, and he wondered what they were, but there was no time to speculate. He growled at the cheeky things and stomped toward them. “Yah! Get out of here!”

Chittering and hissing, they backed away. A few more stomps, and they fled in a panic, scattering into the underbrush. Tomi smiled. “That’s better.”

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much left of the body or its clothing, and Tomi hoped it wasn’t one of the Primes. If they were dead, the mission was a failure, and he hated failing above all else.

They only paused long enough to give the man a quick burial, same as with the other body. They were fellow human beings, after all, and deserved to rest in peace even if it was out here in the wilderness. 

By the time they reached the crash site, another hour had passed, and Tomi studied the space. “Slow down, Sergeant. Those two predators might be hanging around.”

“Yes, Sir,” James said, stopping the Humvee just short of the clearing. The other trucks followed suit, and they waited for something to show itself. When nothing happened, they climbed out and searched the plane. 

Linda was there first and called out, “Sir, I found the pilot. He’s a goner. Dead on impact.”

Tomi followed her inside and investigated the wreck. There were no other bodies inside, but a trail of blood led from one of the seats to a pile of discarded gauze stained with blood and disinfectant. He followed the tracks into the forest, noting the twin set of tracks. “There’s two of them, and one of them is injured.”

“According to our intel, three crew members, including the pilot, and two Primes, occupied the aircraft,” Sergeant James replied. 

Tomi nodded and pointed at the tracks. “I think these are our Primes.”

“How can you be sure?” James asked. “It could be one of them or even both that died back there.”

“As passengers, they probably sat near the front of the plane, the part that survived the crash. I didn’t see any of their luggage inside, and these tracks lead to Prime. Our guys would’ve headed back north.”

“Good thinking,” James said with a nod.

“Alright, let’s search the area,” Tomi commanded. 

Strewn on the ground, they found more supplies and loaded what they could into the Humvees. They also spotted plenty of carnivore tracks. The pair of predators had been there not long before them, searching for survivors. Dissatisfied, they’d gone off in search of the two Primes.

Cummings stared at the giant tracks, each of them bigger than anything he’d ever seen before. The toes were tipped with claws big enough to leave massive indentations in the earth. Crushed leaves inside the hollow prints released a heady aroma, and he knew they couldn’t be too far ahead. I just hope we find the survivors before these monsters do.

“Are we going after them?” Linda asked.

“That’s our job,” Tomi said. 

“Even if it takes us all the way to Prime?” Linda said.

“Is that a problem for you, Private Longo?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

“No, Sir,” Linda said, shaking her head.

“Besides, we are carrying cargo meant for Prime City, and two of our pilots are stranded there,” Tomi said.

“Two of ours?” Linda asked.

“Lee Alexander and Casey Hargitt are at Prime, waiting to return home. By all accounts, they have a Cessna 152 but no aviation fuel,” Tomi said. 

“Didn’t the mayor send out a load of supplies to them a week or two ago?” Linda said. “Why didn’t they send the fuel then?”

“Limited space. The first shipment consisted of emergency supplies only. The second shipment carried several canisters. Enough to get the pilots home,” Tomi explained. “Did you find them back there, Sergeant James?”

“Yes, Sir. They’re loaded into one of the Humvees,” James said.

“Then we’re wasting time hanging around here,” Lieutenant Cummings said. “Let’s move out.”

“Yes, Sir,” James agreed, and they headed south toward Prime City.

As they followed the trail made by the two carnivores, Tomi hoped they’d make it in time to save the Primes. Wounded and bloody, they were an easy target. Plus, predators were territorial. They didn’t like strange things or outsiders in their domains and would kill to protect their hunting rights. Wherever the Primes were, they’d better have their wits about them, or they wouldn’t last another day.








  
  
  Chapter 20 - Tony

  
  




Tony slogged through the thick underbrush without any care for the noise he made. His arms and legs felt like lead, and he had trouble walking in a straight line. The stitches in his cheek burned, and his tongue had turned into a stick of dry wood. Too exhausted to care about anything except the next step, he pressed forward.

“Tony,” David said. “We need to rest. We can’t keep going like this.”

“We can’t stop now,” Tony said. “We’re almost there.”

“Almost where?’ David asked, looking around. “There’s nothing here but trees and more trees.

“Prime City. We’re nearly there. It’s just a few more steps,” Tony said.

“Are you crazy?” David asked, tugging at his arm.

“I’m not crazy,” Tony said, shaking David off. “Prime is right ahead.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It has to be,” Tony insisted. “Can’t you see it? It’s right through those trees.”

“Tony, stop!” David said, yanking him around.

Tony blinked at David through swollen eyelids. “What?”

“How long has it been since you’ve had a drink of water?” 

“Err, this morning, I think,” Tony said, thinking back to the sandy beach where they’d spent the night. It seemed like an eternity ago, the beach with its cozy atmosphere—an oasis in a dangerous world.

“That was hours ago,” David said, stunned.

“Maybe,” Tony said, touching his dry tongue to his cracked lips.

“Here, take a sip,” David said, offering his canteen.

“No, I’m good,” Tony said, waving him off. “It’s yours. It belongs to you.”

“Just drink the damn stuff,” David said, pushing the container into his hand.

Tony drank the lukewarm water with reluctance, but almost immediately, the fog cleared from his mind. “Man, I’m sorry. I’m just so tired.”

“Let’s sit down for a minute,” David said, pointing at a fallen log.

“We shouldn’t,” Tony hedged.

“Yes, we should. We’re exhausted, dehydrated, and injured. We need to rest,” David said.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“No more dangerous than blundering about without any thought or care,” David said. “Do you even know where you’re going? Or how much noise you were making?” 

“Okay, okay, I get your point,” Tony said, slumping onto the log. He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. After a few more sips of water, he began to feel like himself. Sitting down, the ache in his legs receded, and his feet regained sensation.

“Drink it all,” David said, pointing at the canteen of water. “I have more.”

“Where’s mine?” Tony asked, rummaging through his bag. He found one canteen, but not the other.

“You lost it back there, remember? When we climbed out of that ravine?” David pointed out. 

“Oh, yeah. That’s right.” Tony shook his head. 

He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten, but it hadn’t been an easy day. It began well enough. They spent a restful night on the beach licking their wounds, but getting out had been a hell of a climb. He almost fell twice, and he lost his canteen and knife to the river. Ever since, they’d been slogging through the worst of terrain: Uneven ground choked with brush.

“Eat up. Get your strength back,” David said, handing him a strip of dried meat.

“Thanks,” Tony said, chewing on autopilot.

They sat in silence, each engrossed in their meal. They’d stop chewing only to take a sip of water, each bite giving them lifesaving energy. The exhaustion receded, and their vitality returned in slow increments. It wasn’t much, but enough to carry them until nightfall.

Tony was on his last bite when he noticed a strange sensation. It felt like a thrum in the earth, vibrating up through the soles of his feet. It traveled up his spine and mimicked his heart, each thrum another beat in his chest.

He focused on the feeling and gazed around. The forest was quiet around them. Too quiet. Not a sound could be heard except the strange rhythmic vibration. Moving slowly, he leaned forward and placed one hand on the ground. There it was, as clear as day—Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Realization struck, and the piece of meat he held fell from numb fingers. Terror spurted through his veins, followed by a jolt of adrenalin, and he jumped to his feet. “David, get your gun out. Now.”

“What? Why?” David asked, looking confused. Then he looked around with a frown. “What’s that weird noise?”

“It’s not noise. It’s vibrations,” Tony cried. “Something big is headed this way. Get ready!”

“What do you mean, something big?” David said, still looking confused, but he jumped up and grabbed his gun anyway.

Tony spun in a circle, uncertain what direction the danger lay. The distant thumps were becoming louder with each passing moment, and he knew they had little time. An ear-splitting roar turned his innards to water. A second roar answered the first, and he had to resist the urge to run away. It was useless. Running wouldn’t help them now. Nothing would. They were doomed.

“What was that?” David cried, his eyes wide.

“That was death,” Tony answered. 

He’d heard that roar once before when he was younger. The Exiles were still a growing group, freshly settled into the Zoo when a beast attacked. It was a fearsome creature that sowed death and destruction. Even more so because it had a mate. Facing one was bad enough, but two were worse. Far worse. 

They’d won in the end, killing both monsters, but it cost them dearly. Swallowing hard, Tony aligned himself with the direction of the roar, and he raised his gun to his shoulder. Removing the safety, he sighted down the scope. This was it. They had to fight or die. “Come on. I’m ready for you.”

“I’m not,” David cried, throwing him a wild look. “What’s coming?”

“You’ll see soon enough,” Tony said. Then a thought occurred to him. David could still make it. All he needed was a chance. “Run!”

“What?”

“You heard me. I said run. I’ll hold them off,” Tony said.

“No, you’ll die!” David said, shaking his head.

“If you stay, we’ll both die,” Tony said. “This way, you stand a chance.”

For a long moment, David said nothing. Finally, he shook his head. “No. I’m not leaving.”

“It’s your funeral,” Tony replied, grinning despite their situation. It was a nervous grin designed to grant him false bravado, but he didn’t care. Anything that bolstered his courage was welcome.

“I suppose there are worse ways to go,” David said, returning his grin.

“Really? Worse than being eaten by a vicious predator?” Tony asked with mock astonishment. “I can’t think of any.”

Another bloodcurdling roar rendered them both silent, and their smiles melted away. The canopy shook and shuddered before them as two massive bodies crashed through the undergrowth. Branches snapped, each sounding like the crack of a gunshot, and the earth shuddered beneath the onslaught. 

Suddenly, a gigantic beast burst into the open and paused. Its yellow eyes swept the clearing, searching for life. They found Tony and David, fixating on them with terrifying intensity. The thick leathery lips peeled back from the pointed teeth, each ivory incisor the size of a human hand.

Tony quailed before the creature, and he had to fight the urge to vomit. Acid burned the back of his throat as his worst fears were realized. It was a pair of T-Rexes, a breeding pair. The female hung behind the male, only slightly smaller than him. 

“Is that a —” David whispered, but he never got the chance to finish his sentence.

The male T-rex lunged forward, and its head snaked across the ground. Its jaws snapped shut mere inches from Tony’s face who screamed and stumbled backward. His finger tightened on the trigger, and a volley of shots sprayed through the air. 

Several bullets found their mark and punched into the T-rex’s thick hide. It reared backward and collided with the female. Bowled off her feet, she growled and snapped at her mate. The male ignored her ire, struggling to regain his balance. Blood leaked from its many wounds, and it limped on an injured knee. 

Encouraged by his success, Tony fired again. This time, he aimed at the T-rex’s face and snout. A stray shot hit it in the eye, and the eyeball exploded in a spray of viscous liquid and blood. 

“Yes,” Tony cried, whooping with joy. 

Blinded in one eye, the T-Rex roared with fury. Its fetid breath washed across Tony’s face, and he thought his eardrums would burst. Dancing backward, he kept shooting at the monstrous beast. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat.

David joined in, and together they held the pair of T-rexes at bay. Faced with a wall of gunfire, the creatures backed away,  shaking their heads and snorting with each stinging bullet that punched into their flesh. 

For the first time, Tony felt hope blossoming in his chest. Maybe, just maybe, they could win this fight.

Fate had other plans.

Click.

Click, click.

Tony’s gun was empty, and his heart sank.  “Shit! I’m out!” He fumbled for the extra clip at his belt but dropped it the second it was free. “Hold them off!”

“I’m trying,” David yelled.

Sinking to his knees, Tony snatched up the fallen clip from the ground, but it was too late. David’s gun ran out seconds later, and silence fell as the blast of gunfire died away. Tony looked up in time to see a tail sweep through the air. He ducked, and it missed by a hair’s breadth. 

David was not so lucky. The tail connected with brutal force, and he went flying across the open space. Landing in a clump of bushes, he rolled across the ground in a flurry of dust and sand. Facedown in the dirt, he groaned. After a few seconds, he tried to get up but fell back down with a cry of agony. 

David was out for the count, and Tony knew it was up to him to save their asses. An impossible feat, but he had to try. Jamming the clip into place, he crab-walked to the side while firing off short, controlled bursts. 

The T-rexes advanced, drawn by his movement, and he lured them away from the injured David. He kept it up for several moments, gratified to see the mayhem his bullets caused. 

The male’s left knee was shattered, and it could hardly step on the limb, plus it was half-blind and losing blood by the bucket full. The female was better off, sheltering behind the male’s bulk, and Tony watched her with careful eyes.

When she launched a vicious attack, he ducked behind a tree. She snapped around the side of the trunk and snagged his sleeve with her teeth. The cloth ripped free, and the material flapped around like a flag in the wind. 

Sending up a silent prayer, Tony popped out on the other side and shot her in the head. The bullets punched into her skull, sowing fearsome destruction at such close range. One penetrated the brain, and her eyes rolled back into their sockets. 

A mournful growl sounded from her chest as she reared back. For a single, frozen moment, nothing happened. Then she collapsed to the ground with a thunderous crash that shook the earth for miles around.

Tony stared at the corpse, unable to believe his luck. But the male still posed a problem. Despite its injuries, the T-rex was not defeated, and the loss of its mate sent it into a frenzy.

With a bloodcurdling roar, the beast charged, its massive hindlegs propelling it forward at great speed. The T-rex crashed through the trees, not letting anything slow it down. It was determined to get Tony and tear him limb from limb.

Forgetting everything, Tony ran. There was no time to fight back. His gun was almost empty, and he had only one clip left in his belt. After that, he was doomed, and so was David. 

With his breath sawing in and out of his lungs, Tony ducked between the trees. Sharp branches tugged at his clothes and tore at his flesh. Hanging vines impeded his progress, and the thick undergrowth threatened to bring him to his knees. With his strength rapidly failing, he pushed himself to the limits of his abilities.

It was not enough.

With each great stride, the T-rex gained ground. It loomed above him, and its shadow cast him in into a world of darkness. Soon, its teeth would tear him in half, and his blood would feed the creature’s monstrous appetite.

Tony had lost all hope when a new sound reached his ears. The boom of a gun. A massive gun. It rattled off a continuous barrage of shots, and soon, the noise of two more joined the first. Together, they created an ear-splitting din, punctuated by the T-rex’s agonized roars.

Tony fell against the nearest tree with both hands pressed to his ears. His rifle lay on the ground, forgotten. It couldn’t help him anyway. Huddled into a ball, he waited for the chaos to pass. And pass it did. 

One by one, the guns stuttered into a hiccuping silence broken only by the T-rex’s dying groans. Tony opened his eyes and looked up into the creature’s eyes. It was lying only a few yards away, and their gazes locked together.

The world faded away as man and beast gazed at one another, both teetering on the edge of death. Locked in a primal struggle as old as time itself, man had won the battle. But Tony felt no victory, no sense of joy. Instead, he felt sad as the life ebbed from the T-rex’s eyes, and the great beast breathed its last. In the end, they were all the same, fighting for existence in a cruel and harsh environment. Today, I was the lucky one, but who knows what tomorrow might bring?

Glad to be alive, Tony picked up his rifle and checked the load. Slinging it over his shoulder, he hobbled toward the fallen David. While he was curious about the newcomers, his friend came first. “David, are you okay?”

“Uh, I think so,” David said, rolling onto his side. His face was streaked with dirt, and a trickle of blood ran from his temple.

“Where does it hurt?” Tony asked.

“Everywhere,” David replied.

The crunch of boots alerted Tony to company, and he looked up into the face of a dark-eyed woman. She showed him a first-aid kit, and said, “Can I have a look at your friend? I’m a medic. Private Linda Longo at your service.”

“Go ahead,” Tony said.

Linda complied while he stood to the side, watching. The rest of the group approached, leaving the Humvees parked a short distance away. Though they wore no uniforms or insignia, they were armed to the teeth, and Tony guessed they were military. 

One man stood out from the rest, his expression stern and his bearing proud. His steel-gray hair was cut short, and his jaw set into a square. “I am Lt. Cummings, and this is my team.”

“Well, I sure am happy to see you,” Tony said, sticking out his hand. “You saved my life. Our lives, actually.”

“Just part of the job,” Cumming replied, shaking Tony’s hand. “Mayor Finley of Vancouver sent us to rescue you.”

“The mayor? Why?” Tony said.

“She wanted us to retrieve any supplies remaining after the crash plus rescue any survivors,” the lieutenant said. “It’s part of a deal she struck with your leader, Seth, I believe.”

“Deal? What deal? I thought we already had a deal with Vancouver?” Tony said with a frown.

“When the plane crashed, that deal fell through. The mayor felt she couldn’t risk any more resources and canceled. Your man, Seth, offered to complete a risky mission for her in exchange for more supplies and your safety,” Lieutenant Cummings explained as he filled Tony in on all the details.

“Why couldn’t you do the mayor’s mission? It sounds dangerous? Why my friends?” Tony asked.

“She can’t risk any more valuable resources. If she does, the opposition will use it as leverage to unseat her,” Cummings said.

“Ah, I get it. She can’t risk you, but she can risk my friends because they’re disposable,” Tony said. Lieutenant Cummings did not reply, and Tony knew he had his answer. “What about this mission? Isn’t this dangerous too?”

“Not as much, and the reward is great. The lost supplies are retrieved, and relations with Prime are salvaged,” Cummings said.

“Smart,” Tony said.

“Indeed,” Cummings replied.

“Now, after Private Longo has seen to your medical needs, I’d like to get moving,” the lieutenant said. “You can ride in the back of my vehicle with me. I’ll see to it that you’re comfortable.”

“Where are we headed?” Tony asked.

“We’ll escort you to Prime and deliver the second shipment of supplies. In addition, we’ll refuel our Cessna, allowing our pilots to return home. After that, we’ll return to our home.”

“Thanks again for the help,” Tony said, watching while Linda taped up David’s ribs. According to her, he had two cracked and one broken rib, a dislocated thumb, several scrapes and bruises, and a mild concussion.

“He’ll be okay, though. He just needs time. Now it’s your turn,” Linda said. After disinfecting his cuts and stitches, she pronounced them well enough to travel. She handed them each a bottle of water, a bag of trail mix for the road, and painkillers. “That should tide you over for now.”

“Excellent,” Lieutenant Cummings said. “Let’s roll out.”

Tony climbed into the back of the Humvee with a sense of profound relief. David was still alive, injured but alive, and so was he. They were on their way to Prime in the back of an armored vehicle protected by soldiers with lots of big-ass guns. Suddenly, things were looking up.








  
  
  Chapter 21

  
  




For the rest of the afternoon, Rogue stared at the scenery flashing past her window. Ronan led them across the stream and upriver for several miles. A thick stand of trees hemmed them in on one side, with the river flowing past on the other.

Although the wildlife wasn’t plentiful, she spotted a flock of flyers winging over the canopy. Twice, she saw dinosaurs drinking water at the river’s edge, and once, a herd of Zuniceratops rushed across their path, huffing and puffing.

It was getting late when Ronan took a sharp turn onto an ancient road, heading due north. The track consisted of dirt and gravel, but a few patches of tar remained. It wound up a steep hill and topped out on the rise.

To Rogue’s surprise, a house waited at the end of the track. It sat in a clearing on top of the hill, surrounded by rocky cliffs. The only access point was the road they’d taken, and she guessed they’d spend the night there. It was a good location and made sense as long as the house was unoccupied. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.

She climbed out of the Jeep and dropped to the ground. Turning in a slow circle, she surveyed their surroundings. Tall grass grew in patches around the house, and ivy crawled up the walls.  The porch looked wonky, the paint peeled off in strips, and an old car rusted in the driveway. “Charming.”

“It’s cozier than it looks, I promise,” Ronan said, overhearing her.

“You know this place?”

“I found it on one of my many travels and decided to patch her up. On the inside, at least,” he added. “Now it acts as a safe house, and I keep it stocked with the basics.”

“I see,” Rogue said with a doubtful frown.

“Not convinced? Just wait,” Ronan said, grabbing his gear from the backseat. He swung it onto his shoulder and waved at the group. “Have a look around, folks. This will be our home for the night, so get settled in.”

Rogue followed him up the steps and through the front door. It was dark inside. Pieces of tarp stapled to the frames covered the broken windows. A lamp and a box of matches stood on a small table inside the foyer, and Ronan paused to light it. 

It flared to life and revealed an open-concept kitchen, dining room, and living room. The floors and walls were made of polished wood, and stairs led to the upper floor. More lamps dotted the furniture, and Ronan lit them all.

The furniture was bare, and a fine coat of dust covered every surface, but overall it was tidy—a pleasant surprise. Rogue whistled. “You were right. This is cozy.”

“Thanks,” Ronan said, dropping his bag. “Check out the kitchen.”

Rogue obeyed and found a wood-burning stove, cooking utensils, and food in the pantry. “Well, well. This place is full of surprises.”

“This place or me?” Ronan asked with a teasing smile.

“Both,” Rogue said. 

“Tell you what, if you get a pot of coffee going, I’ll unload your stuff,” Ronan said.

“Deal,” Rogue said, opening the ancient oven’s front flap. A stack of wood and kindling waited inside, and she quickly struck a match. Once the fire burned, she found a kettle and filled it with water from a bottle in the pantry. She added the coffee and stood back with a satisfied grin. “That’s the ticket.”

A side cupboard revealed cleaning supplies, and she rolled up her sleeves. If they had to spend the night, it might as well be in luxury. While the coffee steeped, she dusted, swept the floor, and wiped the counters. Meanwhile, the rest of the party unloaded their gear from the trucks and dumped it inside. 

Suddenly, Rogue heard a wild scream, and she straightened up in a flash. Her hand closed around the handle of her handgun, and she ran toward the front door. “What in hell’s name is going on?”

Outside, a struggle had ensued around the back of their transport truck. Ronan and Daniel fought with a smaller figure and dragged it into the open, hissing and spitting like a wildcat. The rest had gathered around in a wide circle, as confused as she was.

“Let go of me, or I’ll have your heads for this,” the figure cried, topped by a crown of fiery red curls.

“What do we have here?” Ronan asked. “A stowaway?”

“Looks like it, Boss,” Daniel replied with a huge grin.

“No, wait,” Seth cried, the confusion clearing from his face. “That’s—”

“Imogen?” Rogue gasped when she recognized the figure’s voice and hair. “Imogen? Is that you?”

She raced down the steps and waved to Jessica. “It’s Imogen.”

Jessica paled. “What? It can’t be. She’s still back in Vancouver.”

“Is she?” Rogue asked, dashing toward the struggling trio. 

Jessica followed, and they reached them just as Imogen’s foot connected with Daniel’s jaw. He let go of the girl and stumbled back, his mouth working. Eyes blazing, he spat out a mouthful of blood and growled, “You’ll pay for that, girl.”

“No, she won’t,” Jessica said, shouldering past him. She grabbed Ronan’s arm and said, “Let go of her.”

“What?” Ronan asked, surprised.

“I said, let go of her. She’s a friend,” Jessica said.

Ronan stepped back with his hands raised. “Friend? What friend?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Daniel added. He stared at Imogen with narrowed eyes, and Rogue didn’t like his manner.

Neither did Seth, who stepped in between the two, his expression stern. “Her name is Imogen Finley, and she’s the mayor’s daughter.”

Daniel reared back. “The mayor’s daughter?”

“That’s right, so you’d better not hurt her,” Seth warned.

“I’d never hurt the girl,” Daniel grumbled. “I was just trying to restrain her. She’s the one who kicked me.”

“I was scared, okay? I’d fallen asleep, and suddenly you two found me and dragged me out of the truck,” Imogen cried, her chest heaving.

“It’s okay,” Jessica said, taking Imogen’s hand. “You’re safe now.”

“Yes, you are,” Rogue added, lending her support.

“Thanks,” Imogen said, rubbing her arms. “No thanks to those two bullies.” 

“Boohoo, so you got knocked about a bit,” Lila said in mocking tones. “The big question is, what are you doing here? Why were you hiding in the truck?”

“Err, that’s a good question,” Imogen said, suddenly shy.

“Well? Why did you?” Jessica pressed.

“I wanted to go with you on an adventure, that’s all. I asked my mother, but she refused,” Imogen burst out. “She’s got all these plans for me. Boring plans. I just couldn’t stand it!”

Ronan groaned. “Oh, my God. A rebel and a runaway. The mayor will have our heads for this. I’ll never work in the city again.”

“Imogen, really?” Jessica said with exasperation.

“This is a problem,” Rogue agreed. While she liked Imogen, taking the girl on a dangerous mission could have far-reaching consequences for them all, especially Prime.

“What do we do now?” Ronan asked. “We can’t let her come with us.”

“Please, don’t send me back,” Imogen pleaded. “I won’t be any bother, I promise.”

“What if something happens to you?” Ronan asked. “We’ll be held responsible.”

“Jessica, please,” Imogen said, wringing her hands. “I can’t go back. My mother will kill me.”

“You should’ve thought of that before,” Ronan said.

Nigel and Spook remained quiet, watching the scene unfold from afar. Neither of them had an opinion on the matter. They would do whatever Ronan commanded.

“We can’t turn around now,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “Much as I hate to say it, we’ve come too far.”

“He’s right. She certainly made sure of that by hiding out until now,” Lila said. “At least the girl’s got spunk. I say let her tag along.”

“Tag along?” Ronan cried, pacing up and down like a caged tiger. “It’s not that easy!”

Seth sighed. “We don’t have a choice.”

“No, we don’t,” Jessica said, leveling an angry look at Imogen. “She’ll have to come with us.”

“This is just wonderful,” Ronan said, glaring at Imogen.

“I’ll take the blame when we get back to Vancouver,” Jessica said, shielding Imogen from his wrath.

Ronan paused. “You will?”

“I swear it,” Jessica said.

“Why would you do that?” Ronan asked, his voice laced with suspicion.

“Because Vancouver is no longer my home. Prime is,” Jessica said, looking at Bear. “The mayor can’t hurt me anymore.”

Ronan hesitated. “Fine, but she’d better stay the hell away from me.” With that, he stormed off, followed by the rest of his team.

“Thank you, Jessica,” Imogen cried. “You don’t know what this means to me.”

“Don’t think I’ve forgiven you, Imogen. You’ve placed us all in an impossible situation,” Jessica said.

“I know, and I’m sorry,” Imogen said, lowering her lashes.

“Next time, talk to us first, okay?” Rogue said. 

Imogen nodded. “I will, I promise.”

“What’s done is done,” Seth said, settling the matter. “Let’s go inside. It will be night soon.”

“Oh, crap,” Rogue cried, her eyes widening. “I forgot the kettle on the stove.”

She sprinted toward the house, but her mind was far away, and burnt coffee the least of her worries. On the one hand, she was glad Imogen had joined the party. But on the other, she was worried about Jessica. Somehow, she didn’t think running to Prime would let her friend avoid the mayor’s wrath. Maeve Finley was not the forgiving type. 

There was nothing they could do about it, however, and they had to face facts. Imogen Finley was now part of the mission, and that was that.








  
  
  Chapter 22

  
  




Rogue managed to salvage the coffee before it was ruined and decided to make supper while she was at it. Since cooking was not her forte, she kept it simple. In a pot of boiling water, she combined a mixture of dehydrated vegetables, beans, and cubes of smoked ham. A touch of salt, pepper, and dried herbs gave it taste and flavor. The resulting mixture was plain but hearty and filling.

She’d forgotten about Ronan’s catch of the day, however. About halfway through, he joined her in the kitchen with his bucket of freshly caught fish. “Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all,” Rogue said, making space for him. 

“I think some fried fish will go well with your food,” he added with a grin.

“As long as you make it,” Rogue replied, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t like touching them. They’re so slimy.”

“Maybe, but by the time I’m done with these, they’ll be delicious,” Ronan quipped.

He lifted a sharp knife in the air, twirled it, and gutted his first fish with an expert touch. Fish blood and innards spilled onto the cutting board, and Rogue gagged. “Oh, that’s nasty.”

“Come on. I didn’t picture you for a fading flower,” he teased. 

“I’m not, but that’s gross.”

“It is kinda gross,” Ronan agreed with a shrug. 

After cleaning the fish, he fried the fillets in a hot pan with more salt, pepper, and herbs. The smell was delicious, and it made her stomach rumble. “Mm, that smells good.”

“I told you so,” Ronan said, flashing her a smile.

Despite her earlier misgivings, Rogue found herself liking the man. He was easy to talk to but not overly friendly like Daniel. He knew where the line was and stayed on the other side. At the same time, the man was an expert with a knife and knew a lot about survival. Maybe, he’s not so bad. Perhaps we simply need to give him a chance. Jessica trusts him, after all.

That did not apply to the rest of his team, however. Rogue did not like Daniel, and she did not trust Lila. The jury was still out on Nigel and Spook. 

With the food cooked, Ronan and Rogue cleaned up the mess and buried the fish guts in the ground outside. Afterward, they dished up a plate for everyone and plopped it down on the dining room table.

“Come on, guys. Come and get it,” Ronan said.

Spook grabbed his plate and skulked off into a corner, but Jessica would have none of it. “Come back and sit your ass down, Spook. We’ll eat like civilized human beings today.”

“What for?” he mumbled.

“Because we all need to get to know each other,” Jessica said, hands on her hips.

“You heard the lady. Sit down,” Ronan added, lending his support.

With a lot of grumbling and moaning, each chose a chair and sat down. The discovery of Imogen in the back of the supply truck caused a lot of strife among them. While Rogue, Seth, Bear, and Jessica accepted her as their own, the others did not. Ronan ignored her, as did Nigel and Spook, while Daniel resented her. The only one who spoke to her was Lila, and that made Rogue suspicious. 

“Tell me about your mom, Imogen. She must be a fascinating lady,” Lila asked, taking a chair next to Imogen.

“Er, not really. She’s just a person like the rest of us,” Imogen said.

“Surely not,” Lila said. “She’s the mayor, after all.”

“Well,” Imogen said. “I suppose.”

“What is she like? What’s her favorite color? Favorite dish?” Lila asked.

Imogen answered with some reluctance at first, but she quickly warmed up to Lila. The words tumbled from her lips, prompted by Lila’s kind smile and warm interest. Soon, they were talking about everything related to Maeve and her administration.

Rogue listened with half an ear while the two talked. It wasn’t long before she realized what Lila was up to. She’s fishing for information. Lila, the spy. No surprises there.

With Imogen spilling her guts and all of her mom’s secrets, Rogue decided to intervene. Besides, she had information of her own that she wanted from Lila. Clearing her throat, she asked, “Why won’t you tell us what you found out about this mission that we’re on?”

Lila frowned at the interruption and shook her head. “Nothing much.”

“Oh, come on. There must be something? You were an hour late, after all,” Rogue prompted.

Lila glanced at Ronan, who gave an imperceptible nod. Go on. Tell them something, was the unspoken permission he gave her, and she obeyed.

“I couldn’t find much on it, I swear. Whatever records there are, they’re buried beneath an avalanche of passwords, codes, and the like. Even Spook would’ve struggled to get anything off those servers,” Lila said.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” Spook said with a resentful look.

“What place is this?” Rogue asked.

“The government offices. I went snooping around them after I found nothing in the library and archives,” Lila said.

“Nothing?” Ronan said with a frown. “That’s strange.”

“Yeah, what could be so serious that they have to hide it like that?” Jessica speculated.

“Nothing good, that’s for sure,” Ronan said. “What did you find out, Lila?”

“The place we’re heading to is an old military base. After the Shift, the mayor and her government used it as a stash house for surplus military goods,” Lila said. “They also intended it to be a fall-back in case of emergencies.”

“Interesting,” Ronan said.

“Very,” Jessica added. “But it doesn’t explain our mission.”

“I know something,” Imogen said, surprising everyone.

“What is it?” Rogue asked.

“While it used to be a stash house in the old days, it also has a fully-equipped laboratory. In recent years, my mom renovated it and sent scientists over to operate it,” Imogen said. “They’re doing research there now.”

“What kind of research?” Jessica asked.

“Beats me,” Imogen said with a shrug. “My mom was very secretive about it.”

“So, that’s it?” Rogue asked. “That’s all we know?”

“It seems like it,” Jessica said.

“Great. We could be walking right into a trap,” Seth said.

“My mom wouldn’t do that to us. To you, I mean,” Imogen protested. 

“We don’t know what her goals are or what she wants from that place,” Jessica said, taking Imogen’s hand in her own. “But don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” Imogen replied with a morose expression.

“Cheer up. Everything will look better in the morning,” Rogue said, gathering up the empty plates.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Daniel said, his expression cunning.

“Why is that?” Rogue asked.

“Because tomorrow, we hit the inland sea,” Daniel said. “You’ve heard of it before, haven’t you?”

Rogue frowned. “A little.”

“It’s hell on earth, let me tell you,” Daniel said. “Imagine a vast shallow sea covering the land, filled with all sorts of nasty creatures. Mosquitoes, midges, poisonous plants, snakes, and worst of all, giant crocodiles.”

“Crocodiles?” Imogen said, her voice coming out as a high-pitched squeak.

Daniel smiled, smug in the knowledge that he’d frightened her. “That’s right. Giant, man-eating crocodiles.”

Imogen’s complexion turned waxen. “But… how can we get through terrain like that in the trucks? It’s impossible. Do we have to walk?”

“Everyone, relax. It’s not that bad,” Ronan said, stepping in. “es, there are all sorts of nasty things in there, including crocs. It’s a swamp, after all. But there is a way through it with the trucks. We don’t have to walk as long as it hasn’t rained heavily in the past few weeks.”

“And if it has?” Rogue asked. 

Ronan shrugged. “Then we’re screwed.”

“Good to know, Ronan,” Jessica said, “but it won’t come to that.”

“Let’s hope not,” Ronan said. “In any case, I suggest we all have an early night. Tomorrow is going to be a long-ass day. I’ll take first watch.”

“Wake me up for the second shift,” Lila said.

The rest all chimed in, picking their spots until they’d filled the roster. 

“Right, that’s sorted. Good night, guys,” Ronan said, taking up his position at a window seat.

“Let’s get to bed, everyone,” Jessica said, guiding the still shaken Imogen to a nearby couch. “There, there. No croc will come near you with me around. Okay?”

“Okay,” Imogen said, curling up on the couch.

Rogue took Seth’s hand. “Where do we sleep?”

“Over there,” he said, pointing at a mattress in the corner. “I made it cozy.”

“I can’t wait,” Rogue said, following him to the spot. Along the way, she passed Daniel and flashed him a glare. What he’d done to Imogen didn’t sit well with her. The man was both a bully and a pest. I’d better warn Seth. He should know what a snake Daniel is in truth. 

And she did exactly that the following day. As soon as they were alone in the Jeep, she told him about Daniel. Afterward, he gave a curt nod. “Thank you for telling me. I’ll keep an eye on him from now on. Both eyes.”

“Good,” Kat said, taking his hand. “As long as we stick together, he can’t do anything to hurt us.”

He squeezed her hand and smiled. “I know, love, but what about Jessica? Do we tell her?”

“We can try to warn her, but I’m not sure she’ll believe us,” Rogue said, chewing on her lip.

“We’re not going against Ronan here. Just Daniel. If we make that clear, she might listen to us,” Seth said.

“I hope so; otherwise we—” Rogue broke off, and her jaw fell open. “Would you look at that?”

Seth followed her gaze and sucked in a deep breath. “Oh, wow. That is something.”

Stretched out before them lay a vast body of water. It shimmered in the early morning sun, an endless sea that covered the horizon. But it wasn’t just water. It teemed with weird, twisted trees and vegetation, an alien world very different from the one they knew.

Rogue let out a low whistle. “How in hell’s name do we cross that?”

“I don’t know. Ronan seemed pretty confident. I guess we follow his lead,” Seth said.

“Okay, but remember what he said,” Rogue replied, her stomach churning with fear.

“He said to drive in his tracks and nowhere else,” Seth confirmed, falling in behind the two pick-up trucks. Their pace slowed to a crawl as they entered the murky water, and Rogue squealed when some of the liquid flowed in underneath the Jeep’s door. 

“This is not what I envisioned,” she cried, lifting both feet onto the seat.

“I know, babes, but we have no choice,” Seth said. “Just hold on. We’ll make it across.”

“I know,” Rogue said, curling up into a ball. She trusted Seth. Not so much Ronan, but she trusted Seth. If he said they’d be okay, then they’d be okay. He’ll get us across. I know it. By this time tonight, we’ll be on dry land again.








  
  
  Chapter 23 - Kat

  
  




Kat sat at the window seat and stared down into the gardens. They weren’t as magnificent as they used to be in Douglas’ days. Back then, the gardeners looked after them day and night. They’d trim the hedges, prune the roses, water the flowers, and maintain the grass. It formed a buffer against the rest of Prime, insulating the hotel in a capsule of elegance. The ladies threw parties and picnics there, showcasing their beauty among the delicate blooms. 

Now, there were more important things to worry about, and the gardens had been left to themselves. She liked them more like that, though. They were wild and free, breaking loose from their constraints. The once fragile flowers now burst out of their beds, ivy climbed up the walls, moss covered the steps, and the grass gave way to ferns and brackens. 

Kat smiled when she spotted a bank of rose bushes blooming in a riot of colors without a human hand to direct them. “Beautiful.”

A figure stirred in the bed behind her, and she turned to greet him. “Are you up, my love?”

“Aye, lass, but the question is, why are you?” he replied, groggy from sleep. “Come back to bed.”

“I am done sleeping, and I’m tired of beds and medicine. I need to move and be about my work. I’ve languished long enough.”

“Long enough? It’s been barely a week since I returned to find ye on yer deathbed!” Callum protested.

“Exactly. It’s been a week, and I’m fine now.”

“Sandi won’t like this.”

“I know, but she can’t stop me.”

Callum sighed. “Are ye set on this?”

“I am,” Kat replied, lifting her chin. 

“I should have known. I can never have ye to myself for long.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll start slow,” Kat said.

“How slow?” Callum asked with marked suspicion.

“I’m attending the council meeting today. I need to get up to speed with everything again, and that’s the perfect way to do it.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes, I promise I won’t do more today,” Kat swore.

“And ye’ll use the wheelchair?” Callum pressed.

“No, I won’t use the —”

“Tis for the babe.”

Kat rolled her eyes. “Ugh, fine. I’ll use the wheelchair.”

“Excellent,” Callum said, rolling out of bed. “Now, let’s get ye ready for a grand entrance. I know ye women like to do that. Show off.”

Kat waved him off, but she was secretly pleased. He knew her too well. He knew she needed to make a statement at any formal gathering.

With his help, she washed, combed, styled her hair, and put on a plain but elegant outfit. The silk blouse and black trousers hid most of her scars, but she flaunted the ones on her face with an updo. She was too thin after her illness, and her slender neck mimicked that of a swan. Still, she was satisfied with her image and ready to go.

It was not the same for Callum, who dawdled about the room. He ran from one end to the other, searching for his boots, pants, and shirt. By the time he got dressed, they were due for breakfast, and Kat was chomping at the bit. “Can we go now? I’m starving.”

“Aye, I forget. Ye’re eating for two,” Callum said, grabbing the wheelchair.

Kat eyed the noxious object with a frown. “Do I have to? I’m perfectly capable of walking.”

“Not with that knee, yer not,” Callum said, wagging a finger. “Besides, ye heard what the good doctor said. No strenuous activity.”

“Alright, but I don’t like this,” Kat said, sitting down in the chair.

“It’s for yer own good, lass. Just think of the babe,” Callum said. He took a blanket from the bed and walked toward her.

“No blanket. I’m not an invalid,” Kat said, raising both hands to ward him off.

“Tis cold outside. It’s getting onto winter now,” Callum protested.

“I don’t care,” Kat said.

“Please, lass. For me?” Callum pleaded.

With a growl, Kat grabbed the blanket and tossed it over her legs. “Happy now?”

“The happiest man on earth,” Callum said with a fat smile on his face.

He wheeled her out of the room to the cafeteria. It was early, barely seven in the morning, but the halls bustled with activity. The dining room was packed, as well, but Sandi and Paul waved at them from a side table.

“Good morning, Kat,” Sandi said with a broad smile.

“Morning,” Kat said, still put out by the wheelchair affair.

“Don’t mind her,” Callum said. “She’s hungry, that’s all.”

“I could eat a horse,” Kat admitted.

“As long as it’s not Goliath or Violet,” Callum said.

“Just shut up and feed me,” Kat said, and Callum laughingly obliged.

“Coming right up, missus.”

Callum, Sandi, and Paul joined the queue, returning minutes later with four loaded trays.  The food was simple but good. Oatmeal porridge sweetened with honey, a boiled egg, a russet apple from the late fall harvest, a cup of coffee made from ground, dried chicory, and a ginger cookie.

Kat dug in without waiting on the others. Her appetite was bottomless, and she needed to fill the pit in her stomach. She wolfed down her food, pausing only to steal Callum’s cookie. 

“Hey, that’s mine!” he protested.

“Not anymore,” she said with a grin, wiping the crumbs from her shirt.

Callum muttered something beneath his breath, but she knew he didn’t mind. Not really.

After she’d eaten, she eyed her herbal tea with a frown, envious of the others. There was no coffee for her because of the baby, but the tea helped with occasional nausea—a small bonus. 

“How do you feel, Kat?” Sandi asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Much better,” Kat said. “The Flux is gone, and I can breathe. It’s just the knee and the collarbone that’s giving me trouble.”

“When is your next appointment with Dr. Bloomberg?” Sandi added.

“Tomorrow morning. The baby is doing fine, but he’ll do another checkup tomorrow,” Kat said, placing both hands on her stomach.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Sandi said.

“Aye, well, better safe than sorry,” Callum said.

“Are you coming to the meeting?” Sandi said, gathering up the empty plates.

“Yes, I am,” Kat said.

“We can walk there together,” Sandi said. “It starts at eight, and I freed up the boardroom. We have a lot of extra attendees today. Not your run-of-the-mill meeting.”

“That’s why we all have to be there,” Kat said with a firm nod.

“Agreed,” Sandi said, standing up. “Are you ready?”

“Yup, let’s go,” Paul said.

The four of them exited the cafeteria and headed toward the boardroom. When they arrived, it was packed and buzzing with excitement. People milled around the snack table where water, coffee, tea, and cookies waited on trays.

Callum wheeled Kat to one end of the table and made sure she was comfortable. He fetched her a glass of water and a few more cookies before taking the seat next to her. “What a lot of strangers.”

“You’re telling me,” Kat said. 

She recognized and greeted a few people. They were mainly Moran, Bruce, Patti, Lee, Casey, Ric, Olivia, David, a few head-of-departments, and of course, Paul and Sandi. The rest she didn’t know except Terri and Tony. Callum had briefly introduced them the day before and filled her in on their respective roles. Other than that, everyone she saw was a stranger.

It didn’t matter. She’d find out who they were soon enough. Munching on a cookie, she waited for the procedures to begin. For once, she didn’t have to take the lead and leaned back in her chair to watch.

Callum took her free hand in his, refusing to let go. It was reassuring to know he was there. Ever since he came back, he never left her side, and she felt closer to him than ever before. 

He’d saved her life, that she knew. If he hadn’t come back, she’d be dead now, and so would their child. Instead, they were alive and well. She pressed her fingers to her stomach, reassured to feel a faint flutter. A warm glow infused her heart. From now on, it would be the three of them together. A family.








  
  
  Chapter 24 - Sandi

  
  




Sandi chose a seat next to Kat and Callum. There, she settled in and waved to Paul. “We’re over here.”

“Coming!” He shuffled across the floor with an armful of ginger cookies and two more coffees. 

Sandi eyed the cookies and shook her head. “Do you think you have enough?”

Paul looked down. “Why? Do you think I should get more?”

“No, silly. Leave some for the other people,” Sandi said, waving him to his seat.

He flashed her a cocky grin and sat down, looping one arm over her shoulders. Sandi leaned against his side, a warm glow in her chest. Ever since he’d returned, they were closer than ever before. Nothing could drive them apart now. They were one—a unit.

“What happens now?” Paul asked, gazing around him.

“Moran will open the meeting. As the head of the city council, it’s her job,” Sandi said.

She felt a frisson of excitement run down her spine. This meeting was bound to be remarkable. In the past week, much of interest had happened: A Lieutenant Cummings and his team arrived with Tony and David plus a bunch of supplies. Kat recovered from her illness, saved by the return of Callum. Ric and the convoy returned a few days later, filled to the brim with goods of all kinds. Even now, there was talk of a second expedition in the next few weeks.

All that remained was news of Seth, Rogue, Jessica, and Bear. Hopefully, they’d get that during the meeting.

Sandi spotted David sitting next to Ric, and she waved at him. He waved back, their childhood friendship still intact, and she hoped they’d get the chance to catch up. She doubted it, though. He was heading back to the Shanghai tunnels with Ric as soon as the meeting was over. I’ve missed him. Aret too. Maybe a visit to the tunnels isn’t such a bad idea? We could leave with Ric and David and return in a couple of weeks or so. Our parents will be thrilled to see us. 

The thought was a good one, and she turned to Paul. “Do you fancy a visit to the tunnels, love? I’d like to see all our friends and family again. We can travel with David and Ric.”

“You mean now? Today?” Paul asked. 

“Why not? Everything is in hand here. The city is recovering from the Flux; there’s food and water, medicine, and more. Kat’s doing well, and we won’t be gone for long. Just a week or two. Consider it a vacation.”

Paul thought it over. “You’re right. We deserve a little downtime and what better way to get it? I’ll just square it with Bruce after the meeting.”

“Don’t worry, lad,” Callum said. “I heard it all, and I’ll sort Bruce out.”

“Yes, and don’t worry about me. The hospital is doing much better now, and so is the city. Everything is looking up,” Kat added. “The baby and I will be here when you come back.”

“Thanks a ton,” Sandi said, squirming in her seat with excitement. 

When Moran took her place at the head of the table, she had to force herself to sit still. She settled down when Moran opened proceedings, though, her interest piqued.

“Good morning, people. Welcome to our first official fall meeting, and a special welcome to all our visitors,” Moran said, smiling at everyone in the room. “Now, I know you are all busy people, and time is at a premium, so let’s begin.”

“Our gratitude goes to Lieutenant Cummings and his team. Not only did they deliver life-saving supplies, but they also rescued our very own Tony and David from certain death. We wish them well on the trip back home and hope they arrive safe and sound.”

A round of applause went up, and the lieutenant nodded with gracious humility. “It was nothing, I assure you. We live to serve.”

“Let’s give a hand to Ric, Callum, and all the brave men and women who risked their lives in search of the goods we so desperately needed. Thanks to them and the generosity of Vancouver, we will not only survive the winter, but we will thrive!” Moran said with a flourish, and wild cheers broke out across the board.

It gladdened Sandi’s heart to see so much good cheer in a room that previously held nothing but misery. Each meeting was more desperate and depressing than the last. Finally, things were changing, and they could look forward to a better future. 

Once the commotion died down, Moran continued, “On a sadder note, however, several of our friends, both old and new, are leaving soon. Vancouverites Casey Hargitt and Lee Alexander will return home in their Cessna….”

“Oh, wait,” Moran said, breaking off as Patti Fry whispered in her ear. “It seems only Casey is leaving. Lee is staying with us, or more correctly, the lovely Mistress Fry. Love is in the air, ladies and gentlemen!”

Whoops and cheers surrounded the happy couple, their cheeks flushed with hot blood, and Sandi thought her heart would burst with joy. It can’t get any better than this. Can it?

But it could, and it did. For the next half-hour, the good news continued to flow. Not only was Lee staying in Prime, but he and Patti were getting married. Callum handed over command of the Watch to Bruce, determined to spend more time with Kat, and O’ Neill would lead the next convoy for supplies instead of Ric and Callum. Ric and David were on their way back to the Exiles with their share of the stores, and there was talk of rebuilding the Zoo. New crops were being planted, the Red Flux was no longer a threat, and the city’s infrastructure was undergoing a serious overhaul. 

The only thing nobody seemed to know was how Seth, Rogue, Jessica, and Bear were doing. Despite Sandi’s inquiries, nobody, not even Lieutenant Cummings, could tell her much. All she knew, was that they were out on a critical mission for the mayor of Vancouver. Their success would guarantee good relations between Prime and Vancouver, and failure would likely result in their deaths.

“That’s it?” Paul asked. “Nothing more?”

“No, nobody knows much,” Sandi said, shaking her head.

“I’m sorry, babe. I know you’re worried about them,” Paul said, pulling her into a hug.

“It’s okay. I did ask Lieutenant Cummings to give them a message from us. Hopefully, we’ll hear from them soon,” Sandi said, swallowing her disappointment.

“I’m sure we will, babes. Now, where were we? About to go on vacation, right?” Paul asked.

Sandi brightened up. “That’s right. I almost forgot!”

Paul chuckled. “Tell you what. I’ll give David the news and arrange things with Ric while you pack our stuff. The meeting is over anyway.”

“Deal,” Sandi said, hurrying from the boardroom. 

Despite the lack of news about Rogue and the others, she couldn’t contain her excitement. For the first time in ages, she had something to look forward to. She had a future to look forward to, and that was all that mattered.








  
  
  Epilogue - Rogue

  
  




By this time tonight, we’ll be on dry land again.

That turned out to be wishful thinking. So did everything else Rogue thought she knew about the inland sea. They couldn’t cross in one night or even two. It would take three whole days for them to get to the other side. All of Ronan’s warnings were true, plus a whole lot of other stuff she never expected.

The road through the inland sea was little more than a muddy track. It meandered through the swamp, dipping in and out of the water in places. Strange, twisted trees grew throughout the area, flanked by shrubs, patches of tall grass, and reeds. 

Within its depths, peculiar creatures crawled and slithered. Things she’d never seen before and hoped never to see again. Clouds of mosquitoes rose to plague the unwary, and they dared not open a window. Quicksand and bogs lined the path, ready to drown those unfortunate enough to stumble into their clutches.

In short, it was hell. That was something Daniel got right. He was also right about the crocodiles. She saw the outline of one such a beast, sunning itself on a sandy bank. Disturbed by the vehicles, it disappeared into the water with a swift twist of its tail. Though she only caught a glimpse, it was enough to make her blood run cold. 

To make matters worse, they had to make camp in the middle of all that horror. A tiny sandy spot was the only dry place they could find, and now they sat huddled around the fire, the only bright spark in their universe.

Rogue shivered and rubbed her arms. A splash in the distance sent her stomach into a wild tailspin, and she almost swallowed her tongue. “Do we really have to sleep out here?”

“Uh-huh. Unless you want to sleep in the front seat of your truck,” Ronan said.

“I’m sleeping in the truck,” Imogen said, her eyes wide. She shoved a red curl out of her face, jumping at the slightest sound.

“Me too,” Rogue said.

“Are you sure?” Seth asked. “It’ll be more comfortable on the ground.”

“No, it won’t,” Rogue said, slapping at the latest mosquito feasting on her blood. She remembered the monstrous crocodile and shook her head. “Nope, it’s the truck for me.”

“What about your food? You’ve hardly touched it,” Seth asked with a touch of concern.

“I’m not hungry.”

“I’ll eat it,” Spook said, surprising nobody. Despite his diminutive size, he ate like a horse.

“Have at it,” Rogue said, striving to hide her misery. It wasn’t helpful and did nothing for morale. Not that Imogen shared her sentiments. The girl looked like she was about to cry, much to the amusement of Daniel. Asshole.

“Who else is sleeping inside their vehicles tonight?” Ronan asked. “Remember, even if you do, you still have to take your turn at standing watch.”

“What?” Imogen cried. “I can’t do that!”

Rogue felt the same, though she wouldn’t admit it out loud. The thought of sitting alone in the dark with those things out there was enough to make her scream.

“Don’t worry,” Jessica said. “I’ll take your turn tonight.”

“Are you sure?” a tearful Imogen asked.

“I’m sure,” Jessica said. “Now, let’s get you to bed.”

Jessica led Imogen to the transport truck and helped her into the front with a blanket and pillow. Afterward, she crawled into her blankets, followed by Bear. “Goodnight, everyone!”

“Night,” Rogue said. 

Daniel watched it all with a faint grin. Finally, he snorted and stood up. “I’ll take the first watch.”

“That’s it for me. Goodnight, folks,” Ronan said, rolling up in his sleeping bag. 

“Me too,” Nigel said, but he paused. “Is she going to be okay?”

“Who? Imogen?” Rogue asked, surprised. “Yeah. She’s tougher than she looks.”

“Good. She shouldn’t let people like Daniel get to her,” Nigel replied before he climbed into his bed. 

Rogue exchanged astonished looks with Seth. “The man speaks.”

“And he has a heart. Who knew?” Seth added.

Spook said nothing to anyone. He finished his food and keeled over. Within seconds, he was snoring loudly enough to wake the dead.

“Well, I think that’s it for me as well,” Rogue said, getting to her feet. “Are you coming, or are you staying out here?” 

“I don’t relish the idea of sleeping in the truck. It’s kind of cramped, but I’ll do it for you,” Seth said. 

Rogue smiled, her heart glowing within her chest. “You’re the best, you know?”

“I know,” he said, planting a kiss on her lips. 

Stifling a yawn, she headed toward the Jeep and climbed into the front. Moments later, Seth joined her, and she curled up on the seat with her head on his lap. “Goodnight, sweetie.”

“Goodnight, my love,” Seth whispered, brushing the hair away from her cheek. 

“My love,” Rogue whispered with a smile, drifting away. Too tired to fight the exhaustion any longer, she slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep.

The following day, she woke up to a fist banging on the window. She jerked upright, blinking into the bright light. Her body was stiff with the cold and cramped from staying in one position, but that hardly registered.

Bang, bang, bang!

Bang, bang, bang!

“What? What is it?” she cried, lowering the window.

It was Jessica, her expression frantic. “Rogue, are you awake?”

“I am now,” Rogue said, growing worried. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Spook,” Jessica said.

“What about him?” 

“He’s gone.”

“Gone? How can that be? He must be around here somewhere,” Rogue said, confused.

“We’ve looked everywhere,” Jessica said, shaking her head. “He’s just… gone. It’s like he vanished into thin air.”

“What about Seth? Where is he? Is he okay?” Rogue cried, fear filling her veins.

“He’s fine. He was helping us to look for Spook,” Jessica said. “Have you seen him? Spook?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Rogue said, climbing out of the truck.

“Okay, thanks,” Jessica said, with a worried shake of her head. “Sorry I scared you.”

“It’s okay. I understand.” Rogue spotted Seth and ran toward him. “Is it true? Is Spook missing?”

“It’s true,” Seth said, his expression somber. “We’ve looked all over. He’s gone.”

“Gone? Just gone?”

“Gone,” Seth confirmed.

Overwhelmed, Rogue turned in a slow circle. The swamp seemed to mock her, and a deep shudder ran down her spine. Suddenly, it was more than just dangerous terrain. It was an evil place filled with unknown horrors. Horrors that took Spook. The question was, who would it claim next? 




The End.




*Turn the page and place your preorder for the next book in the series and check out my other books and series, all available on Amazon.




**Glossary included at the back.
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Children of the Apocalypse

Chapter 1 - Morgan




The steady thudding of his fists on the door had become a part of her. Like the beating of her heart, she relied on the sound to keep her sane. It prevented her from screaming, reminding her she was still alive. For the moment, at least.

For what seemed like an eternity, Morgan huddled in the shower. With her arms wrapped around her knees, she listened to the constant crashes interspersed with frustrated hisses. An occasional drop of cold water from the showerhead dripped onto her back. She might have sat there forever if a new sound hadn’t joined the first.

“No! No, no, no,” she cried, jumping to her feet.

The wood was splintering around the lock at a rapid rate. It wouldn’t last much longer. Raging adrenaline triggered a desperate need for survival. She scanned the small bathroom for a weapon. Her eyes landed on the shower rail.

Morgan grabbed it and shook off the curtain, ripping the plastic stoppers from the ends. She barely had time to ready herself before the door burst inwards with a shuddering crash.

Immediately, Brian was upon her, moving fast with hands outstretched and teeth bared in a vicious grin. Growls sawed through his throat, and his eyes were bloodshot and crazed. She gripped the rail and thrust it into his chest. He staggered, regained his balance, and lunged again.

Morgan gasped, stumbling backward. Her mind slipped into pure terror. It was a scene from her worst nightmares. Again, she stabbed him with the pipe, but the blow skimmed off his shoulder. He grabbed her, digging his fingers into her arms with brutal strength while snapping at her face.

She pushed against his chest with the pipe held in both hands as a shield, trying to keep those teeth at a distance. He slammed her up against the wall. Pain exploded through her head as it smashed against the tiles. He had her in a death grip, bloody lips a mere breath from her face.

“What’s wrong with you?” she screamed. “Please stop! It’s me, Morgan.”

Time slowed as she stared into his eyes, searching for a sign that he was still human, still the man she loved, but his eyes were empty. Brian was gone.

Fear and determination lent her strength. With a great shove, Morgan pushed him away, kicking him in the stomach to gain distance. She lifted the rail and used it as a spear, aiming for his throat.

The metal end tore into the soft flesh, impaling him. Clotted, black blood spurted from the wound and splashed onto her chest. She pinned him against the opposite wall and slid him around like a dog on a leash until she stood with her back to the broken bathroom door.

Her newfound strength waned. With no idea what to do, Morgan bolted. Her bare feet slapped a staccato beat on the floor, echoed by Brian’s heavier tread. She slid around a corner and headed for the front door, silk pajamas billowing behind her. She slammed up against it and tore at the deadbolt with frantic fingers. With seconds to spare, she unlocked it and stumbled through, pulling the door shut as his body connected with a crash.

Morgan stumbled back on legs turned to water, and stared at the peeling paint on the wood. Brian growled with anger, and she flinched as the now-familiar beat of his fists filled the air. However, the bathroom door had been locked while the front door was not. The seconds ticked by as she waited.

Waited for him to open the door.

Waited for him to find another way out.

Waited for death.

Her husband had turned into a monster, and nothing made sense anymore. After a while, however, it became evident he didn’t know how to turn the knob. Nor did he have the intelligence left to look for another way out.

In the fresh air, Morgan fought to gain control of her body. Her heartbeat slowed, and she noticed her surroundings for the first time. Standing there on the front patio in her pajamas, she shivered and folded her arms across her body. What the hell is going on? What happened to Brian? 

Until today, Morgan would never have believed him capable of harm. With searching fingers, she touched the marks his hands had left. It hurt, the flesh bruised. The back of her head was tender and swollen.

Morgan turned and stared out into the street. It was chaos. The whole neighborhood was going to hell. She stumbled across the lawn to get a closer look. Were there more people as sick as her husband? Was this a disease? Something that drove them crazy? It was the only explanation her frozen mind would accept.

Whatever it was, it was spreading with the ferocity of wildfire. A car sped around the corner, tires screeching. The driver never spared her a glance, and she was too numb to care.

To her left, a trio of sick people cornered a woman and ripped away at her flesh. The agonizing screams tore at Morgan’s heart before they were abruptly cut off. More bodies lay scattered around on the immaculate green lawns of their front yards.

A corpse stirred and rose to its feet. A man. He stood there, strips of flesh hanging off of limbs covered in blood. His intestines dragged on the ground as he staggered around. Morgan reeled, vertigo making her sway. It can’t be. He can’t still be alive!

Dogs barked at the monsters that used to be their owners until they too died in a welter of howls. Wincing at the distressing sounds, she realized anything, and everything that moved would fall victim to these things. Further up the street, shots rang out. Through her fence, she glimpsed a man herding his family into a car.

Morgan knew she should move, but her limbs remained frozen to the spot until something caught her eye. One of the walking dead clawed at the palisades bordering her lawn. It rasped through a ruined throat and reached out a bloody hand as if in supplication. Behind it, two more had noticed and followed. I’m being surrounded!

This thought galvanized Morgan into action, and she sprinted around the house to the backyard. Brian’s truck was the only realistic means of escape. She ran to it and reached for the handle, crying out in frustration when she realized it was locked.

“Shit, where are the keys?” They hung on a board in the kitchen. “I can’t go back in there.”

She had no choice, though. Maybe if she moved fast enough, she could grab them and get out while Brian still hammered on the front door. Luckily, the back door was unlocked owing to her clandestine smoking habits. She had snuck out for a quick cigarette that morning while he still slept.

Before her nerves could fail, she rushed into the kitchen and ran to the board, searching for the keys. She heard Brian’s growls pause before they resumed in heightened pitch as they headed her way.

Morgan ran trembling fingertips over the keys, and her heart hammered in her chest until she found the right ones. Grabbing them, she turned to run but fumbled her grip. They clattered to the floor.

“Fuck,” she cried, scrambling around on all fours.

The slap of Brian’s feet on the kitchen tiles caused her heart to stutter. She snatched up the keys and lunged outside. A brief glimpse of his pale, inhuman visage tore at her as she shut the door in his face. Morgan crumpled to her knees with a cry. “I can’t do this. I can’t.”

She reached up and laid a hand on the wood. It shivered beneath her palm from the force of his blows. “Brian, please come back. What am I supposed to do now?”

She was ready to give up and slumped down, but a voice from within nagged at her. Get up. Run.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

Do it. You can’t give up now. What about your family? Your friends?

“Oh, my God. Mom. Dad.”

Morgan bolted for the truck, barely noticing the gravel cutting into her bare feet. She pushed the remote button to unlock it and jumped in. After a deep breath, she turned the key in the ignition and shifted into gear.

At the gate, a mob of infected had gathered. They clawed through the gaps with creepy yearning. She hesitated. They were people, after all, but they also blocked the exit. This left her no choice. She had to go through.

“Here goes,” she said and pushed the remote button.

The gate opened, and they flooded inside, swamping the car. They beat on the windows and climbed onto the hood, crawling over each other like insects. She shuddered in disgust as one licked the window next to her face, leaving a smear of bloody spittle behind. For once, she was grateful she’d never gotten to know her neighbors.

When the gate was finally open, she floored the gas and roared through, biting her lower lip when she ran over a few of them. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.

A glance at the clock read twenty past eleven. She’d hidden in the shower for far too long. For all she knew, her parents, her sister, everyone she loved could be one of those things. “I’m coming. Please be okay. I need you to be okay.”

The trip through town gave her a clear view of the chaos breaking out everywhere. It was horrific. People tried to escape, loading possessions, kids, and pets into cars. Most didn’t make it. Infected swarmed through the neighborhoods and descended on the healthy with rabid hunger. They left the dead in their wake, only to have them rise minutes later to join the hunt. Screams rang through the air and confronted her at every turn.

A young mother ran out of her house, dragging a little boy by the arm. She spotted Morgan and rushed out into the street. “Help us! Please, help!”

Behind her, a man burst through the door and sprinted towards them. Morgan slammed on the brakes and leaned over to unlock the passenger door. “Get in. Hurry!”

The woman ran towards her, feet slapping on the tar road as she closed the distance. The child cried, his mother half-carrying and half-dragging him. Morgan stared at the unfolding scene, and her heart sank when she realized the truth. “They’re not going to make it.”

The infected man reached them and latched onto the boy first, ripping him out of his mother’s hands.

“No,” the woman cried, stumbling to a halt. “He’s your son.”

He ignored her and buried his face in the boy’s neck. Blood, bright red and arterial, spurted through the air. The woman screamed, her desperate wails stabbing into Morgan’s heart.

She wanted to close her eyes, wanted to look away, but couldn’t. Instead, she watched as the woman grappled with the man that used to be her husband, fighting for the life of her child. It was no use.

Like a rag doll, the boy was tossed aside to bleed out on the asphalt. His eyes glazed over in death while his mother was savaged beside him.

The spell broke, and at last, Morgan looked away. She leaned over and locked the passenger door, the click loud in her ears. With an iron grip on the wheel, she steered the truck around the family and drove away. The entire time, she whispered, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” until the words were branded into her psyche. That was the last stop she made.

Morgan headed for the suburb where her parents lived. It lay on the edge of town. If they were lucky, the infection hadn’t reached there yet. As she drove, the streets became quieter, and her hope grew apace. A hope dashed once she reached her destination.

A knot of a dozen infected crawled on the front lawn of a neighbor’s house. They were feeding. As the group shifted, a bloody arm flopped out. Morgan swallowed as a flood of bile pushed up her throat. She recognized the next-door neighbors, the Robertson’s, in the pack. Mrs. Robertson still wore a robe with curlers in her hair which prompted a hysterical laugh from Morgan, one she quickly swallowed.

There was no time for weakness now. Not with her parents and little sister waiting, possibly alive. It was a hope she couldn’t let go of just yet. Morgan stared at the infected and tried to come up with a plan. There was no way she could run past them. Barefoot and unarmed, they’d pull her down and rip her to shreds. However, she sat inside a solid mass of driven metal.

She rammed into the front runners with a crunch. Bodies bounced off the hood while others disappeared beneath the wheels. The truck plowed through them effortlessly, up onto the lawn into the knot. She shifted into reverse and rolled back, clipping a straggler to the left, then she repeated the whole procedure again and again.

It was sickening, but a small part of her felt pride at overcoming such an obstacle. The rest of her was horrified at the slaughter of innocents, no matter how dangerous they might be.

Afterward, she sat, staring at the carnage. It brought to mind a medieval battlefield with torn and crushed body parts strewn about. A few still tried to move despite their gruesome injuries. That single horrific detail confirmed one crucial fact—they were neither sick nor crazy. They were dead. Zombies.

Morgan reversed into the driveway with the nose pointed towards the gate for a quick escape. She unlocked the doors and left the keys in the ignition. Behind the seats, she found a tire iron.

With one last look around, she slid out of the truck and closed the door with a soft click. She felt vulnerable, standing there in the open air while imagining what those things could do to her exposed flesh.

With a deep breath, Morgan gripped the tire iron and walked up the driveway. She ignored the few broken corpses that groaned as she passed. They were no threat to her anymore.

The concrete felt cold and rough beneath her feet, grounding her in the present. She tested the front door and found it locked. With a muttered curse, she walked around to the back. Her nerves jangled. She kept hearing sinister sounds behind her, and only the thought of her family kept her going.

Morgan turned a corner and screamed as she spotted the remains of her parents’ domestic worker. The woman was barely recognizable. Bloodstained bandages covered her arms, but the cause of death was apparent: A gunshot to the head.

Hope for her family’s safety faded as she stepped around the body. The back door stood open, and she inched forward to peer inside the kitchen. Her eyes flew to puddles of blood on the floor. The drops formed a trail into the hallway and bedrooms.

She crossed the kitchen and dared a peek into the hall, then the living and dining rooms. Nothing. It was empty. No signs of a struggle. No sign of her family, either.

Morgan swallowed, her mouth dry, and moved onward. The silence was eerie. A subtle threat hung in the air. She quailed at the thought of being confronted by the sight of her parents turned into monsters, or even worse, her baby sister.

The passage promised terror with sticky patches of smeared blood that led past Meghan’s bedroom. Inside, everything was just as she remembered. The stuffed animals on the bed and posters of ponies on the walls made her heart flutter. “Please, God. Let her be okay.”

After that came the spare bedroom and the hallway bathroom. Both were closed, and she crept past on silent feet. The main bedroom beckoned—a yawning gateway to a mysterious horror. With a growing sense of dread, she moved through the doorway.

Morgan stopped abruptly, one hand flying to her mouth. On the bed lay her father, stretched out on his back. He was torn up, and she guessed he was attacked. Blood pooled beneath his body and stained the duvet cover.

She stared, unable to utter a word. First, her husband and now her father. How many more people would she lose today? Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and her knees threatened to buckle. Why? Why did this happen?

A part of her remained alert, though, and after a moment, she dragged a hand across her eyes. No more tears. She needed to find her mother and Meghan before it was too late.

Morgan was about to leave when the smallest of sounds echoed from behind her. The hair on the back of her neck rose. She whirled around, swinging up the tire iron.


End of preview. Loved what you read? Get the book right here. https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07R8GCMVW







  Your FREE EBook is waiting!



If you’d like to learn more about my books, upcoming projects, new releases, cover reveals, and promotions, simply join my mailing list. Plus, you’ll get an exclusive ebook absolutely FREE just for subscribing!


Yes, please. Sign me up!

https://www.subscribepage.com/i0d7r8




[image: Image]







  About the Author



[image: Image]

WEBSITE: www.baileighhiggins.com







  Glossary



Primordial Earth (Book - 8) – Glossary


	Glossary terms are listed in alphabetical order and without reference to their locations within the book.

	Generally speaking, physical location references are not listed in the Glossary.

	Measurements are provided in both metric and US/Imperial units.




Achelousaurus - is a genus of centrosaurine ceratopsid dinosaur that lived during the Late Cretaceous Period. The generic name means “Achelous lizard”, in reference to the Greek deity Achelous. It walked on all fours, had a short tail and a large head with a hooked beak. It had a bony neck-frill at the rear of the skull, which sported a pair of long spikes, which curved towards the outside. Estimated size 6 m (20 ft) long with a weight of 3 tons. (Wikipedia)




Alamosaurus – A genus of sauropod dinosaurs containing just one species that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 30 meters (98 feet) in length and weigh as much as 79 metric tons (88 tons). For comparison, the largest living land animal in the present day is the African elephant, which can weigh up to 6.3 metric tons (7 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Albertosaurus – A genus of tyrannosaurid dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 10 meters (33 feet) in length and weigh as much as 2.5 metric tons (2.8 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Ankylosaurus – A genus of armored dinosaurs that lived at the very end of the Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Specimens suggest they could measure up to 10.6 meters (35 feet) in length and weigh as much as 5.9 metric tons (6.5 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Ballistae – Plural form of the ballista, an ancient weapon that hurled large stones, javelins, or bolts. The weapon dates back to the 4th century BC in Greece. (Wikipedia.)




Bambiraptor – A carnivorous dinosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) The estimated size for an adult would measure 1.3 meters (4.3 feet) in length and weigh 5 kilograms (11 pounds). (Wikipedia.)




Brachylophosaurus – A genus of hadrosaur dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) Estimates suggest that an adult could measure at least 9 to 11 meters (29 to 36 feet) in length and weigh as much as 7 metric tons (7.7 tons). (Wikipedia.)




Carnotaurus - was a lightly built, bipedal predator, measuring 7.5 to 9 m (24.6 to 29.5 ft) in length and weighing at least 1.35 metric tons (1.33 long tons; 1.49 short tons). As a theropod, Carnotaurus was highly specialized and distinctive. It had thick horns above the eyes, a feature unseen in all other carnivorous dinosaurs, and a very deep skull sitting on a muscular neck. (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Clidastes – A genus of large carnivorous marine lizards called mosasaurs. An average size specimen could measure 2 to 4 meters (6.5 to 13 feet). A large one could be 6 meters (19.6 feet). It existed in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Cretaceous – The Cretaceous period is defined as beginning 145 million years ago (mya) and lasting until approximately 66 mya. (Wikipedia.)




Dryptosaurus - Pronunciation: drip-toe-SORE-us, Name meaning: ‘tearing lizard’ Dryptosaurus is a genus of tyrannosauroid that lived approximately 67 million years ago during the latter part of the Cretaceous period in what is now New Jersey. Dryptosaurus was a large, bipedal, ground-dwelling carnivore that could grow up to 7.5 m long. Estimated Mass: 1 500 kg (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia)




Gorgosaurus - GOR-gə-SOR-əs; meaning “dreadful lizard”) is a genus of tyrannosaurid theropod dinosaur that lived in western North America during the Late Cretaceous Period (Campanian), between about 76.6 and 75.1 million years ago. (See Cretaceous) Like most known tyrannosaurids, Gorgosaurus was a bipedal predator weighing more than two metric tons as an adult; dozens of large, sharp teeth lined its jaws, while its two-fingered forelimbs were comparatively small. (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia)




Kalama city - Kalama is a city in Cowlitz County, Washington, United States. It is part of the Longview, Washington Metropolitan Statistical Area. General J.W. Sprague of the Northern Pacific Railroad named the town in 1871 for the Indian word calama, meaning pretty maiden. It’s situated on the mouth of the Kalama river which flows into the Columbia. (Wikipedia)




Lambeosaurus – A genus of hadrosaurid herbivore dinosaurs that lived in the late Cretaceous period. (See Cretaceous) These dinosaurs had duckbills and could feed on trees as high as 4 meters (13 feet). (Wikipedia.)




mya – an acronym for “million years ago,” also “m.y.a,” used in astronomy, geology, and paleontology. (Wikipedia)




Nyctosaurus – A genus of nyctosaurid pterodactyloid pterosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. An adult could have a wingspan of 2 meters (6.5 feet). Compared to terrestrial dinosaurs, Nyctosaurus were small-bodied and weighed less than 2 kilograms (4.4 pounds). (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Prime City - A settlement of survivors that formed around the former Prime hotel, owned and run by the self-proclaimed Senator Douglas. He used the Watch to patrol the walls and keep the people in line.




Parasaurolophus - Pronounced pa-ra-saw-ROL-off-us. A genus of ornithopod dinosaur from the Upper Cretaceous of what is now North America, about 76.5–73 million years ago. Its name means “near crested lizard.” (See Cretaceous) Length: 11.0m Weight: 3500kg (Wikipedia)




Parksosaurus -  A genus of hypsilophodont ornithopod dinosaur from the early Maastrichtian-age Upper Cretaceous. A small, bipedal, herbivorous dinosaur. (See Cretaceous) Length: 2,5 m (Estimated) Height: 100 cm Mass: 45 kg (Estimated) (Wikipedia)




Pteranodon (genus Pteranodon), flying reptile (pterosaur) found as fossils in North American deposits dating from about 90 million to 100 million years ago during the Late Cretaceous Period. (See Cretaceous) Pteranodon had a wingspan of 7 meters (23 feet) or more, and its toothless jaws were very long and pelican-like. (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica)




Pterosaur – Pronounced “tero saur.” Science considers pterosaurs to be flying lizards that are distinct from dinosaurs. There are many different species. Pterosaurs existed from the late Triassic to the end of the Cretaceous period. (See Triassic.) (See Cretaceous.) (Wikipedia.)




Shanghai Tunnels, Portland, Oregon - also known as the Old Portland Underground, is a group of passages mainly underneath the Old Town Chinatown neighborhood. The tunnels connected the basements of many hotels and taverns to the waterfront of the Willamette River. There is documentation in the newspapers of the 19th century of tunnels and secret passages underground. Organized crime was the center of many of these stories. However, many of the more colorful stories claimed for the underground are controversial. Historians have stated that although the tunnels exist and the practice of shanghaiing was sometimes practiced in Portland, as elsewhere, there is no evidence that the tunnels were used for this.




Stegoceras - is a genus of pachycephalosaurid dinosaur that lived in what is now North America during the Late Cretaceous period, about 77.5 to 74 million years ago. (See Cretaceous) The first specimens from Alberta, Canada, were described in 1902, and the type species Stegoceras validum was based on these remains. (Wikipedia) Height: 1,2 m Length: 2 – 2,5 m Mass: 10 – 40 kg.




Spinosaurus, which was longer and heavier than Tyrannosaurus, is the largest known carnivorous dinosaur. It possessed a skull 1.75 meters (roughly 6 feet) long, a body length of 14–18 meters (46–59 feet), and an estimated mass of 12,000–20,000 kg (13–22 tons). Like other spinosaurids, Spinosaurus possessed a long, narrow skull resembling that of a crocodile and nostrils near the eyes instead of the end of the snout. Its teeth were straight and conical instead of curved and bladelike as in other theropods. (Brittanica)




Quetzalcoatlus – Pronounced “ket suhl kow at luhs.” A genus of pterosaurs. Triassic – The Triassic period is defined as beginning approx 251 mya) and lasting until approximately 202 mya. (Wikipedia.)




Triceratops - a genus of herbivorous ceratopsid dinosaur that first appeared during the late Maastrichtian stage of the Late Cretaceous period, about 68 million years ago (mya). It is one of the most recognizable of all dinosaurs and the best-known ceratopsid. It was also one of the largest, up to 9 meters (29.5 feet) long and 12 tonnes (13.2 tons) in weight. (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Troodon - Meaning - Troodon means “wounding tooth” and is pronounced - TROH-o-don. Length - 6.5-11.5 ft (2-3.5 m) long. Height - 3 ft (1 m) tall at the hips. Weight - 110 pounds (50 kg). Troodon may have been the smartest dinosaur, having the largest brain in proportion to its body weight (as smart as a modern bird). It was a fast-moving, light-weight predator that walked on two long legs. It had serrated teeth, long, slim jaws, and a stiff tail. (https://www.enchantedlearning.com/subjects/dinosaurs/facts/Troodon/)




Tyrannosaurus rex – A bipedal carnivorous theropod dinosaur that lived in the late Cretaceous period. These dinosaurs could grow to lengths over 12.3 meters (40 feet) and up to 3.66 meters (12 feet) tall at the hips with a weight of 14 metric tons (15.4 tons). (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Utahraptor (meaning Utah’s predator) is a genus of large dromaeosaurid dinosaur that lived in North America during the Early Cretaceous period. It was a heavy-built, ground-dwelling, bipedal carnivore. Height: 1,8 – 2 m (At the hips), Length: 5 – 7 m, Mass: 300 – 1 000 kg (Adult, Estimated) (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




Watch – A security and/or law enforcement guard force as described for Prime City in this book.




Zuniceratops – Pronounced “Zooni ceratops.” A genus of ceratopsian herbivore dinosaurs having two horns and a head frill. It is thought to have been a herd animal. Specimens suggest a length of 3 to 3.5 meters (10 to 11.5 feet) and a weight of 100 to 150 kilograms (220 to 330 pounds). Height at the hips was approximately 1 meter (3 feet). (See Cretaceous) (Wikipedia.)




The Zoo - A second settlement of survivors who’d made their home inside the old Portland Zoo. Because they were denied entry into Prime City directly after the Shift, they despise all Primes and call themselves the Exiles.




Special note: While every effort was made to use dinosaurs of the Late Cretaceous Period existing in North America, this remains a work of fiction. Certain creative license was taken in instances where it better served the plot, for example, the Utahraptor.
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