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Jack pressed the binoculars to his face and scanned the landscape, but he saw nothing in any direction. The sand whipped up in the winds and then settled down again somewhere else. From the position of the sun, he knew it was nearing midday, and the hollowed-out tree he hid inside cast the only shadow; the leafless branches swayed, and the twigged ends looked like clawed hands scraping over the ground. But it was quiet, and they were alone. 

“I think they’ve gone,” Jack said. He descended the ladder and joined Lucy in the burrow. In the dim light from their lantern, he barely made out her outline in the brown dress against the dirt walls. 

“How can you be sure?” Lucy fiddled with the corner of her dress and stared over Jack’s shoulder at the small gap in the tree trunk. “They could be hiding.”

“Lucy, dear...” Jack struggled to put on a calming smile and clasped her shoulders. “There isn’t anywhere for them to hide. If I can’t see them directly, I’d be able to see their shadows. This field is flat for two miles, and they’re not exactly good at hiding out in the open.” 

The chemically mutated animals were anything but small. In the desert region, the dominant animals were the birds and the lizards, and both species did their best to not be out in the open. They liked to surprise their prey once they’ve been lulled into a sense of safety. 

Lucy chewed on her bottom lip and considered his words. “Yes, but what if they-”

“Lucy. If we don’t move now, we’ll lose our chance. We need to get back into town to gather supplies. It’s our turn and they’re depending on us down there.” Jack’s voice developed an edge, but he kept the smile on his face.


“Okay. Okay. You’re right, of course. I just... I don’t like this.”

“Me neither. But we have to take our turn.”


Lucy nodded, and Jack turned back to the ladder. He grabbed the gray, green, and brown tarps and Lucy slung the duffel bags over her shoulders. As they emerged from the burrow, Jack let the canvas fall over their heads and the dense summer heat closed in around them. One slow step at a time, they began their journey across the field towards the trees.

Fifteen minutes passed in silence. Lucy’s breath came in shallow gulps, and Jack worked to keep his irritation to himself. She would not help the situation by breathing like that. It was too hot under the camouflage for her to not remain calm. But reprimanding her wouldn’t do any good either. She’d cry and attract unwanted attention, and then the birds would catch them for sure. Any of the creatures low to the ground would be sure to hear her. He didn’t want to look into the eyes of the lizards in the area. 


How he missed his old scavenging partner.


Rick wouldn’t have huffed and puffed under the tarp. He would have been in the lead and Jack wouldn’t have held as much responsibility. Those had been the good days; when he’d only had to worry about taking orders and doing the heavy lifting. 


Five minutes later, a ruffle of feathers made them stop in their tracks. 

“Jack?” Lucy whimpered.


“Hush. Don’t move.” Jack reached back with one hand to hold her arm and pinned the tarp to the ground with the other. “Slowly, very slowly, crouch down.” He guided her down to the dirt, and they knelt.

Wings flapped in the air and the tarp ruffled but didn’t shift off of them. Lucy’s eyes filled with tears and her bottom lip trembled. There was no way of knowing how long the bird had watched them. It might strike at any moment. 


“Jack...”

“Shh!”


If the thing had tracked them all the way from the tree... if they compromised the emergence point... Someone had to get back and warn the others. Jack knew that person would have to be him. He held his breath, prepared to run for it if the tarp was pulled away. Lucy would freeze with fear, the perfect target. And he would get away. He decided not to think too hard about how that idea colored him as a person. But the safety of the colony was more important than the safety of Lucy. 

A bird called from further away and another answered from next to them. Entirely too close for comfort. It had sounded high up, but too near for them to move. Lucy shook and pressed her hands over her mouth while the tears spilled over her cheeks.

The chatter continued outside of their hiding spot for another minute before the sound of a bird taking off and flying away allowed them to relax.

“Okay, crawl,” Jack whispered and turned to lead the way. His canvas pants were tight and uncomfortable in this position, but he wasn’t about to complain. 

They crawled for several feet and the dirt below their hands transitioned into grass patches, and the shade of the trees above them lessened the intense heat in the tarp by a fraction. 

Lucy let out a sigh of relief and tried to stand, but Jack tugged her back to the ground.


“Wait!”

“Why? We’re in the trees-”


“Yes, and hidden by the dirt tarp. We can’t start lumbering around like this. We have to flip the tarp like we practiced.”


Lucy’s face paled.

“What?” Jack snapped.

“I... I don’t remember how-”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” If he’d said something like that to Rick, the man would have punched him in the throat and asked if he needed another one to refresh his memory. But Jack took a deep breath and restrained himself. “I need you to get it together, Lucy! Both of our lives are at stake here. Grab that corner.”

Jack led Lucy through the flip maneuver and reeled his aggravation back in. Once they’d flipped the tarp and the green side now faced towards the sky, he relaxed a bit more.

“Okay, we can stand now. But we still need to creep. They might not hang out under here, but that doesn’t mean they won’t notice a giant bush moving through the trees.”


“Right. Okay. How much further?”


Jack clenched his fists a few times before he answered. “We’ll be in town in fifteen minutes as long as we don’t run into any more obstacles. Okay?”


“Okay.”


They crept forward. Jack’s hands were outstretched to catch the tree trunks and move around them. Lucy’s palm pressed between his shoulder blades and stuck close to him to make their form as small as possible. They didn’t get held up again, and they inched onto the cracked pavement twenty minutes later.

Jack sighed and went over the next steps in his mind. Check the surroundings and get to a building for cover before- 

“Oh, thank god,” Lucy said and let out a breath. She swung the tarp over her head and stepped out into the fresh air.

“Lucy, no!” Jack shot out a hand to catch her arm before she walked away, but missed. “Shit.” He took a step back and crouched under the trees to wait. His heart pounding, he pulled the tarp closer to himself and watched through the screened patch of the fabric. 

He had a flash back of his last outing with Rick. They’d been training new recruits and showing them the paths to town. They’d run drills on tarp switches and all had gone according to plan. Until they’d reached town. 


“What?” Lucy looked around and realized her mistake too late.


The teenager under Rick’s tarp, a boy named Victor... He’d been so excited about getting all the way to town and jumped up and down and punched the air. And a bird on a nearby roof had spotted him. Rick tried to grab him and pull him to safety. But the bird was faster. And Jack had looked on in horror with the other teenagers, children really, as Rick and Victor were torn apart. 

And now... it looked like he’d have to witness the same thing. Only this time, he wasn’t desperate enough to save Lucy. He was only worried about himself. 

Ten feet away from her stood two birds, their heads titled to one side and their enormous eyes locked onto her. They loomed over her by three feet and she shrunk away in terror. The red feathered bird made a noise deep in its throat and ruffled its wings. But the black one just watched her. 


Five long seconds passed in the stare down. 


Her hands shaking, she panics and screams. “Jack! Help me!” She turned to
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