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      For Triniti

      Spirited, radiant, and fearless. The world doesn't stand a chance

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Every form of refuge has its price.

        —The Eagles, "Lyin' Eyes"
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      By rights, I should be dead and gone.

      The world's put in the work, too. No warning shots, no near misses meant to scare me straight—every attempt came center mass, meant to finish the job. Drowning. Bullets. An empty belly. A fever that should've cooked me from the inside. Friends who I should have never trusted and others I owe my life. A six-year campaign of inventive ways to talk one stubborn man into lying down for a dirt nap.

      But…I’m still here.  Hearts still beating. Not out of courage. Not out of hope. Mostly out of spite. And something uglier than spite that I don't have a name for yet but that wakes me up every morning with my teeth clenched and my fists already balled.

      Everybody loves to throw around that line about how what doesn't kill you makes you stronger. Nietzsche wrote it. Same Nietzsche who lost his mind and spent his last years mute and slack-jawed while his sister spoon-fed him. So forgive me if I don't take it as gospel.

      What doesn't kill you doesn't make you stronger. It makes you meaner. It scrapes you down past the nerve until every ending is bare and firing at nothing. It teaches you that kindness is a luxury you can't afford, that trust is bait, and that love is just the lamp that shows a killer where to aim.

      I was kind once. I trusted people. I loved without conditions or exit strategies.

      That man is dead.

      He died in pieces, the way all the important deaths happen. Not one clean shot but a thousand cuts, each one taking something that doesn't grow back.

      The first cuts were easy. The world ended—not with fire or flood but with silence. A coronal mass ejection turned every circuit on the planet into scrap metal in the time it took to draw a breath. Lights out. Civilization over. Seven billion people suddenly learning that everything they thought they were was just a function of the grid they were plugged into.

      The easy cuts. Starvation. Lawlessness. Watching a good sheriff get executed in his patrol car by men he used to protect. Picking up a rifle and understanding, with a clarity that should have terrified me, that I was built for this. That some part of me had been waiting for permission to stop pretending the world was civilized.

      I got harder. Had to. People depended on me, and softness gets people killed. Friends like Skybox beat the gentle out of me, trained me until violence was muscle memory. Bartos showed me you could laugh at the abyss, and it didn't make the abyss any less real, but it kept you sane enough to fight it. Jack proved a man of God could pull a trigger and still pray.

      They made me capable. That's a polite word for what they made me.

      But capable isn't dangerous. Capable is just competent with a weapon and a willingness to use it. Dangerous is something else. Dangerous is what happens when you take a capable man and break everything inside him that was still soft. Still human. Still worth saving.

      That's where Gia comes in.

      Not her real name. Nothing about her was real except the way she looked at me, and the way her hands felt on my skin, and the sound she made when she laughed, which was rare and always surprised, like joy was something that caught her off guard.

      I loved her in that reckless, absolute way you can only love when you've already lost everything else. She was brilliant—the kind of mind that could decode a plague while the world burned—and she chose me. Out of all the chaos and the dying, she chose me. And I believed it. I believed it the way drowning men believe in lifeboats.

      We were going to have a child.

      We sat in that lab, her hand on her stomach, both of us smiling like idiots because somehow—somehow—in the middle of a world that had gone completely to shit, we had made something new. Something innocent. A reason to keep going beyond just keeping score against the reaper.

      She was the architect of the plague.

      The virus eating humanity alive? Her design, at least partially…maybe all of it. The mutations turning people into things that hunt in packs and drag the living underground? Her blueprint. She'd engineered the apocalypse, justified it as forced evolution. And she'd injected me with a serum she called vitamins that turned my blood into something that makes the infected walk past me like I'm furniture.

      She used me. Built me. Made me into a weapon I didn't consent to become.

      And I killed her for it.

      Not with a gun. With a syringe full of tetrodotoxin cooked from a pufferfish in a marine lab. I held her while the poison stopped her heart. Looked into her eyes and watched the light leave them and felt something inside me go with it—some last tether to the man I used to be snapping clean.

      That's where I became the monster. The source text had it right. Not when you lose a fight. When you lose that person that meant everything. The one you would've attacked hell to protect. When the enemy isn't standing across from you—when the enemy shared your bed and carried your child and whispered that she loved you while she rewrote your DNA. Turning you into…what?

      There's a line in the sand you're afraid to cross but the grief drags you over it anyway. On one side: pain you can survive. On the other: something cold and permanent. A predator in the space where a man used to live.

      I crossed that line. I live on the other side now. Negative space, dark and cold.

      After that, my friends—the people I'd bled for, starved with, buried the dead beside—they got on a ship and sailed away. They had to. Because Gia's parting gift made my touch lethal to anyone without immunity. My brother. My niece. Four thousand people choosing life over loyalty, and I was the one who told them to go.

      They left me a note. Supplies. A map to a cabin in the Georgia woods where the infected convergence hadn't reached.

      That was almost four years ago.

      Four years of talking to a radio that doesn't talk back. Four years of watching dead things shuffle past my tree line, ignoring me because I'm one of them now—not infected, just toxic. Wrong. Built for a purpose I never chose by a woman I killed with my own hands.

      The silence doesn't bother me anymore. That's the part that should scare you. Not the loneliness—the comfort I've found in it. The way I've settled into this emptiness like a round seating in a chamber. Click. Snug. Ready.

      I don't flinch at the shamblers. I don't talk to myself to fill the quiet. I don't keep the photo on the shelf face-up because looking at who I was before hurts less than the nothing I feel when I try.

      Something in me is still changing. Gia's serum never stopped working. I'm faster than I should be. Stronger. I heal from things that should put me down for weeks. I caught my reflection in the glass last week and didn't recognize the man looking back. Leaner. Harder. Eyes that belong to something you'd cross the street to avoid.

      She built me into something. I still don't know what.

      But the world should be worried. Because the things that have been trying to kill me? The infected, the mutations, the raiders, the silence, the isolation, the grief?

      They've been sharpening me. Every loss a whetstone. Every betrayal another degree of heat in the forge. And the thing that's coming out the other side isn't the man who danced with his niece in a sunlit kitchen. It isn't the analyst who sat behind a desk. It isn't even the reluctant leader who built a community and tried to believe the world could be put back together.

      It's something else.

      Colder.

      Harder.

      Patient.

      The world keeps trying to kill me. Hasn't managed it yet. But I think the world has finally figured out that killing me was never the real danger.

      The real danger is what happens when I stop waiting and start moving.

      Something is coming. I can feel it in the pressure drop behind my eyes, in the way the infected have started behaving—organized, purposeful, watching. Three nights ago, something stood outside my cabin in the dark. Not a shambler. Not a hybrid. Something new. Something that studied me through the walls and decided to let me live a little longer.

      The old Scott would have been afraid.

      I wasn't afraid.

      I was angry. Angry and goddamned hungry to fix this shit. Gia’s shit—all of it.
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      In the beginning, there was silence. A deafening, heavy silence that pressed down on his eardrums and seeped into his very soul. It was a silence untouched by the hum of electricity, the roar of engines, the chatter of crowds. It was the silence of a world that had ceased to be.

      Six years, three months, and twenty-two days. That's how long it had been since the CME struck, plunging the world into darkness. Three years, eleven months, and eighteen days since Scott had last heard a human voice that wasn't his own. He'd become a ghost in his own life, haunting the remnants of a civilization that had vanished like smoke on the wind.

      In too many ways, Scott’s existence mirrored that of Dr. Robert Neville from the old, post-apocalyptic flicks. Isolated, haunted by the walking dead, and broadcasting unanswered messages to the void. Every day, he'd climb the ladder up to the loft of his makeshift fortress—a fortified cabin bunker nestled deep in the Georgia woods—and turn his radio antenna to the south, hoping against hope that one of his friends or family, somewhere, might hear his call.

      "This is Sentinel," his voice rasped into the microphone, each word a stab against his unwavering hope. "If anyone is out there, please respond. I'm not a threat, and I don't want anything. I just need to know I am not alone." He knew how desperate that sounded, and he no longer gave a shit.

      He'd repeat the message twice more, his voice echoing across the silent landscape, only to be met by the same crushing silence. The echoes faded, leaving him alone with the shadows of his memories and the gnawing emptiness that had become his constant companion.

      Scott marked another day off the smeared whiteboard calendar. It was a simple task now, one of hundreds he busied himself with each week to keep his mind off the horrors of before. Not so much the horror of a global blackout, the collapse of America, or even the rise of the infected hordes. His dungeon was much more intimate, more personal, more annihilating.

      He clenched his jaw, anger rising again. He threw the marker across the wall, where it clattered against the thick logs. He hated this world, he hated this silence, and God...he hated himself. He hated who he was, what he had become.

      Ironically, the end of the world had not been entirely bad for Scott. He'd made some great friends, had some downright scary adventures, and even found love. Then he had stumbled onto the Catalyst plan and all the evil fucks who were using the blackout to orchestrate the total upheaval of mankind. The cabal of hidden puppet masters had been pulling the strings for years, and then they had come out of the shadows.

      Discovering the full complexity of their plans coincided with discovering that his fiancée, Gia, was one of Catalyst's main architects.

      Scott sighed and walked to the front door and down the main steps of the cabin.

      "Hey, Donnie!" he said to the lumbering husks walking nearby.

      As usual, Donnie said nothing, just ignored him in his aimless wanderings. When Scott had first met the undead neighbor, he was wearing a work shirt with his name over the left pocket. The shirt, as well as a great deal of other things, was missing now. Donnie had not had an easy afterlife. While many of the original infected had long since left or maybe died for good, others he saw on a regular basis. Scott had put tracking devices on a few of them and discovered they moved in rather predictable, regular patterns.

      Back then, he was still trying to work the problem, to do something meaningful. Scott was a problem-solver, but shit...who was he kidding? He knew he was death to anyone who got close to him. While he'd been a loner back...in the before, now he longed for human contact. He worried about his friends and family on the AG; the cruise ship had headed toward Costa Rica. Had they even made it?

      He thought of possible other survivors, which spurred him on...although it seemed unlikely now. The infected had been everywhere. Now, most he saw were like these, just wandering husks. A few times, he thought he'd seen a human figure in the distance, and at least once, he was certain he saw a drone high overhead, but four years...and nothing. No human contact. Occasionally, he could make out what sounded like whispers on the radio. Maybe fading signals from faraway survivor enclaves. Maybe just the dying echoes of souls seeking a final escape from this world.

      Scott walked around to the side, tapped the cistern, and filled a stainless-steel water bottle before taking a long sip.

      "Cicadas are out in force this year." The hum was still low, but he knew it would be growing over the next few weeks. It seemed to come from everywhere, and he appreciated the interruption of the normally oppressive silence. The infected walked on past, down their own lonely path.

      Despite their natural aggression toward uninfected humans, the infected ignored Scott thanks to his dead fiancée. One of her final acts was to let him know she had been injecting him with a compound, an antiviral, or something, to make him immune and cause the infected to ignore him. She'd been telling him for months it was immune boosters and vitamins. What did he know? He was in love.

      The treatment did make him essentially invisible to the hordes of infected, but the flip side was she said it potentially made him contagious to any living humans. With the species' survival on the brink, that wasn't a risk he was willing to explore.

      "I loved you, Gia Colton!" Scott yelled into the darkening sky. "I goddamned loved you."

      In the end, he'd killed her after she revealed who she really was and shot his friend, Skybox. He killed his fiancée before she could wreak any more damage on the world. He'd killed her and also what, at the time, he thought was their unborn child. In that precise moment, he too had died...at least in all the ways that really mattered.

      Watching Donnie fade out of sight, he had to wonder, Am I really any different from them? Scott sat heavily on the steps, his finger idly tracing the unarmed trigger wire that had originally gone to a rather massive bit of hidden explosives. Scott didn't know the person who had built this cabin, supposedly a man named Gerald, or even the other guy who had left him the directions, but it had turned out to be an ideal place to hide out and watch the world burn.

      Arriving near winter that year, he found the cabin had been well stocked and had most of what someone would need to survive long-term: solar power, water collection and purifiers, lots of dry goods and preserved meat, canned vegetables, as well as an area for gardening and decent fishing not too far away. Still, even this was not meant for an actual long-term stay. Already, the stored gas had either been used or gone bad. Some of the canned goods were bad, and many of the others, he suspected, now offered little nutritional value.

      Scott was a doer; he was not prone to sitting around and just letting shit happen. Just surviving now took much of his energy. Like early humans, his life now centered around the growing season—prepping the soil, tending the crops, and protecting the harvest. Add to that the canning and preserving, seed production, and hunting or fishing to keep protein in his diet. Still, occasionally, he found himself with too much time on his hands, like today.

      He disconnected one of the portable power station bricks from the solar array and replaced it with a depleted one. Back inside, he placed the new one on the floor and plugged in several cords. Unlike his pioneer ancestors, Scott had access to knowledge and some technology that they didn't. The electrical grid was down, but this cabin had never even been on the grid. Everything was designed to be low-energy or solar-powered. Gerald had been determined that no one knew about this place. Scott was sure it didn't appear on any public records anywhere.

      The 1200-watt power supply had enough energy for the house's LED lighting, radio, and even the television for his normal daily usage. Over the years, Scott had adapted to what he could and couldn't do. Steaming hot showers gave way to lukewarm sponge baths, and the oven was never turned on unless he had found a supply of fuel for the diesel generator.

      Most days he didn't think about the challenges but instead focused on what needed to be done next. Did he need to make a supply run? What was the obvious thing he was not considering? The simple mental tasks were a routine designed to help keep him sane and insulate him from reality. He clicked on the TV and restarted the old video from the digital storage library. A popular late-night talk show from a decade earlier. Tonight, he simply didn't want to forget what the world used to be like...
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      Scott felt the paper; his fingers traced lightly over the faded ink. After the fight... that last real fight for America, he'd been lost. He'd known he couldn't follow the AG cruise ship on its exodus south, but in time, he'd arrived back where he'd started: Harris Springs, Mississippi. It was now a ghost town in the truest sense of the word.

      His Jeep, enclosed trailer, bike, and a few cases of supplies had been left for him by his friends before they left. They included a map and a note. The map was from a man named Steven Porter, showing him how to get to what they called the Sentinel's Lodge. The map had been a godsend because there was no way Scott could have survived along the Gulf Coast. The convergence of the infected rendered much of the coastal regions into a no-man's land.

      He wasn't sure if the note he held was from Bartos or Todd. He was relatively sure it wasn't from his brother, Bobby. He would have known that chicken scratch.

      Scott stared again at the paper, yellowed at the edges from time. The handwriting was precise, measured—definitely not his brother's scrawl. His eyes tracked across the words:

      Scott,

      There's no easy way to write this. We're sorry for everything you've been through, for the weight you've carried. But I need you to know something—your kindness, your sharp mind, your generosity...they kept us alive. We now have a fighting chance, and it is because of you.

      I wrestled with whether to tell you this, but you deserve the truth. About Gia—she wasn't pregnant. Tahir found records detailing a diagnosis. It was a tumor, a cancerous mass, and apparently non-survivable. I know this doesn't change what happened up in Tennessee, but maybe it helps explain some things.

      One more thing you need to know. On the road out, we saw something that changes everything. The infected—they're not just hunting. They're breeding. I watched it happen, and I still don't fully believe it. Pregnant females. Males protecting them. Whatever this thing is, it's building toward something. Which means the clock we thought was running in our favor isn't. Tell whoever you find. This matters.

      Don't let this place become your tomb, friend. There will be others out there, good people who could use someone like you. Keep searching for a way to get to us in Costa Rica—there has to be a treatment, a solution to your condition. But above all else, survive. That's an order, brother.

      Stay strong,

      —All of us.

      The paper crinkled in Scott's grip. He smoothed it carefully, folding it along worn creases before tucking it back into his jacket pocket. The truth about Gia's pregnancy had hit him like a hammer blow that day, but somehow it didn't carry the same weight now. Maybe too much had happened since then. Maybe he'd already made his peace with it in his own way.

      Ultimately, there was no child, which was for the best. There had been no wife, no family, and now his friends were thousands of miles away. Still, he thought of them constantly. Those few precious years between the blackout and the exodus. So much had happened, so many people gone, but also sparks of happiness. Watching his niece mature, meeting Angelique and Roosevelt, and all the others. They had done some amazing things to keep that town alive. Maybe it had been worth it. Just maybe he had made a difference in a few lives.

      Scott leaned against the weathered wooden railing of his porch, chores of the day finally done. The sun dipped low over the horizon, casting a golden hue across the decaying homestead. The breeze from the east whispered through the forest, stirring more memories he'd rather forget. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      "Why am I still here?" he muttered to himself, eyes scanning the complete emptiness of this world.

      His fortified cabin, an island in this sea of desolation, seemed more like a prison with each passing day. The silence, once a comfort, now felt suffocating. He clenched his fists, feeling the grit of survival embedded in his calloused hands.

      The cabin was a physical manifestation of his determination to stay alive—solar panels jerry-rigged for power, rain barrels feeding the cistern for water, and walls reinforced against any unwelcome guests. Yet, despite all his efforts, he couldn't shake the gnawing emptiness that had taken root in his soul.

      "What's left to fight for?" Scott wondered aloud. The wind offered no answers.

      He thought about Gia again, about the lies and the tumor. Back then, he'd built his life around protecting her, around believing there was something worth saving. That she could help them save the world. Then that illusion had shattered. Evil had won; an empty world was its prize. Was his own survival enough? Was merely existing worth all this struggle?

      He felt the paper in his pocket and touched the note once more. The words ran through his head, heavier than they had before.

      ‘...they kept us alive... your kindness... your sharp mind...’ Scott's finger traced the note's edge through the cloth.

      His friends' words echoed in his mind. They were out there somewhere, fighting their own battles, trying to build something from the ruins. They had a purpose—they had each other. But Scott? He had a country of empty towns, wandering dead, and ghosts that plagued him constantly.

      A flicker of movement caught his eye at the edge of the trees—a deer, perhaps, or something less benign? He reached for his rifle instinctively but paused. The animal bounded away into the woods, and he lowered the weapon.

      "What am I doing here?" he asked softly once more.

      There were no easy answers in this broken world. Maybe survival wasn't enough anymore. Maybe it never had been. He felt the note once more in his jacket pocket. Part talisman, part anchor. It stretched back through timelines to anchor him to a life long gone.

      The sun dipped below the horizon completely now, shadows swallowing what was left of the known world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken nearly three years before Scott noticed the first one. The variant—definitely not the normal infected husks. These were... well, they were something else. He originally hoped it was just an aberration. Unfortunately, it wasn’t. He already surmised they were mankind's next evolutionary step into the abyss.

      He first spotted it while on one of his supply runs. A shiver of unease ran through him as he crouched behind a rusted-out sedan, eyes narrowing on the creature moving through the rubble-strewn street. It wasn't like the others. Its movements were deliberate, tactical. The regular infected stumbled aimlessly, driven by primal urges, but this one seemed to scan its surroundings with purpose. It was aware...hyper-aware. A predator adapted to an ever-changing hunting ground.

      Scott tightened his grip on his rifle, heart thudding in his chest. He had to be sure. Slowly, he rose to get a better view, careful not to draw attention. The variant's skin was an ashen gray, stretched taut over a nearly skeletal frame. Its eyes seemed to glow faintly, reflecting the dim light—a chilling contrast to the vacant stares of the typical infected.

      "Dammit," he muttered under his breath, pressing himself back down behind the car. His mind considered the possibilities and implications. If there were more of these things out there...

      Gia had always said the virus just wants to live, and to do that, it has to evolve; adapt. There had been more to those conversations between her, DJ, and Tahir, but he couldn't recall them now. Was this the next wave? Would they ignore him like the original infected did?

      The variant continued its slow patrol down the street, pausing now and then as if listening for something only it could hear.

      Over the coming weeks, Scott tracked the variants from his numerous observation posts, documenting their behaviors in a worn leather journal. Through his scope, he watched as a pack of six coordinated their movements to corner a deer.

      The deer froze at the edge of the clearing, nostrils flaring as it tested the air. Scott watched through his scope from the ridge above, his finger hovering near the trigger guard. Several variants had positioned themselves in a rough semicircle, their movements herding the deer forward.

      The lead variant crouched behind a fallen oak; its muscular frame coiled like a spring. Two others flanked the deer's escape routes while the remaining three held back, creating a funnel. They seemed to communicate, Scott thought—subtle gestures—a tilt of the head, a barely raised hand—silent coordination that made Scott's stomach clench.

      The deer bolted.

      It ran directly into their trap. The lead variant erupted from cover with inhuman speed, gray flesh rippling over exposed sinew. The deer veered left, straight toward the second ambush point. Another variant launched itself from behind a boulder, razor-sharp fingernails raking across the animal's hindquarters.

      Blood sprayed across the dead grass.

      The deer stumbled, bleating in terror as it tried to regain its footing. The variants closed in with predatory patience, herding their wounded prey toward the center of their formation. No frenzied feeding like the regular infected—this was methodical.

      The third variant struck from the right, jaws clamping down on the deer's neck with a wet crunch of vertebrae. The animal's legs buckled, but it wasn't finished. The remaining variants circled the thrashing deer, taking turns to deliver precise strikes—one severing tendons, another opening the abdomen with the precision of a surgeon.

      Steaming entrails spilled onto the forest floor.

      Scott's scope trembled as he watched them work. The deer's struggles grew weaker, its eyes rolling back as shock set in. The variants didn't tear at the flesh like rabid animals. Instead, they waited. Watched. Only when the deer's breathing stopped completely did they begin to feed.

      Then they consumed large portions of the carcass with disturbing efficiency, each taking specific portions as if following some unspoken hierarchy. The largest claimed the choicest organs, while the others stripped meat from bone with systematic precision.

      Within twenty minutes, they were gone, along with whatever remained of the kill. The only signs of what had happened were the dark stains on the earth.

      The variants melted back into the forest as silently as they had arrived, leaving Scott with the chilling realization that humanity's replacements weren't just evolving—they were organized, smart, and feeding. These weren't mindless infected driven by base hunger. They were something far more dangerous, maybe a new species.

      Intelligent predators with a taste for meat and the patience to hunt in packs.

      The efficiency of their hunt was as impressive as it was terrifying. A new apex predator loosed on the killing fields of what had been America.

      Scott’s hand trembled as he made another entry: ‘Day 2,386 - Variant pack displaying advanced hunting patterns. They're learning, adapting. Using terrain features for ambush points. Some seem to have a mottling in the skin that acts like natural camouflage.’

      Through his binoculars, he observed their hierarchy. A larger variant, its frame even more muscular than the others, directed the group through subtle gestures. The others responded instantly, spreading out in a practiced formation that spoke of countless successful hunts.

      ‘The wild hog never stood a chance. The pack herded it toward a dead end, cutting off escape routes one by one. Their coordination was flawless, practiced. The alpha variant made a sharp clicking sound, and two others flanked wide while three drove the prey forward.’

      Scott closed his journal and rubbed his tired eyes. The variants were evolving faster than he'd imagined possible. Each week brought new observations of their growing capabilities. They'd already claimed most of the surrounding territory, pushing out or eliminating the regular infected with brutal efficiency.

      "Nature abhors a vacuum," he whispered to himself, remembering something Gia used to say. The thought of his former lover sent a familiar pang through his chest, but he pushed it aside. He had to focus on survival now.

      The mutants, or hybrids, or whatever the fuck they were, were fast becoming the Apex predators in this new world. Their growing numbers and intelligence meant his solitary existence would only become more precarious. Already, he'd noticed them probing his defenses, testing for weaknesses in his security measures. He didn't think they were a threat to him personally. His immunity seemed to be holding—at least for now.

      It had been a few weeks back, the first time he'd heard anything human. He was fiddling with the frequency dials on the radio when the static briefly gave way to a faint voice. It sounded female, her words distorted by distance and interference.

      "...Cata...immun...safe haven...coord..."

      He strained to make out the details, scribbling down fragments in his journal. The possible mention of Catalyst made him shiver. If there were others out there connected to the project, they might have answers he desperately needed. They could also be to blame for mankind's collapse.

      The voice faded, swallowed by the relentless hiss of static. Scott sighed, rubbing his temples. These tantalizing hints of other survivors were both a source of hope...and frustration. He couldn't risk leaving the safety of his cabin to seek them out, not with the new variants growing bolder by the day.

      Still, the possibility of others with natural immunity to the bioweapon was a glimmer of light in a very bleak world. If Catalyst plans and hideouts had been as widespread as he suspected, then maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for humanity to survive this shit.

      His thoughts turned again to Gia, and the familiar mix of anger and grief welled up inside him. She had been part of the team that created this nightmare, even if she hadn't known the full extent of what they were doing. Somehow, though, he now believed she did. The knowledge of that betrayal, not just to him but to the entire human race, was still raging within him.

      Scott stood abruptly, the chair clattering to the floor behind him. He paced the length of the room, his mind considering the voice. If he could find others with immunity, they might be able to pool their knowledge and resources, maybe even find a way to fight back against the variants. He was getting ahead of himself; it had barely been a voice—maybe just his own mind warping the static into something familiar.

      Pragmatism took over, pushing hope aside, at least for now. His job was to survive, plan ahead, and be ready. He needed to stock up before the variants cut off his access to resources entirely. It was a dangerous gamble, but one he had to take.

      Tomorrow, Scott would head out. He took his beloved road bike out of its mount and meticulously went over every component to make sure it was up for the trip. The familiar ritual of checking each bolt, testing the brakes, and spinning the wheels brought a measure of calm to his racing thoughts.

      His fingers traced the aluminum frame, remembering when he'd first made the switch from carbon fiber. The lighter material had been a luxury in the old world, but aluminum proved far more durable against the debris-strewn roads and rough handling of post-collapse travel. He'd learned that lesson the hard way after cracking his original frame on a jagged chunk of asphalt three years back.

      The tires came next—thick, puncture-resistant rubber that could handle everything from broken glass to rusted metal scattered across what remained of the highways. He'd found them in an abandoned bike shop outside Warner Robins, along with enough spare tubes to last another year if he was careful. The treads still looked good, though he made a mental note to check them again after tomorrow's supply run.

      Scott adjusted the seat height and tested the gear shifters, his hands finding the familiar motions without conscious thought—seat height, derailleur tension, brake play. Even in this hellscape, the bike remained his one constant companion, a piece of his former life that still functioned exactly as designed. When everything else had fallen apart—society, technology, relationships—the simple mechanics of pedals, chains, and wheels endured.

      He checked the brake cables, squeezing the levers until he felt the satisfying bite of rubber against rim. The rear derailleur needed minor adjustment, but nothing that would affect performance. His hands moved on autopilot, tightening here, loosening there, each motion bringing the machine closer to perfection.

      The joy of being on the bike was still part of his DNA, woven into his very being like the need for food or sleep. Even with variants prowling the countryside and resources dwindling, the thought of flying down empty roads with the wind rushing past his face quickened his pulse. That freedom, that connection between man and machine, represented everything the collapse hadn't managed to destroy.

      Scott ran his palm along the handlebar tape, checking for loose spots. Tomorrow's supply run would take him farther from the cabin than he'd ventured in months, deep into territory the variants could be claiming as their own. The bike would be his lifeline—silent, fast, and capable of navigating terrain no vehicle could easily handle.

      He wheeled it back to its mount, satisfied. Everything was ready.
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      The bike clicked along beneath him, skinny tires whispering over what was left of the highway. Scott kept his cadence easy. No need to push it yet — he had miles to cover and spare tubes were getting harder to find. No need to waste on the rough stuff.

      The morning was clean. Cool air, low sun, the kind of light that used to mean a good ride to nowhere. He let himself feel it for a minute. The pull in his quads, the small rhythmic tick of the chain, the way the bike just rolled. That part hadn't changed. The road went away under the wheels and his body remembered how to do this without being asked.

      The road, though. That was different.

      A tangle of guardrail leaned across the southbound lane where some long-dead pickup had taken it down. Past that, a stretch of pavement buckled in the heat had cracked open like dropped pottery. Scott eased onto the shoulder, eyes working ahead — not on the next twenty feet, but on the next two hundred. The shoulder was where the glass lived. Bottles. Mirror chunks. The shrapnel the world had been throwing off ever since people stopped sweeping it up. Added to it was now years of deadfall, vines and thorns. He picked his line carefully.

      This was the trick now. The joy was still there. But so was everything that wanted to kill or eat him.

      He passed a feed store with its windows blown out, a rusted school bus tipped into the ditch beside it. No movement. He looked anyway. He always looked.

      A mile farther on, the kudzu had taken a whole farmhouse and was working on the silo. Scott stood up on the pedals and gave the cranks a hard turn through the open stretch — the bike answered the way it always had, light under him, hungry for it. For maybe four seconds it could have been any morning before the world ended.

      Then he saw the marks.

      Three furrows raked across the asphalt where something had crossed at full stride. Fresh. The pavement still showed bright scoring under the gray. Scott eased back into the saddle and let the speed bleed off, his eyes moving the way Bartos had taught him a lifetime ago — tree line, ditch, tree line, ditch. Hybrid. Last night, maybe earlier. Going east. Toward Hawkinsville.

      Of course it was.

      He pulled the silenced handgun from the holster strapped to his thigh and laid it across the top tube where his hand could find it. Kept rolling. The town was another two miles. He'd stash the bike at the edge of it — no point announcing himself, and no point losing it if things went sideways.

      The joy was gone now. The wind in his face still felt the same.

      Scott walked uneasily through the empty streets of Hawkinsville, the once lively town now a graveyard of abandoned cars and overgrown lawns. His steps were measured, each footfall quiet as he moved from shadow to shadow, ever wary of movement or sound. The summer heat had turned the asphalt into a radiating stove, the air shimmering with oppressive warmth.

      His eyes darted to every corner, scanning for any sign of life or the undead hybrids that roamed these parts. He carried a worn backpack, its contents sparse but essential: a few tools, some water, and his trusted knife. The rifle now slung across his back added a comforting weight.

      He entered an old grocery store, its automatic doors long broken. Inside, the air was stale and thick with dust. Shelves lay toppled and empty; only a few scattered cans and boxes remained. He moved quickly but carefully, checking each item he found.

      A can of green beans—Scott picked it up and inspected it closely. The label was faded, the metal slightly rusted. He shook it near his ear; the slosh inside was disheartening. He set it back down with a sigh. Even canned goods were going bad in the oppressive South Georgia heat.

      In the far corner, he spotted a stack of buckets labeled ‘Freeze-Dried Meals.’ His heart quickened as he made his way over. He pried the lid off one and found sealed packages of food, still good. These were gold in this world. He filled his pack with as many as he could carry.

      Next, he searched for staples—rice and beans—scavenging what little he could find that hadn't been ruined by rodents or moisture. The hunt felt futile at times; the end had come quickly enough that a lot of supplies had been left. Now most were spoiled, nutrient-poor, or just plain disgusting. But persistence paid off when he discovered a small stash in an old cellar in the back of the store. He found these small-town stores had more to offer than the larger chains and warehouse stores.

      The temperature dropped noticeably as he descended into the darkness, his flashlight beam cutting through the gloom. Cool air hinted at possible preservation. Scott found cans lined up neatly on wooden shelves—peas, corn, even some meat stews—and carefully selected those that seemed in the best condition.

      As he prepared to leave, a sudden noise froze him in place—a soft shuffle from upstairs followed by a low growl that made his ass clench. Scott extinguished his flashlight and held his breath, listening intently.

      The sound grew louder, closer. Something—or someone—was in the store with him.

      His mind ticked off his options: fight or flight? Every muscle tensed as he readied himself for whatever lay ahead in the dim silence of the town's forsaken grocery store.

      Scott's pulse kicked hard as he heard the creature's footsteps approaching, a steady rhythm that echoed through the abandoned store. He pressed himself against the cool cellar wall, his mind cycling through his diminishing options. The hybrid, or variant—and he was sure that was what it was—had already caught his scent; there was no avoiding the confrontation.

      He went for his pistol only to realize it was now in his pack. His rifle was propped near one of the racks. Slowly he drew his knife from its sheath, the blade glinting in the dim light filtering through the cracks in the cellar door. His other hand tightened around the strap of his backpack, ready to swing it as a makeshift weapon if needed.

      The sound of footfalls grew louder, and a shadow fell across the doorway. Scott held his breath, his muscles coiled like springs ready to unleash. The hybrid's silhouette appeared, a grotesque fusion of human and something else entirely. Its eyes glowed an eerie yellow in the darkness, and its teeth gleamed as it snarled.

      In a flash, the creature lunged forward, its claws outstretched. Scott dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding the attack. He swung his heavy backpack, connecting with the hybrid's head and sending it stumbling backward. The creature quickly regained its footing; its eyes now fixed on Scott with a predatory intensity.

      Scott knew he had to act fast. He feinted to the left, then lunged to the right, his knife slashing at the hybrid's exposed flank. The blade found its mark, and the creature howled in pain, its blood splattering the cellar floor. Actual blood, red blood, human-looking blood. Scott noted it vaguely for later analysis...if there was a later.

      But the wound only seemed to enrage the hybrid further. It charged at Scott, its movements a blur of speed and fury. Scott managed to sidestep the attack, but the creature's claws caught his arm, tearing through his sleeve and leaving deep gashes in his skin.

      Pain seared through Scott's arm, but he gritted his teeth and fought through it. He couldn't afford to lose focus, not now. The hybrid circled him, its eyes never leaving his face, waiting for an opening to strike.

      Scott thought quickly as he tried to anticipate the creature's next move. He knew he couldn't outrun it, and fighting in close quarters put him at a disadvantage. He needed to even the odds, and fast.

      His eyes darted around the cellar, searching for anything he could use as a weapon. Then he spotted it: a rusted metal shelf, its edges jagged and sharp. If he could just reach it...

      The hybrid's throat rattled with a wet, hoarse cough that echoed through the cellar. Ice crept up into Scott's spine—the sound wasn't random or instinctive. The creature's yellow eyes fixed on him as it released another guttural bark that sounded even more ominous as it bounced off the concrete walls.

      Shit. It was calling others.

      The hybrid dropped into a crouch, nostrils flaring as it drew in deep breaths. Its head swiveled, tracking Scott's previous movements through the store. The creature's muscles rippled beneath its mottled skin as it tested the air currents, piecing together Scott's path like a trained bloodhound.

      Scott's mind flashed back to the careful way he'd moved through town, staying in shadows and masking his trail. But this thing—this evolved monster—had tracked him anyway. Each movement filled with purpose, each pause to taste the air, revealed an intellect and skills that were far removed from the rambling husks he'd grown used to.

      The hybrid's lip curled back, exposing rows of jagged teeth. Blood from its wound dripped onto the floor, but it showed no indications of pain or weakness. Its focus remained absolute, predatory—the injury merely a temporary setback in its hunt.

      This wasn't a random encounter. The creature had stalked him into this confined space. And now it was calling in reinforcements. This thing was hunting him, but why?

      Scott's fingers tightened around his knife handle as answering howls echoed from somewhere out on the street. The hybrid's eyes gleamed with cold satisfaction.

      Slowly, Scott placed the knife on the top shelf, barely moving and not making a sound. Reaching to his back, he removed the Russian PSS from the sleeve of his pack. He kept the sound suppressor on it for times just like this.

      The monster's eyes fixed on Scott just as he brought the weapon up. The back-to-back .45 caliber rounds from the silenced weapon caught the animal in the throat and lower jaw, ripping most of its head off.

      Just as fast, the remaining hybrids appeared in the doorway, one on each side. Their movements were synchronized, precise—like trained soldiers taking positions. Scott tracked them through his sights, noting how they used the building's corners for cover, exposing minimal target area.

      Blood trickled down his arm, making his grip slick on the PSS. The first hybrid darted across the doorway, fast but controlled. Scott's shot caught it mid-stride, the suppressed round punching through its temple. The creature dropped without a sound. Scott hit it twice more just to be sure.

      Its partner didn't rush in blindly. Instead, it waited, testing Scott's patience. Five seconds passed. Ten. The hybrid's shadow shifted slightly—a feint. Scott held his fire. The real attack came low, the creature rolling across the threshold. Scott's first shot went wide as the move caused pain to lance through his injured arm. His second and third rounds found their mark, striking center mass.

      Scott staggered out of the store, his breath coming in sharp gasps. The street stretched empty before him, but instinct made him look up. A dark shape launched from the roof above, claws extended. This fourth hybrid had circled around, using the height advantage.

      Scott's injured arm screamed as he brought the silenced handgun up. The hybrid's yellow eyes locked onto his, its lips pulled back in a grotesque grin. Scott squeezed the trigger. Click. Empty. He could hear Bartos and Skybox admonishing him for being an idiot. Count your fucking rounds!

      He threw himself sideways as the creature leapt, crashing down where he'd stood. Scott's shoulder hit the pavement hard. The hybrid recovered instantly, pivoting on all fours. Scott fumbled with his spare magazine, his bloody fingers struggling with the release.

      The hybrid bunched its muscles, preparing to pounce. Scott slammed the fresh magazine home and brought the weapon up just as it leaped. The round caught the creature in mid-air, spinning it sideways. It hit the ground thrashing, yellow eyes dimming as blood pooled beneath it.

      Scott slumped against a car, his heart hammering. These weren't mindless infected anymore—they had hunted as a pack, used tactics. He looked at the hybrid's corpse, its features too human-like for comfort. They were evolving, becoming something worse.
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      Grabbing the bike and his meager haul, the ride back was even more challenging. His wounds made every pedal stroke a piece of choreographed agony. Idly, he considered all the abandoned houses he passed — he could take shelter in any of them. But they weren't his. They belonged to the ghosts, to the shamblers, or maybe to whatever came next.

      Scott's boots crunched along the gravel path leading to his cabin. His arm throbbed with each step, the makeshift bandage already soaked through. He stashed the bike and one of his weapons in the truck. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across his vegetable garden, but something felt wrong. The usual chorus of crickets and birdsong had vanished, leaving an unsettling void.

      He paused at the garden, scanning the perimeter. The tomato plants swayed in a gentle breeze, their leaves rustling against the metal fence. His motion sensors showed no alerts, the solar panels still gleamed in their precise rows, and the near-silent generator hummed its steady rhythm—but the silence pressed in around him.

      The raised beds needed water. Scott crossed to the rain barrel, fighting the urge to rush inside where he would be secure. The barrel's spigot creaked as he filled his watering can. Water splashed against dry soil, the sound too loud in the dead air.

      A sudden explosion of movement made him drop the can. A covey of quail burst from the tall grass well beyond the garden, their wings whistling frantically as they scattered in all directions. Scott's hand flew to his holster, drawing the Glock in one smooth motion as he tracked their flight path back to the source.

      His eyes locked onto the tree line near where the birds had flushed. The pines stood motionless, shadows deepening. But something had spooked those quail. His homestead felt distorted, patterns all wrong.

      Predators. The silence meant predators in the area. The local wildlife knew it, too, hunkering down or fleeing ahead of the threat.

      His mind flashed to the hybrid's strategic movements in town, their coordinated hunting strategy. Those intelligent killers probing his defenses—one more data point, one more threat. Had they followed him home? He wanted to get inside, treat his wounds, and pull up security camera footage.

      Scott holstered the pistol and slipped the rifle out of his nearby truck. He gripped the gun tightly and moved toward the tree line, fighting the burning in his wounded arm. The late afternoon shadows stretched across his property like grasping fingers. He needed to deal with whatever lurked out there before darkness fell.

      Keeping to the edge of the clearing, he circled wide around his vegetable garden. The silence still hung heavily, broken only by the soft crunch of his boots on dead pine needles. A worn game trail cut through the underbrush ahead, leading down toward the drainage ditch that marked his property line.

      Something caught his eye—fresh marks in the soil near the ditch's edge. Scott crouched down, studying the disturbed earth. These weren't animal tracks. The parallel grooves suggested something or someone had belly-crawled through here, probably within the last few hours. The infected didn't crawl like that.

      Scott traced his perimeter. Solar array—untouched. Water system—fine. But near the cistern's main tank, grass lay pressed flat in a deliberate pattern. A watching position.

      The food storage shed's padlock hung exactly as he'd left it, but fresh scratches marred the metal near the hinges. Too deliberate for animal claws, too precise for the mindless infected. Someone had tested the lock mechanism. Looked for weak points.

      "Damn hybrids would've just torn through the wall," he muttered. These scratches meant people. He hadn't seen other people in years and could think of no good reason for anyone to venture way the hell out here. There were lots of easier supplies practically everywhere else.

      He circled back to the greenhouse. Slight impressions in the soft soil around the foundation, and—Shit. One panel had been lifted and carefully replaced. The locking clip sat in the wrong position.

      The generator housing showed similar signs. Subtle marks where someone had examined the fuel lines and electrical connections. Nothing damaged, just... studied. Someone had cased his compound. Someone with training.

      Scott approached his cabin, eyes narrowing at the worn flagstones leading to the front door. The trigger step—third from the top—remained pristine, its surface unmarked by footprints or scuffs. In fact, the entire entrance area showed no signs of disturbance, not even the usual bird droppings or scattered leaves.

      The motion sensor LED light flared to life as he crossed its range, casting harsh shadows across the porch. Above the door, the security camera's red LED blinked steadily. Its twin on the corner of the house tracked his movement, tiny servos whirring quietly.

      He shifted the weight of his pack, wincing as the movement pulled at his wounded arm. The front door's reinforced frame stood solid, just as he'd left it. No scratches around the lock, no sign of tampering with the hinges. Whatever had been studying his property hadn't approached the cabin itself.

      Scott pulled his key ring free and worked through the series of locks—deadbolt, chain, and the heavy steel bar that dropped into brackets on either side. The door swung open with a familiar creak. He stepped inside, dragging his pack of scavenged supplies across the threshold.

      His fingers located the control panel in the dark. Scott punched in the security code and listened to the satisfying thunk of the automatic locks reengaging. Steel shutters rolled down over the windows with a metallic whir, sealing him inside his fortress.

      The cabin's interior remained exactly as he'd left it—maps spread across the dining table, radio equipment humming softly in the corner, dishes from breakfast still drying in the rack. But the normalcy felt wrong now, knowing something...or maybe someone had been examining his defenses while he was away. The new variants were smart, but he didn't think they would have been so precise.

      Scott slumped onto the bathroom stool, his med kit spread across the counter. Blood had soaked through his makeshift bandage, turning the fabric a dark crimson. He peeled back the cloth, gritting his teeth as dried blood pulled at the wounds.

      "Son of a bitch." The hybrid's claws had left three parallel gashes, each nearly four inches long and deep enough to see muscle tissue. The edges were ragged, torn rather than cleanly cut. Dark bruising spread outward from each laceration.

      He grabbed the bottle of hydrogen peroxide and held his arm over the sink. The liquid fizzed and bubbled as it hit the wounds, sending white-hot needles of pain shooting up his arm. Scott's vision blurred. He steadied himself against the counter, breathing slowly and measured through clenched teeth.

      The deepest gash needed stitches. Scott threaded the curved needle with shaking hands, the fishing line slipping twice before he got it through. He took a long pull from his whiskey bottle, then pressed the edges of the wound together.

      The needle pierced his skin with a sick pop. The fishing line rasped through tissue with each pull, a sound he felt more than heard. Scott's stomach lurched as he watched it emerge on the other side, drawing the black thread through his flesh. Blood welled up around the suture. He tied off the first stitch, then started the next one.

      By the fourth stitch, sweat dripped down his face. The bathroom lights seemed too bright, making his head spin. The needle slipped, jabbing deep into undamaged tissue. Scott's curse echoed off the tile walls.

      At least nobody was around to critique his needlework. What a silver fucking lining.

      He had to pause, resting his forehead against the cool mirror until the wave of nausea passed. Blood and whiskey—that's what the bathroom smelled like now. His own personal field hospital.

      Eight stitches later, the worst gash was closed. The other two weren't as deep but still needed cleaning. Scott poured more peroxide over them, watching pus and blood drain into the sink. He pressed gauze against the wounds, applying antibiotic ointment before butterfly bandages and several drops of super glue, then wrapping his forearm in fresh bandages.

      The hybrid's claws must have carried some kind of infection. The skin around the wounds felt hot to the touch, and angry red streaks were already spreading up toward his elbow. Scott dry-swallowed two antibiotics from his dwindling supply, hoping they'd be enough to fight whatever poison that thing had introduced into his system. This might be his first encounter with the mutant beast, but it likely wouldn't be the last. He hoped it was the last time he'd have to fight off more than one.

      The antibiotics would need an hour to start working. Scott grabbed his weapons and moved to the desk where his security system hummed. He might as well make use of the wait time.

      He field-stripped the weapons with practiced movements, laying the parts on a clean cloth beside the keyboard. The familiar ritual of weapon maintenance helped steady his hands as he clicked through security camera footage. His eyes darted between the computer screen and each component as he scrubbed them clean.

      The footage showed the usual parade of wildlife—wild turkeys scratching through his garden, a blurred shape that might have been a bobcat or fox slinking past the greenhouse, deer browsing at the edge of his clearing. Regular infected stumbled through the frame occasionally, drawn by motion or some random sound before wandering off again.

      But the spots where he'd found those strange marks? Nothing. Scott frowned, reassembling the pistol's slide as he tabbed between camera views. Each location where he'd discovered signs of reconnaissance fell just outside his cameras' coverage.

      Of course. Because his day needed to get better.

      He pulled up the feed from his eastern perimeter camera, rewinding through hours of footage. That camera was mounted high up on a tree and was nearly impossible to spot. His hands paused on the gun's rail as something caught his eye. There—against the far wall of his storage shed. A dark shape moved across the frame, too blurry and indistinct to make out details. Scott leaned closer to the screen, squinting at the grainy image. The shadow seemed to flow rather than walk, hugging the wall's surface in a way that defied natural movement.

      "What the fuck was that?" He clicked back and forth through the frames. The shape appeared in only three frames before vanishing, too quick for the camera's motion capture to properly track.

      That's not infected. Not hybrid. What the hell are you?
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      Scott's fingers drummed against the wooden windowsill, his gaze fixed on the tree line. A flock of crows burst from the canopy, their wings beating against the morning air in a chaotic scatter. Wrong direction for the wind. Wrong time of day for natural movement. The night had been restless but uneventful.

      He reached for the Remington 700, his palm finding the familiar warmth of the walnut stock. Through the iron sights, he tracked the disturbance—branches swaying against the breeze, a ripple effect moving steadily closer to the lodge.

      The weapon's weight steadied his breathing as he backed away from the window. His boots traced the well-worn path through the property defenses—past the steel-reinforced door, around the timber beam blockade in the main room, and toward the hidden trapdoor in the closet.

      Raiders or pirates or whatever else might still be around wouldn't be this careful—they'd come in force, guns blazing. The hybrids might show more tactical awareness, but they rarely ventured this close to his position. Their evolution hadn't progressed to understanding complex structures yet.

      That left desperate survivors. But why here? The valley held hundreds of empty homes, most with easier access and zero defenses. His location wasn't on any maps, and he'd carefully eliminated signs of occupation visible from the main road.

      The movement drew closer. Scott counted his breaths, finger resting beside the trigger guard. Three slugs in the tube. Rifle beside him and extra magazines in his vest. Two more backup weapons cached near his escape route. Enough ammunition to put down a small group if it came to that.

      But something felt wrong about this approach. Too deliberate. Too focused. Like someone had specifically targeted his position rather than stumbling on it by dumb luck.

      "Morty, you see anything?"

      The shambling zombie with the immobile arm wandered aimlessly through the fading light, refusing to share any intel with Scott. Useless bastard.

      A tinny, metallic chime pierced the early morning silence. Scott's muscles tensed—the perimeter alarm. His eyes darted to the crude diagram scratched into his logbook. Off to the northwest, maybe sixty yards out. Sometimes the infected set it off, but the heat sensors usually ignored those cold fucks. The bell shouldn't have triggered at that angle unless...

      "Scott... I know you're in there. If I meant you harm, you'd already be dead."

      The voice cut through the air like a blade—measured, precise, carrying an edge of authority that set Scott's mind reeling. No panic in those words. No desperation. Just cold certainty.

      Scott pressed his back against the wall, swapping the shotgun for the rifle and sweeping his scope across the tree line. No movement. No glint of weapons. No signs of flanking maneuvers. Professional. Military maybe, or whatever might pass for it these days.

      He came fully alert, considering scenarios. Single infiltrator? Unlikely, given current survival rates. Scout for a larger force? Possible, but the approach was too obvious for that. Someone who knew the layout, then. Someone who'd watched long enough to map his defenses. Someone who knew his fucking name.

      Well, shit.

      The gun's stock pressed against his shoulder as he edged toward the doorway. Shadow pooled beneath the overhang—good cover, clear lines of sight in three directions. He kept the barrel low, ready but not threatening. Yet.

      The morning light caught dust motes dancing through the air. Beyond them, the forest waited. Still. Silent. Watching.

      A branch snapped—deliberate, almost theatrical. The stranger wanted to be found. Wanted Scott to know exactly where he stood. The real question was why.

      Scott moved into a better firing position and knelt, letting the darkness swallow him while maintaining his view of the clearing. His finger rested beside the trigger, ready to end this conversation the permanent way if needed.

      The morning shadows stretched across the clearing as Scott's voice cut through the stillness. "You're trespassing. State your business or keep walking."

      A figure emerged from the tree line with deliberate steps, each movement fluid and relaxed. No weapons visible, but the way he carried himself spoke of years spent putting bodies in the ground. His dark gray and black clothing blended with the shadows, hood pulled low over his face. His movements seemed familiar somehow...

      "We both know I'm not here by accident." The voice carried a tone that brooked no argument. "I need your help, Scott. Whether you want to give it or not."

      The stranger's eyes caught the early light—focused, studying Scott's position
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