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      Angela Fallow squinted through the rain-streaked windshield, struggling to make out the house in the lengthening gloom. A few minutes ago, the streetlights had flickered to life, but their yellowed light did little to banish the shadows.

      Leaning against her window, Angela held her breath to keep the glass from fogging and willed her eyes to pierce the twilight. Beyond the brightly-lit sidewalk and white-picket fence, nothing moved.

      Finally reassured, she let out a long sigh and sat back in her seat, allowing herself a smile of satisfaction. There was no sign of anyone outside the house, no silent shadows slipping closer to the warm light coming from the windows.

      At least, no one that could be seen.

      Berating herself for her nerves, Angela turned her attention to logistics. The touchscreen on her dashboard brightened as she tapped it, making her glad for the tinted windows. Pursing her lips, she studied the credentials one last time. A driver’s license on the screen showed a young woman in her early forties. Auburn hair hung around her shoulders and her scarlet lips wore the faintest hint of a smile. An early sign of her disdain for authority, perhaps? Though, the smile spread to her cheeks, crinkling the skin around her olive-green eyes.

      Why were you smiling that day, Margaret Sanders?

      Angela sighed. She couldn’t understand how people could still smile after…well, everything. It had to be a refusal of reality on some level, didn’t it? To pretend everything was okay when the world was falling apart…

      Beneath the pictures was a description of the woman: height, weight, license number, last known address, school and work history, her current occupation as a college teacher, and marital status. The last was listed as widowed with a single child. Her husband had succumbed to cancer almost a decade previously.

      Shaking her head, Angela looked into the woman’s eyes. What could have driven her to this end? She had a house, a son, solid employment as a teacher. Why would she throw it all away, siding with violent rebels and anarchists, when she had so much to lose?

      The smile lines around her eyes were those of a kind soul.  Her support for the resistance fighters seemed out of character, but the photos on Angela’s dash didn’t lie. Perhaps if she’d truly understood the consequences…

      …but no, the government didn’t give second chances—especially not with traitors of the state.

      Now both mother and son would suffer for her actions.

      Tapping the screen, Angela pulled up the son’s file. Christopher Sanders, at eighteen, was the reason she had come tonight. The assault team would handle the mother and any associates who might be on the premises, but the son had been selected for the Praegressus project. That meant he had to be taken unharmed.

      His profile described him as five-foot-eleven and a 150 pounds. Not large by any measure. She flicked through the file, noting the blackbelt in his record, along with his participation across several athletics team on the coast. That, along with his exemplary academic record, made Chris a prime candidate for the project. It dismayed her to see so much potential lost to the Allied States, but at least in her program would see the boy’s talent was not entirely wasted.

      A picture of her target popped onto the screen with a flick of her finger, and the familiar discomfort spread through her stomach. Why was it so different when you knew their faces?

      Chris’s brunette hair showed traces of his mother’s auburn locks, while the hazel eyes must have descended from a dominant bey2 allele in his father’s chromosome. Light-brown facial hair traced the edges of his jaw, mingling with the last traces of teenage acne. Despite his small size, he had the broad, muscular shoulders of an athlete, and there was little sign of fat on his youthful face.

      Sucking in a breath, she turned off the screen.

      Get it together, Angela.

      This was not her first assignment. For months now, she had overseen the collection of subjects for the Praegressus project. Unfortunately, repetition had not made the task any easier. The faces of the children she’d taken haunted her when she closed her eyes. Her only consolation was that without her, those children would have suffered the same fate as their parents. At least the research facility gave them a fighting chance.

      And looking into the boy’s eyes, she knew he was a fighter.

      Angela shoved aside her doubt and pressed the button on her car’s console.

      “Are you in position?” she asked quietly.

      “Ready when you are, Fallow,” a man’s voice replied.

      Nodding, Fallow reached beneath her seat and retrieved a steel briefcase. Unclipping its restraints, she removed the jet-injector and held it up to the light. The stainless-steel instrument appeared more like a gun than a piece of medical equipment, but it served its purpose well enough. Once her team had Chris restrained, it would be a simple matter to anesthetise the young man for transport.

      Removing a vial of etorphine from the case, she screwed it into place and pressed a button on the side. A short hiss confirmed it was pressurised. She eyed the clear liquid, hoping the details in the boy’s file were correct. She had prepared the dosage earlier for Chris’s age and weight, but a miscalculation could prove fatal.

      “Fallow, still waiting on your signal?” the voice came again.

      Closing her eyes, Fallow bit her lip. Taking a deep breath, she shivered in the cold of the car.

      If not you, then it would be someone else.

      She opened her eyes. “Go.”
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      Chris let out a sigh as he settled into the worn-out sofa—then cursed as the broken spring in the base stabbed into his backside. Wriggling sideways to avoid it, he leaned back and reached for the remote, only to realise he’d left it beside the television. Muttering under his breath, he laboured back to his feet, retrieved the remote and flicked on the television, then collapsed back into the sofa. This time he was careful to avoid the broken springs.

      He closed his eyes as the blue glow of the television was quickly followed by the shriek of adverts. He barely had the energy to be annoyed. While he was still in his final year of school, he spent his afternoons were at the construction site. The extra shifts helped keep the lights on, but exams were coming up and if he did well, he might have a chance of winning an Engineering Scholarship at California State.

      And if not, well, there was always the apprenticeship his supervisor had offered.

      “Another attack was reported today from the rural town of Julian,” a reporter’s voice broke through the stream of adverts, announcing the start of the six o’clock news.

      Chris’s ears perked up. He opened his eyes as images flashed across the screen of an old mining town, its dusty dirt roads and rundown buildings looking like they hadn’t changed since the 1900s. A row of horse-drawn carriages lined the street, their owners standing beside them. It was a common sight in rural counties nowadays. In the thirty years since California, Oregon and Washington had declared their independence and formed the Western Allied States, the divide between urban and rural communities had grown exponentially. Today there were few citizens in the countryside who could afford luxuries like cars and televisions.

      “We’re just receiving word the police have arrived on the scene,” the reporter continued.

      On the television, a black van with SWAT painted on the side had just pulled up. The rear doors swung open and a squad of black-garbed police leapt out. They gathered around the van and then moved on past the carriages. Dust swirled around the street, but they moved without hesitation, the camera following them at a distance.

      The image shifted as the police reached the corner of an empty street. From atop a nearby building, the new camera followed the SWAT unit as they split into two groups and advanced down an empty street, moving quickly with rifles at the ready.

      Slowly, the camera panned further down the street, focusing on the broken window of a grocery store, before zooming in to reveal the nightmare inside.

      Chris swallowed as images straight from a horror movie flashed across the screen. Broken cans and bottles had been scattered across the linoleum floor, while a dozen people lay motionless amongst the wreckage.

      The camera tilted and zoomed again, bringing the figures into sharper focus. Chris forced himself to look away, but even the brief glimpse had been enough to confirm those people were dead. Few, if any of the victims were whole.

      When he finally risked looking at the television again, the camera had panned to the sole survivor of the carnage. The man stood amidst the wreckage of the store, blood streaking his face and arms and staining his shirt red. His head was bowed and the only sign of life was the rhythmic rise and fall of his shoulders. As the camera zoomed on his face, his cold grey eyes were revealed. They stared at the ground, blank and lifeless.

      Standing, Chris struggled to contain the meagre contents of his stomach.

      “The Chead is thought to have awakened around sixteen-hundred-hours,” the reporter spoke in a hushed whisper, as if afraid the creature might overhear her from the studio. “Special forces have cleared the immediate area and are now preparing to engage.”

      “Two hours.” Chris jumped as a woman’s voice came from behind him.

      Spinning, he let out a long breath as his mother walked in from the kitchen. “I thought you had a night class!” he gasped.

      His mother shook her head, a slight smile touching her face. “We finished early.” She shrugged, then waved at the television. “They’ve been standing around for two hours. Watching that thing. Some of those people were still alive when it all started. They could have been saved.”

      Chris pulled himself off the couch and embraced his mother. She returned the gesture, before they both turned to watch the SWAT team approach the grocery store. The men in black moved with military precision, jogging down the dirt road, sticking close to the buildings. If the Chead came out of its trance, no one wanted to be caught in the open. While the creatures looked human, they possessed a terrifying speed, and had the strength to tear full-grown men limb from limb.

      As the scene inside the grocery store demonstrated.

      Absently, Chris clutched his mother’s arm tighter. The Chead were almost legend throughout the Western Allied States, a dark shadow left over from the days of the American War.

      The first whispers of the creatures had started in 2030, not long after the United States had fallen. At first, they had been dismissed as rumour by a country eager to move on from a decade-long conflict. The attacks had been blamed on resistance fighters in rural counties, who had never fully supported their severance from the United States. So the government imposed curfews and sent in the military to quell the problem.

      Meanwhile, the rest of the young nation had moved on, and prospered. The pacific coast had boomed as migrants arrived from the allied nations of Mexico and Canada, replacing the thousands lost in the American War.

      But as the years advanced, reports of the attacks continued, and survivor accounts had eventually filtered through to the media. Each claimed the slaughter had been carried out by one or two individuals—often someone known in the community. One day, they had been an ordinary, unassuming neighbour, mother, father, even the occasional child. The next, they became the monster now standing in that grocery store.

      However, despite the growing evidence, it wasn’t until one of the creatures had been captured that the government finally took action. By then, rural communities had suffered almost a decade of terror at the hands of these monstrosities. Newsrooms and government agencies had been beside themselves at the discovery. Blame had pointed in every direction, from poor rural policing to secret operations by the Texans to destabilise the Western Allied States.

      Curfews had been extended across the entire country and military patrols increased, but the measures had done little to slow the attacks. Last year, in 2050, the first Chead sighting had been reported in Los Angeles. It was quickly followed by attacks in Portland and Seattle. Fortunately, they had yet to reach the streets of San Francisco. Even so, a perpetual State of Emergency had been put into effect.

      On the television, the SWAT team had reached the grocery store and were now gathering outside, their rifles trained on the entrance. One lowered his rifle and stepped towards it, the others covering him from behind. Reaching the door, he stretched out an arm to pull it open…

      The Chead didn’t make a sound as it tore through the store windows and barrelled into the man. With one hand, it grabbed its victim by the throat and hurled him across the street. A screech came through the old television speakers as he struck the brick wall.

      A second later, the other SWAT members snapped into action. The first crackling of gunfire echoed from the television, but the Chead was already moving. Bullets raised dust clouds in the dirt as it tore across the street and smashed into another squad member. A scream echoed through their living room as man and Chead went down, disappearing into the dust.

      Despite the risk of hitting their comrade, the rest of the team didn’t hesitate—they opened fire. The chance of survival once a Chead had its hands on you was zero to none, and no one wanted to risk its escape.

      With a roar, the Chead reared up—then spun as a bullet struck it in the shoulder. Blood blossomed from the wound as it staggered, grey eyes wide, flickering with surprise. It reached up and touched a finger to the hole left by the bullet, its brow creasing with confusion.

      Then the rest of the men opened fire, and the battle was over.
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      The old CRT television flickered to black as Chris’s mother switched it off. Her face was pale when she turned towards him.

      “Your Grandfather would be ashamed, Chris,” she said, shaking her head. “He went to war because he believed in our freedom. He fought to keep us free—not to spend decades haunted by ghosts from our past.”

      Chris shivered. He’d never met his grandfather, but his mother and grandmother talked of him enough that Chris felt he knew him. When the United States had first declared war on the Western Allied States, his grandfather had accepted the call to defend their young nation, enlisting in the WAS Marines. The conflict had quickly escalated until it engulfed all of North America. Only the aid of Canada and Mexico had allowed the WAS to survive—and eventually prevail—against the aggression of the United States.

      Unfortunately, his grandfather had not survived to see the world change. He had learned of Chris’s birth while stationed in New Mexico, but had never returned to see his grandson grow. So Chris knew him only from photos, and the stories of his parents.

      “Things will change soon.” Chris shook his head. “Surely?”

      His mother crinkled her nose. “I’ve been saying that for ten years, Chris,” she said quietly, ruffling his hair as she moved towards the kitchen, “but things only ever seem to get worse.”

      Chris followed her, pulling out a chair at the wooden table. The kitchen was small, barely big enough for two, but it was all they needed. His mother was already standing at the stove, stirring a pot of stew he recognised as leftovers from the beef shanks of the night before.

      “Most don’t seem to care, as long as the attacks are confined to the countryside,” Chris commented.

      “Exactly.” His mother turned, emphatically waving the wooden spoon. “They think that our wealth will protect us. Well, it won’t stay like that forever.”

      “No.” Chris shook his head. “That one in Seattle…” he shuddered. Fifty people had been killed by a single Chead in a shopping mall. Police had arrived within ten minutes, but that was all the time it had needed.

      Impulsively, he felt the pocket watch he wore around his neck. His mother had given it to him ten years ago, at his father’s funeral. It held a picture of his parents, smiling on the shore of Lake Washington in Seattle, where they had met. His heart gave a painful throb as he thought of the terror engulfing the city.

      Noticing the gesture, his mother abandoned the pot and pulled him into a hug. “It’s okay, Chris. We’ll survive this. We’re a strong people. They’ll come up with a solution, even if we have to march up to parliament’s gates and demand it.”

      Chris nodded and was about to speak when a crash came from somewhere in the house. They pushed apart and spun towards the kitchen doorway. Though they lived in the city, when Chris’s father had passed away they’d been forced to move closer to the outskirts where prices were lower. This wasn’t the safest neighbourhood, and it was well past the seven o’clock curfew by now. Whoever, or whatever, had made the noise was not likely to be friendly.

      Sucking in a breath, Chris crossed to the doorway and risked a glance into the lounge. The single incandescent bulb cast shadows across the room, leaving dark patches behind the couch and television. He stared hard into the darkness, searching for movement, then retreated to the kitchen.

      Silently, his mother handed him a kitchen knife. He took it after a second’s hesitation. She held a second blade in a practiced grip. Glancing at her face, Chris swallowed. Her eyes were hard, her brow creased in a scowl, but there was no missing the fear there. Together they faced the door, and waited.

      The squeak of the loose floorboard in the hallway was as loud as a gunshot in the silent house. Chris glanced at his mother and she nodded back. There was no doubt now—someone was inside.

      A crash came from the lounge, followed by the thud of heavy boots as the intruder gave up all pretence of stealth. Chris tensed, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the knife handle. He shifted into a fighting stance, readying himself.

      Crack!

      Without warning, the kitchen window exploded inwards as a figure in a black suit tumbled into the room. He bowled into Chris’s mother, sending her sprawling to the ground before she could swing the knife. Chris sprang aside as another man charged through the doorway from the lounge. Instinctively, he hurled the knife, then without pausing to see whether it struck, he leapt at the intruder standing over his mother, driving his shoulder into the man’s midriff.

      Unfortunately, the man was waiting for just that, and with his greater bulk he brushed Chris off with a shrug. Stumbling, Chris clenched his fists and charged again.

      The intruder grinned, raising his arms to catch him—but with the man’s attention diverted, his mother rose behind him, knife still in hand, and drove the blade deep into the attacker’s hamstring.

      The black-garbed intruder barely had a chance to scream before Chris slammed a fist into his windpipe A strangled noise gurgled from his throat as he staggered backwards and toppled over the kitchen table.

      Chris offered his mother a hand, but before she took it, a creak came from the floorboards behind him. He spun, but the man from the lounge was too quick,  catching Chris in a bear hug. Still on the ground, his mother rolled away as he struggled to break the man’s hold. Cursing, Chris aimed an elbow at the man’s gut, but he struck something solid. The man didn’t so much as grunt—he was wearing some kind of body armour.

      Who the hell are these guys?

      Another crash came from the window as a third man came through. His mother surged to her feet and still holding the bloodied knife, charged the man. Straining, Chris bucked against his captor’s grip, but there was no breaking the man’s iron hold. Stomach clenched, he watched his mother attack the heavily armed assailant.

      The new intruder wielded a long steel baton. As she swung her knife, it flashed out and caught her wrist. His mother screamed and the knife fell from her loose fingers. She retreated across the room cradling her arm, but a fourth man appeared from the doorway to the lounge. Before Chris could shout a warning, he grabbed her from behind.

      His mother shrieked and threw back her head, trying to catch the man in the chin, but the blow bounced off his body armour. Her eyes widened as his arm went around her neck, cutting off her breath. Screaming, Chris twisted and kicked at his opponent’s shins, desperate now, but the man didn’t seem to even register his struggles now.

      “Mum!” He cried as her eyes drooped closed.

      “Fallow, situation under control. You’re up.” The man from the window spoke into his cuff. He crossed to his fallen comrade, whose face was turning purple. “Hold on, soldier. Medical’s on its way.”

      “Who are you?” Chris snarled. “What are you doing in our house?”

      The man ignored him. Instead, he went to work on the fallen man. Removing his belt, he bound it around the man’s leg. The injured man groaned as the speaker worked, eyes closed and teeth clenched. A pang of guilt touched Chris, but he pushed it down.

      “What the hell happened?” Chris looked up as a woman appeared in the doorway.

      She was dark-skinned, but the colour rapidly fled her face as her gaze swept over the kitchen. Her eyes lingered on the blood, shock showing in their amber depths, before she reasserted control. Pursing her lips, she looked from the men to Chris.

      A chill slid down Chris’s spine as he noticed the red bear emblazoned on her black jacket.

      “Wait, you’re with the government?” he croaked as she started towards him.

      The symbol marked her as a government employee. These weren’t random thugs in the night—they were police. But what did they want with Chris and his mother?

      Ignoring his question, the woman nodded to herself before reaching into her jacket. The breath went from Chris as she drew out a steel contraption. For a second he thought it was a pistol, but as she drew closer he realised it was some sort of hypodermic gun like the kind he’d seen in old movies.

      “Please,” Chris gasped, struggling against his captor. “What do you want? We haven’t done anything!”

      The words seemed to give the woman pause. Her eyes drifted to his face, but then quickly averted her eyes, studying the liquid in the vial attached to the gun’s barrel instead.

      “Hold him,” she said at last.

      “What?” Chris gasped as his captor’s hands pulled his arms behind his back. “Please, you’re making some mistake!”

      The woman didn’t answer as she raised the gun to his neck. Chris struggled, but the man only pulled his arms harder, sending pain searing through his shoulder. Biting back a scream, Chris looked up at the woman. Their eyes met, and he thought he saw a flicker of regret in her eyes.

      Then the cold steel of the hypodermic gun touched his neck, followed by a hiss of gas as she pressed the trigger. Metal pinched his skin, then the woman was stepping back.

      The effects were almost instantaneous as weariness seeped through his body. He blinked as shadows spread around the edges of his vision. Idly, he struggled to free his arms, so he could chase them away. But the man still held him fast. Sucking in a lungful of air, Chris fought the exhaustion. Blinking hard, he stared at the woman, willing himself to resist the pull of sleep.

      But there was no stopping the warmth that spread through his limbs. His head bobbed and his arms went limp, until the only thing keeping him upright was the strength of his captor.

      The woman’s face was the last thing Chris saw before he slipped into the darkness.
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      Liz shivered as the air conditioner whirred, sending a blast of icy air in her direction. Wrapping her arms around herself, she closed her eyes and waited for it to pass. The scent of chlorine hung on the air, its chemical reek setting her head to pounding. Her teeth chattered and she shuddered as the whir of the fan died away. Opening her eyes, she returned to studying her surroundings.

      Ten minutes ago, she had woken in this white-washed room of plain, unadorned concrete walls and floor. There was only one door, in which a small glass panel revealed the bright hallway beyond. As far as she could tell, it was the only exit—but it might as well have been half a world away for Liz.

      Because between herself and the door was the wire mesh of her cage.

      Trembling, she gripped the wire tight and placed her head against the cold steel. Silently, she searched the vaults of her memories for an explanation of her current predicament. She came up blank.

      A curse escaped her as the blast of the air conditioner returned. Her thin clothes were little better than rags, fine in a warm Californian climate, but completely inadequate for the freezing temperatures the central heating system of this place had apparently been set too. To make matters worse, her boots were gone, along with the blade she kept tucked inside them. Without it she felt naked, exposed inside the tiny cage.
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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