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The northern wall fell before sunrise.

It didn’t fall cleanly. Nothing did anymore. It cracked first, a long split running through concrete and welded steel, then bowed inward as something massive pressed from the other side. Men shouted along the ramparts. Floodlights snapped toward the damage. Heat cannons spun on their mounts, whining as they charged.

Kade Morris was halfway across the evacuation yard when the first section gave way.

The sound hit like a building being torn in half. Concrete burst inward. Steel beams folded. Snow and dust exploded across the street. For one second, everyone froze because the human brain was still stupid enough to ask if it had really happened.

Then the Whiteback came through.

It dragged itself over the broken wall on four armored limbs, broad as a truck, plates of frozen tissue stacked along its spine like a moving barricade. Smaller infected clung beneath its rib cage, packed into the hollow of its body, twitching and waiting to spill out. Bullets sparked off its hide. Heat rounds burned black holes into the outer plates, but it kept moving, slow and unstoppable.

A kid screamed near the buses.

That broke the yard.

“Move!” Kade shouted. “Get them on the trucks! Now!”

Nobody listened the first time. They never did. Panic had its own government.

Z shoved through the crowd beside him, rifle high, voice cutting harder than the sirens. “You heard him. Move your asses unless you want to become wall decoration.”

That worked better.

People surged toward the evacuation trucks, mothers dragging children, old men limping, soldiers trying to keep lanes open while their eyes kept snapping back to the breach. Snow whipped sideways through the yard, carrying ash from the burn pits and the copper stink of blood.

A soldier near the gate fired too early. His rifle cracked once, twice, then a Listener dropped from the roofline behind him and folded him backward before he could scream properly. His helmet hit the ground and rolled in a slow circle.

Kade shot the Listener through the side of the head. It dropped twitching at the soldier’s feet.

Z glanced at him. “Still got it.”

“Wish I didn’t.”

“Yeah, well. Put that on a mug.”

The Whiteback opened.

That was the only way Kade could think of it. Its chest split along old seams and the smaller infected poured out, thin and fast, steam rising from their bodies as they hit the snow. Shiverpacks. Newer. Worse. They moved like hunger had learned teamwork.

The heat cannons fired.

Orange light tore across the breach, melting snow into steam, turning the front line into a boiling wall. Three infected burned apart mid-run. Two more slipped through the gaps, low and fast.

One reached the evac line.

Kade saw the woman fall. Saw the child beside her keep holding her sleeve for half a second too long.

He ran.

The infected snapped toward the child, jaws wide, fingers hooked like claws. Kade slammed into it from the side, driving both of them into the snow. Pain shot through his shoulder. He ignored it, jammed his knife under its jaw, and twisted until the body went slack.

The child stared at him, too scared to cry.

Kade grabbed him by the back of the coat and shoved him toward Z. “Take him.”

Z caught the boy with one arm and fired with the other. “You collecting strays now?”

“Bad habit.”

“Terrible brand strategy.”

A shell exploded near the breach, throwing fire and ice into the air. The Whiteback stumbled, one limb shattered, but it didn’t stop. It lowered its head and rammed the second gate.

The whole yard shook.

A voice blasted over the loudspeakers.

“ALL CIVILIANS PROCEED TO TRANSPORT LANES. DOMINION AUTHORITY FORCES WILL MAINTAIN CONTROL.”

Z looked up at the speaker with disgust. “Control. Cute word for dying loudly.”

Kade didn’t answer. He was watching the far tower.

A different light had switched on there. White. Clean. Military-grade. Not Crowe’s orange heat lamps. Not survivor fire.

Government.

The old kind.

The kind that had spent years pretending to be dead.

Z saw it too. Her face hardened. “You seeing that?”

“Yeah.”

“You think they’re here to help?”

Kade watched drones rise above the tower, sleek black shapes cutting through snowfall. Their lights swept over the breach, over the evacuation yard, over the civilians still trying to board trucks.

Then the drones armed.

Kade’s stomach dropped.

“No,” he said. “They’re here to clean.”

The first missile streaked down.

It hit the breach and turned the world white.

For a second there was no sound. Just pressure. Heat. Snow vaporizing. Bodies thrown off their feet. Kade hit the ground hard, ears ringing, mouth full of blood and ice.

When sound came back, it came back wrong.

Screaming. Sirens. Metal tearing. The roar of infected pouring through the smoke.

Z crawled toward him, face cut, eyes furious. “Still alive?”

Kade coughed blood into the snow. “Working on it.”

Above them, the government drones circled for a second strike.

Beyond the shattered wall, the infected regrouped.

And inside the yard, trapped between monsters and the people who claimed to be saving them, humanity began the war it had been delaying for three years.
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The second missile came before anyone found their feet.

Kade saw its shadow cut through the smoke, a black shape crossing the white sky, and his body moved before his thoughts caught up. He grabbed Z by the back of her jacket and rolled with her behind the cracked frame of an overturned transport truck. The impact hit a heartbeat later.

The world punched downward.

Snow leapt. Metal screamed. The shockwave threw bodies across the evacuation yard like the ground had decided to spit them out. The front half of the breach disappeared behind fire and steam. The Whiteback vanished inside the blast, but the sound that followed wasn’t death. It was movement. Heavy. Wet. Angry.

Z shoved Kade off her and sat up coughing. Blood ran from a cut above her eyebrow and froze in a thin line before it reached her cheek. “Government’s back five minutes and already bombing the people. Efficient little devils.”

Kade spat red into the snow. “They’re not aiming at us.”

Z looked past him, eyes narrowing. “No. They’re just not missing us on purpose.”

The evac yard had lost its shape. Trucks burned near the southern lane. One bus lay on its side, its wheels still spinning uselessly. Civilians crawled through smoke, some dragging others, some stepping over bodies because stopping meant joining them. A soldier stood in the middle of it all with one hand clamped over where his ear used to be, turning in a slow circle as if waiting for someone to tell him which direction the world was now.

The loudspeakers crackled again.

“CIVILIANS REMAIN CALM. CONTAINMENT ACTIONS ARE UNDERWAY.”

A woman screamed at the speaker until her voice broke. Nobody blamed her.

Kade pushed himself up. His ribs barked at him, sharp and personal. He ignored it and scanned for the child he’d passed to Z. The boy was crouched behind the truck wheel, hands over his ears, staring at the burning breach.

Z followed his gaze. “He’s alive.”

“For now.”

“Cheery. Put that on your second mug.”

A new sound rolled through the smoke. Clicking. Fast, overlapping, coming from too many directions.

The Shiverpacks were still moving.

Kade grabbed the boy and shoved him toward the open lane. “Stay with her,” he told him, pointing at Z.

The boy shook his head hard. “My mom—”

Kade’s throat tightened. “I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

That landed. Harder than it should have.

Z crouched in front of the boy, voice low but firm. “You want to live long enough to be mad at him? Move.”

The boy blinked. Tears cut through soot on his face. Then he ran.

Z stood and glanced at Kade. “You’re welcome.”

“That was terrible.”

“It worked.”

From the breach, the Whiteback came through the smoke again.

Half its armor had been blown away, exposing raw muscle packed with twitching bodies underneath. One of its front limbs dragged uselessly, but it kept advancing, using its remaining weight to shove debris aside. The infected beneath its chest spilled out in waves now, climbing over one another, slipping through gaps the heat cannons couldn’t cover.

A Dominion Authority captain climbed onto a barricade, face pale, voice cracking through his mask. “Hold formation! Hold the line!”

A Shiverpack hit him before the last word finished. He fell backward into his own men and the line folded with him.

Kade fired until his magazine ran dry. He reloaded by feel, eyes tracking movement, mind stripping everything down to angles and time. One infected crossed left. One came low under the truck frame. One jumped from the burning bus roof and landed on a civilian before anyone could turn.

There were too many.

Z saw it too. “North lane.”

“It’s blocked.”

“Then unblock it.”

“With what?”

She looked at the burning transport truck behind them.

Kade stared at her. “You have the worst ideas.”

“And yet you keep following.”

They moved together. Z covered while Kade climbed into the driver’s side, glass crunching under his boots. The dashboard was cracked, half-dead, but the old ignition had power. Barely. He slammed his palm against the starter.

Nothing.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Pick today to have a personality?”

The engine coughed once.

A Shiverpack climbed onto the hood, claws punching through metal. Its face split open in a wet, twitching motion, teeth clicking.

Kade looked at it through the windshield. “Not now.”

Z fired from the ground, blowing out one of its knees. It slid sideways, scraping across the hood, and Kade kicked the cracked windshield out with both boots. The infected fell through the gap halfway, still reaching. Kade jammed his pistol into its mouth and fired.

The engine finally caught.

The truck lurched forward, dragging burning wreckage behind it. Kade twisted the wheel hard, aiming at the barricade blocking the north lane. People scattered. The truck slammed into the debris with a grinding shriek, shoving twisted metal aside just enough to open a gap.

Z waved civilians forward. “Move! Through the lane! Go now!”

They came in a flood.

Too many. Too scared. Pushing. Falling. Getting back up if they could. A man tried to climb over a woman already down and Z grabbed him by the collar, yanked him backward, and slammed him into the truck.

“You step on her again,” she said, “I feed you to something with better manners.”

He backed away fast.

Kade jumped down from the cab and nearly collapsed as pain tore through his side. He caught himself on the truck frame, breathing hard.

Z noticed. “You bleeding?”

“Everybody’s bleeding.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

A drone passed overhead.

Both of them looked up.

Its camera rotated toward the north lane. Toward the civilians.

Kade’s stomach turned cold.

“They’re tracking movement,” he said.

Z’s face changed. Not fear. Fury.

The drone’s undercarriage opened.

Before it could fire, a streak of white light cut across the sky and tore through it. The drone exploded above the yard, pieces spinning down through smoke and snow.

For one stunned second, nobody moved.

Then a voice broke across every radio channel at once. Calm. male. clipped.

“Evacuation lane north is temporarily clear. Move your people before the next flight corrects.”

Kade grabbed his radio. “Who is this?”

Static. Then:

“Colonel Aris Vale. You can thank me later, if later still exists.”

Z looked at Kade.

Kade looked toward the burning wall, the crawling infected, the sky full of drones, and the civilians pouring through the gap like water through a broken dam.

“Finally,” Z said. “Somebody useful.”

The Whiteback roared from the breach, wounded but still advancing, and behind it the Shiverpacks split formation, half toward the soldiers, half toward the evacuation lane.

Kade lifted his rifle.

“Useful better hurry.”
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Colonel Aris Vale hated command rooms. Too warm. Too crowded. Too many people talking before they understood what they were looking at.

The tactical chamber beneath Dominion Authority Sector Nine buzzed with overlapping voices, radio chatter, and the constant mechanical hum of servers fighting to stay alive in the cold. The air tasted like burnt coffee and recycled stress. Giant screens lined the far wall, each one feeding live battlefield footage from different cities under siege. Smoke. Snow. Heat signatures. Screaming civilians. Troop markers blinking in and out as units vanished.

Nobody shut up.

“North wall’s gone.”

“Second drone wing awaiting authorization.”

“Sector Twelve requesting reinforcements.”

“Containment breach confirmed.”

“Get me visual on the southern line.”

Vale stood in the back corner with a tablet in one hand and black coffee in the other, both equally cold.

He watched. Didn’t speak. Didn’t need to.

A younger officer brushed past him too quickly, muttering an apology without slowing down. Vale ignored him.

At the center platform, General Crowe stood over the tactical map like a man overseeing construction instead of collapse. Calm. Controlled. Hands behind his back.

Vale had served under three generals like Crowe. Two of them got entire battalions killed by refusing to panic at the right moment. That was Crowe’s trick. Never look rattled. Even if hell had your coordinates.

A communications lieutenant adjusted his headset. “Drone response successful at North Haven breach.”

Vale looked up.

“Successful?” he said.

The lieutenant turned. “Sir?”

Vale nodded toward the live feed. Bodies burning. Civilians scattering. The Whiteback still moving.

“Define successful.”

The lieutenant hesitated. Crowe spoke before he could.

“It slowed the breach.”

Vale took a sip of cold coffee. “And radicalized every civilian still breathing.”

Crowe finally turned toward him.

“You always this cheerful before dawn?”

“Only when people confuse explosions with strategy.”

A few nearby officers suddenly became deeply interested in their monitors. Crowe almost smiled. Almost.

“You have an alternative?”

Vale walked forward, tapped the tactical map, zooming into North Haven.

“Yeah.”

He circled movement patterns with his finger.

“Stop treating this like random infestation.”

A major frowned. “It is random.”

Vale looked at him.

“No.”

The room quieted a little. Vale enlarged the breach footage. Whiteback movement. Shiverpack splits. Listener flank positioning.

Precise. Intentional.

“Random organisms don’t split pressure like this,” Vale said. “They’re adjusting to fire concentration. Dividing lanes. Testing soft civilian movement.”

The major folded his arms. “They’re animals.”

Vale stared at him for a full second.

“Animals don’t fake frontal pressure to split your evac route.” Vale could feel the room recalculating — the small shifts of weight, the eyes that suddenly found the floor interesting.

Silence. The room shifted. Crowe stepped closer.

“You’re saying coordination.”

“I’m saying adaptation.”

“Difference?”

“Semantics, until it kills everyone.”

A radar tech called out from the side station.

“Sir.”

Nobody answered fast enough. Louder this time.

“Sir.”

Crowe turned. The tech swallowed.

“Drone telemetry.”

“What about it?”

The man looked pale.

“They’re avoiding sectors.”

Vale’s head turned instantly.

“Show me.”

Feed switched. Multiple flight paths. Clean avoidance zones. Vale stepped closer. Then closer.

His jaw tightened.

“Again.”

The tech replayed it. The drones avoided three separate deep ice regions. Not because of signal interference. Because heat signatures in those zones dropped the second drones approached. As if movement beneath the surface knew they were there.

Crowe crossed his arms.

“What am I looking at.”

Vale didn’t answer immediately. He watched the feed again. Same behavior. Same avoidance. Same pattern.

Then he looked toward another screen showing the Whiteback. Its movements slowed near one of those same deep sectors. Not coincidence. His stomach went cold in a very specific way. Not fear.

Something he'd felt twice before, both times right before people he knew stopped existing.

“Who has geological access?”

A scientist at the side station raised a hand nervously. Vale walked over.

“Permafrost maps.”

“Those are restricted.”

“Wonderful. Pull them.”

“Authorization—”

Crowe cut in.

“Do it.”

The scientist moved. Fast. Crowe looked at Vale.

“What.”

Vale kept watching the drone feed.

“Either they’re reacting to something underground...”

He zoomed into thermal layering.

“...or something underground is affecting them.”

A communications officer interrupted.

“Sir.”

Crowe looked over.

“Federal broadcast attempting override.”

The room collectively stiffened. Crowe’s face hardened.

“Block it.”

“Can’t.”

“Why.”

“Encrypted priority channel.”

Vale muttered, “That’s adorable.”

The main screens glitched. Static. Audio distortion. Then a woman appeared. Mid-fifties.

Controlled face. Government issue posture. No panic. No apology. Director Helena Kessler.

The room went dead silent. She looked straight into the feed.

“Attention surviving military command structures. This is Director Helena Kessler of the Federal Continuity Authority.”

Crowe’s expression became stone. Kessler continued.

“If you are receiving this transmission, then containment protocols have failed beyond projected thresholds.”

Vale blinked once. Projected. Thresholds. Interesting word choices. Crowe stepped closer to the screen.

“You buried yourselves for three years.”

Kessler ignored him.

“The biological event currently affecting global sectors was not naturally emergent.”

Nobody breathed. The scientist slowly lowered his hands from the console. The younger officers exchanged looks. Crowe’s jaw flexed. Vale said nothing.

Because he wanted every word. Kessler leaned slightly toward the camera.

“There are facts being withheld from you.”

Crowe snapped.

“Kill the feed.”

“Still locked out, sir.”

Vale almost smiled. Kessler continued.

“If regional commanders continue applying thermal extermination tactics at current scale...”

She paused.

“...you will accelerate planetary destabilization.”

The room changed. Not panic.

Worse.

Doubt.

Crowe stared at the screen.

“Bullshit.”

Vale kept his eyes on Kessler.

Because she didn’t look like someone improvising.

She looked like someone arriving late to her own funeral.

And that bothered him more than anything.
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Director Helena Kessler didn’t blink. That annoyed General Crowe more than the message.

People who delivered catastrophic news usually carried some sign of humanity. Tight jaw. Hesitation. A flicker of regret. Vale had interrogated enough liars to know the tells by muscle. Kessler had none of them.

She looked like she was reading train delays. Crowe stepped closer to the screen.

“You have exactly ten seconds to explain why my people are dying while you sit underground in climate-controlled comfort.”

Kessler met his stare through the feed.

“Nine seconds.”

Vale almost admired her for not flinching. Almost.

“The organism was originally developed under federal environmental containment initiatives.”

The room went still. Crowe’s expression didn’t move. But his shoulders did. Slightly. Dangerously.

A captain near the comm station laughed once. Not because anything was funny. Because stress does strange things to people.

“Environmental what?”

Kessler ignored him.

“Global glacial collapse models indicated irreversible climate chain destabilization. Experimental adaptive biological systems were commissioned.”

Vale leaned against the table. The metal edge bit into his hip — sharp enough to remind him he was still awake. There it was. Bad decisions in formal language. Classic. Crowe’s voice went colder.

“You engineered this.”

“No.”

That answer came fast. Too fast.

“We engineered a containment organism.”

“Same difference.”

“No, General.”

That answer came even faster. Crowe hated being corrected. The room could feel it. Kessler continued.

“The original strain was non-predatory.”

Vale muttered, “That aged beautifully.”

Crowe glanced at him. Vale shrugged.

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

Nobody volunteered. Kessler pressed on.

“The mutation event occurred after unauthorized thermal interference in northern containment zones.”

Crowe barked a laugh.

“Now it’s my fault.”

“No,” Kessler said.

“It became your fault when you escalated without understanding what you were escalating against.”

That landed like a slap. Crowe stepped so close to the screen Vale thought he might punch it.

“You hid while cities died.”

“Correct.”

That answer stunned half the room. Even Vale. Kessler didn’t soften it.

“Federal continuity doctrine prioritized preservation of institutional survival.”

A lieutenant whispered, “Jesus Christ.”

Crowe smiled then. The dangerous kind.

“You sacrificed everyone.”

Kessler’s face remained still.

“We preserved what could still be preserved.”

Vale watched her carefully. That was not guilt. That was arithmetic. He hated arithmetic when humans became numbers. Crowe looked ready to order her execution through the monitor.

Instead he asked:

“What happens if we continue current extermination?”

Kessler hesitated. Tiny. But Vale saw it. Interesting.

“You destabilize sub-permafrost biocontainment systems.”

Vale straightened.

“There it is.”

Crowe shot him a look. Vale ignored it.

“Define biocontainment.”

Kessler’s gaze shifted. Toward Vale. She noticed him now. Smart woman.

“Colonel?”

“Aris Vale.”

Recognition crossed her face. That was interesting too.

“You’re still alive.”

Vale smiled faintly.

“People keep making that mistake.”

Crowe snapped.

“Answer the damn question.”

Kessler exhaled.

“The infected zones are not isolated outbreaks.”

Vale folded his arms.

“Go on.”

“The organism expanded around preexisting biological instability beneath frozen sectors.”

The scientist near Vale whispered, “No.”

Vale looked at him.

“You know something?”

The man swallowed.

“Old microbial records. Arctic drilling anomalies.”

Crowe turned sharply.

“Speak.”

The scientist looked like he regretted being born.

“Deep frozen ecosystems. Ancient microbial persistence layers.”

Crowe’s patience vanished.

“In English.”

Vale answered for him.

“There’s something older under the ice.”

Nobody liked hearing it phrased that way. Kessler confirmed it anyway.

“Yes.”

The room chilled in a way temperature couldn’t explain. Crowe stared at the screen.

“So your monsters are keeping worse monsters down.”

“Crude wording.”

“Am I wrong?”

Silence. Vale rubbed a hand across his jaw. Well. That was ugly. Crowe laughed.

Short. Sharp.

“Convenient story.”

Kessler leaned slightly closer.

“General, if you continue thermal escalation—”

“Don’t tell me what happens.”

“You trigger thaw destabilization.”

Crowe pointed toward the war map.

“You know what happens if I stop?”

He jabbed the breach footage.

“Cities fall.”

“Casualties increase short-term.”

Crowe barked.

“Short-term.”

Vale looked at Kessler.

“Do you actually hear yourself?”

She looked back at him.

“Yes.”

“Concerning.”

A radar officer shouted from the back.

“Movement spike!”

Everyone turned. Heat maps lit up. Not isolated clusters. Mass movement. Whole infected sectors shifting at once.

Vale stepped forward.

“Zoom.”

The map enlarged. Then enlarged again. And his blood went cold.

“They’re pulling back.”

Crowe frowned.

“Retreating?”

Vale shook his head.

“No.”

He pointed.

“Repositioning.”

The infected weren’t scattering. They were moving away from bombardment zones. Toward civilian corridors. Learning. Adapting.

Fast. Crowe saw it too.

“Impossible.”

Vale kept staring.

“No.”

His voice went quieter.

“Worse.”

Another officer shouted.

“Drone losses increasing!”

“How?”

“No contact visuals!”

Vale looked back to the map. Movement under deep sectors. Massive thermal shifts. Slow. Heavy.

Too large. Kessler’s face changed for the first time. Actual concern. Finally.

“There isn’t enough time.”

Crowe turned.

“For what.”

Kessler looked directly at him.

“To stop this before the wrong layer wakes up.”

The feed cut. Dead. Silence sat in the room like a loaded weapon. Nobody spoke first. Then Crowe:

“Resume bombardment.”

Vale turned slowly.

“Are you insane?”

Crowe met his eyes.

“Are you uncertain?”

“Yes.”

That surprised everyone. Vale didn’t care.

“Which is exactly why blind escalation is stupidity.”

Crowe stepped closer.

“You questioning command?”

Vale held the stare.

“No.”

“I’m questioning intelligence.”

That landed badly. The room held its breath. Then the radar officer shouted again. Voice cracking now.

“Sir...”

Crowe didn’t look away from Vale.

“What.”

The officer swallowed.

“Something just surfaced beneath Sector Four.”

Vale turned toward the monitor. The feed came up. At first it looked like a road collapsing. Then the road moved. No one spoke.

Because no one had words yet.

And far below the shattered city...

something enormous pushed upward through the ice.
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For three full seconds, nobody in the command room moved. No chatter. No keyboards. No radio overlap. Just the monitor and the low electric whine Vale had been hearing for so long he’d forgotten what silence sounded like.

And the impossible thing happening on it. The street in Sector Four didn’t crack. It lifted.

Concrete bowed upward like something underneath had put its shoulder into the city and decided the city was negotiable.

Then the pavement split open. Snow collapsed inward. Cars slid nose-first into darkness. And something pale moved beneath the break. Not fast.

That was what made it worse. Fast things panic people. Slow things make them think. Crowe stepped closer to the screen.

“What am I looking at.”

Nobody answered. The scientist near Vale had gone visibly gray. Vale didn’t look at him.

“Answer.”

The man swallowed hard.

“Subsurface pressure displacement.”

Vale looked sideways.

“That sounded like cowardice with syllables.”

The scientist snapped.

“I don’t know what the hell that is.”

Better. Honest. Crowe turned toward tactical.

“Get me drone visual.”

“Already redirecting, sir.”

The command feed shifted. Aerial camera descending. Static interference. Then picture. The sinkhole widened.

Steam rolled upward through the rupture. The city block around it cracked in long black lines. Then the shape moved again. Long. Broad.

Segmented. Something buried. Something huge. An officer whispered:

“No.”

Vale quietly agreed. No was correct. The feed sharpened. For half a second they saw texture. Layered pale ridges. Vale’s brain catalogued it the way it catalogued everything dangerous — slow, careful, no panic.

Organic. Moving under frost and broken asphalt. Then the drone lost signal. Crowe’s patience snapped.

“Another drone.”

“Launching.”

“Another.”

“Launching.”

Vale stepped closer to the thermal overlay. The infected movement patterns around Sector Four were changing. Rapidly. Shiverpacks retreating. Whitebacks redirecting.

Listeners abandoning high positions. They weren’t attacking. They were evacuating. That bothered him more than the thing itself. Animals flee predators.

Adaptive systems avoid pressure. Something bigger had entered the board.
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