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Chapter One





Marissa knew she shouldn’t have said that. Not now. Not ever, probably. 

But five years was a long time to keep something bottled up, dammit! And when the waiter had uncorked the fine wine John had ordered “as a special treat for their last night away,” she could feel the pressure inside her welling. Then there’d been the second cup of wine, followed by the third, and then that thought she’d been keeping to herself became a fear that she’d be keeping it for the rest of her life, and then that uncorked, too.

John remained motionless across the dining table, staring at his half-finished chicken as she skewered the last bite of steak and shoved it into her mouth so no more words would slip past her wine-soaked lips. He was angry. Of course he was angry. He hid it well enough, the years of firefighting having left him a master of his emotions, but the curl of a snarl at the corner of his lips was present all the same.

“You know,” he finally breathed out with a sudden weariness, “when we get back home in a few hours, I’m sure you will feel differently.”

She chewed silently. She should agree. Take the olive branch and let her little outburst go. Rebury it and never let it out again. Nothing would change anyway. Her decision had been made years ago, and she couldn’t escape it now.

Marissa felt John’s eyes lift from his plate to study her. He wanted—no, he needed her agreement. He always did when it came to important subjects. A verbal confirmation, a nod of her head, or a mumbled “uh huh.” Anything to show they were still a team.

She turned away from his gaze to a window in the cruise ship’s nearly empty dining room. The lights of the Tampa skyline glittered in the still-dark early morning sky, drawing her closer, pulling her from her reprieve and back to everything she dreaded and could never escape. They’d already passed under the Skyway Bridge and were in the Bay now. It had seemed like it took ages when they’d sailed out; now the return felt hastened. Soon they would be in port. They wouldn’t be kicked off the boat for a few hours more, and yet those hours would pass in a matter of minutes.

“Marissa, please look at me.”

She swallowed the steak and prepared herself to give in when a monstrous plume of fire mushroomed up from somewhere in the city and towered over the peaks of the tallest buildings.

“Can we at least talk about this?”

Marissa’s fork slipped from her fingers and clattered to her plate. Had that been real? She blinked a few times. The billowing smoke glowed above the city lights, impossibly large and spreading.

“I know things have been difficult—”

“John!”

The ship lurched to a halt, and Marissa was jerked forward, the table digging into her ribs, the handful of other diners in the room crying out. She gasped as John leaped up and raced around the table to her. “Are you all right?”

“Look!” She pointed out the window, and John turned, looking left and right, confusion etched on his face.

“What is it?”

Five short horn blasts followed by a sixth longer blare sounded through the cruise ship’s speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the captain spoke in a measured tone. “There is an emergency situation in the Tampa Bay area. In coordination with the United States Coast Guard, we are anchoring until it is resolved. At this time, everyone should remain calm.”

“The hell?” John muttered. He kneeled next to Marissa and touched her abdomen. “Are you hurt?”

“No. Did you see it?”

“See what?”

“The fireball! It was huge!”

John rose and looked back out the windows. “Maybe one of the fuel storage tanks in port caught—” His jaw dropped as a second and third explosion appeared, smaller than the first, one well behind the city’s skyline and the other closer to shore. “Jesus…” He grabbed Marissa’s arm tightly and hauled her to her feet. “We need to call your parents.”

“Of course,” she muttered, not bothering to complain that he was gripping her bicep too tightly. If they were under some sort of attack, was sitting on a giant boat in the middle of Tampa Bay really the best place to be?

They’d left their phones in their room. No need for them on a final meal snuck in the middle of the night, when they should have been lovingly gazing into each other’s eyes and thinking of nothing but the blissful joy of one another’s companionship. The few others who’d taken advantage of a last meal were heading to the doors of the dining room as well, and John pulled her along as they headed out into the concourse of the main interior deck. A growing mass of confusion greeted them. Most people were hastily dressed; a few hadn’t even bothered and were in whatever bare garments they’d been sleeping in. John pushed through, Marissa keeping her hands on his broad back so as not to lose him as the crowd crushed around them. It was surprisingly quiet, everyone speaking in hushed, if frantic, tones. They passed an interior bar, and here the crowd had become still, not even a single worried whisper escaping the lips of those staring raptly at a few TVs.

“John, wait.” She gripped his wrist with both hands and tugged, nearly lurched forward by his determined momentum.

“We need to get to our room and check on Stevie,” he snapped.

Marissa pointed to one of the TVs showing the news, and John relented, crossing his arms as she pressed near him and stood on her toes, trying to peer over the heads between her and the bar.

“What are they doing?” A woman shrieked, and Marissa jumped at the sudden sound. “They’re firing inside the city!”

The image on the screen wasn’t Tampa. Instead, the ruined downtown of Orlando was on display, a tank with its turret still smoking rolling down the middle of Church Street.

“Turn it up!” A man shouted, and the volume of one of the TVs rose.

“… bizarre mutations amongst local wildlife,” a reporter’s voice said as the tank turned and fired again. “The National Guard is creating a barricade around Central Florida. We have received reports from as far as Atlanta and Miami of similar occurrences. The President has declared a state of emergency in Florida, Georgia, and Alabama. Officials are ordering all civilians to take shelter and remain indoors. Most critically, all animals inside one’s home, including pets, must be placed outside.”

“What the hell…?” John whispered.

The image on the screen changed. A six-legged creature covered in quills charged a group of police firing their weapons, their shots doing nothing to stop the nightmarish creature’s charge. Marissa cried out, and John grabbed her shoulders as she reeled back. The thing on the TV opened its jaws impossibly wide as it reached the group of officers and clamped down on one.

There was no silence around them now. Everyone cried, cursed, screamed; some turned and fled as if the thing could leap from the screen and into the middle of them all.

The news switched to an anchorwoman, her hand pressed over her face as she slumped over her desk. With a deep breath, she sat straight and stared at the camera with bleary, bloodshot eyes.

“The military has advised that the affected creatures are ravenous and will hunt any non-mutated life, including humans, they sense nearby. The mutation is highly contagious among non-primate mammals.”
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