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  “In this terrifying and inventive adventure, Fukuda turns the vampire novel inside out . . . With an exciting premise fuelled by an underlying paranoia, fear of discovery,

  and social claustrophobia, this thriller lives up to its potential while laying groundwork for future books.” Publishers Weekly




  “A fresh take on the vampire story . . . a cracking read, very grisly and compelling.” The Bookseller




  “Bona-fide creepy.” Booklist




  “Readers will devour this book, be greedy for more and scared to put it down. This is one for all the people who said vampire novels were overdone and unoriginal. That

  may have been true, but now there is THE HUNT.” Bookbabblers




  “From page one, Fukuda draws the reader into a fast-paced, suspenseful narrative of suspicious coincidences, unanswered questions, and building action . . . In addition

  to fans of vampire fiction, this book will appeal to readers who enjoy survivalist stories, action and adventure.” Voya




  “Fast-paced . . . quick and suspenseful . . . Fukuda creates a character in terrifying danger and draws his readers along for the ride.” Bookbitz




  “The sheer terror of the goings on will have you hooked to the very last page.”Flipside




  “THE HUNT was an excellent dystopian novel and a fantastic read that I Cannot. Stop. Thinking. About. I dare you to immerse yourself in the world of THE HUNT, where no

  one is safe and there’s everything to play for.” Narratively Speaking




  “A really fresh take on the genre.” Bart’s Bookshelf




  “I was on tenterhooks, page after page, fearing the worst ...” Bookzone for Boys




  “The book ends with a cliffhanger that left me craving a sequel, eager to discover more about this strange and unsettling new world.” The Irish Times




  “Excellent YA dystopian of a grim future . . . great characters, great plot.” Booksmonthly.co.uk




  “THE HUNT is undeniably enjoyable, due to breathless setpieces and an intriguingly amoral tone.” SFX




  “A compelling new thriller.” Bliss




  “I was hooked from the start, and I kept reading well into the night to finish this. All the way up to the ending, this book was fast-paced and wonderfully written, and

  then it went out with a bang!” Books of Amber




  “For too long vampires have been the pop stars of the literary world, bright, beautiful and desirable. With THE HUNT, Andrew Fukuda takes them back to their bloody roots

  as hungry, monstrous beings.” Teen Librarian
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  One




  WE THOUGHT WE were finally free of them but we were wrong. That very night, they come at us.




  We hear the pack of hunters mere minutes before they reach the riverbank: gritty cries flung into the night sky, coarse and sharp like glass shards crushed underfoot. The horse, nostrils flaring

  and eyes rolling back, rises from the ground with a start. Muscles fused together, it gallops away with ears pulled back, the whites of its eyes shining like demented moons, into the vast darkness

  of the land.




  We grab our bags, the six of us, flee to the docked boat on legs that judder under us. The anchoring ropes are taut, and our shaking fingers are unable to loosen them. Ben trying to quiet his

  own whimpers, Epap already standing on the boat frozen with fear, head tilted towards the sound of their approach. Tufts of his hair stick up like surrendering arms, mussed from a slumber into

  which he was never supposed to slip.




  Sissy hacks away at the ropes. Sparks fly off the blade as her strokes become swifter, more urgent with every passing second. She stops suddenly, blade held aloft. She’s staring into the

  distance. She sees them: ten silver dots, racing towards us down a distant meadow before disappearing behind the rise of a closer hill. The hairs on my neck freeze into icicles, snap and break in

  the wind.




  They reappear, ten mercury beads cresting the hill with unflinching purpose. Silver dots, mercury beads, such quaint terms, my futile attempt to render the horrific into the innocuous,

  into jewellery accessories. But these are people. These are hunters. Coming to sink fangs into my flesh, to ravage me, to devour and savage my organs.




  I grab the younger boys, push them aboard the boat. Sissy is hacking at the last rope, trying to ignore the wails screeching towards us, slippery and wet with saliva. I grab a pole, ready to

  start pushing off as soon as Sissy’s cut the rope. With only seconds to spare, she saws through the rope, and I push the boat into the river’s current. Sissy leaps on. The river wraps

  around us, draws us away from the bank.




  The hunters gather on the riverbank, ten-strong, grotesque spillages of melted flesh and matted hair. I don’t recognise a single one of them – no sign of Crimson Lips, Abs, Gaunt

  Man, the Director – but the desire in their eyes is all too familiar. It is the impulse more powerful than lust, an all-consuming desire to devour and consume heper flesh and blood. Three

  hunters leap headlong into the swift river in a futile effort to reach us. Their heads bob once, twice, then sink harmlessly away.




  For hours the remaining hunters follow us along the banks. We try not to look at them, affixing our eyes on the river and the wooden planks of the deck. But there’s no escaping their

  screams: full of unrequited lust, a keening despair. The four Dome boys – Ben, David, Jacob, and Epap – huddle in the cabin for most of the night. Sissy and I stay at the stern, guiding

  the boat with the long poles, keeping well away from the bank. As dawn approaches, the cloudy sky grows lighter in slow degrees. The remaining hunters, instead of becoming more languid with the

  approach of sunrise and the inevitability of death, only scream louder, their rage intensifying.




  The sun rises slowly and glows dully from behind black clouds. A filtered, diffused burn. So the hunters die gradually, by degrees, horrendously. It takes almost an hour before the last bubbled

  scream gurgles away and there is nothing left of them to see or hear or smell.




  Sissy speaks for the first time in hours. “I thought we’d journeyed far enough. Thought we’d seen the last of them.” It is only morning, and her voice is already

  spent.




  “It’s been sunny,” I say. “Until the storm yesterday.” The rain and clouds had turned the day as dark as night and allowed the hunters to set off hours before dusk

  and reach us.




  Sissy’s jaw juts out. “Better not rain today, then,” she says and walks into the cabin to check on the boys.




  The river surges forward with propulsive insistence. I stare down its length until it fades into the distant darkness. I don’t know what lies ahead, and the uncertainty numbs me with fear.

  A raindrop lands on my forehead, then another, and another, until rainwater lines down my neck and along my goose-pimpled arms like protruding veins. I gaze up. Dark, turgid clouds shift, then rip

  open. Rain buckets down in dark, slanted bands. The skies are coated as black as a murder of crows at midnight.




  The hunt has only begun. The hunt will never end.




  







  Two




  WE SIT IN the cabin huddled together, trying to stay out of the rain. Our sodden clothes cling to our thin

  frames and concaved stomachs like mottled leathery skin. Every so often, someone will – driven by the illogic of hunger – open the food bag and find it (again) empty. All the berries

  and charred prairie dog meat long devoured.




  With the heavy rain, the river current has picked up. We work shorter shifts steering the boat, our strength depleting quickly now. In the early afternoon, Sissy and I work together. Two hours

  later, we’re wiped out. We collapse in the cabin while Epap and Jacob take over.




  I am exhausted but unable to sleep. A wind gusts across the river, rippling the surface already dappled by pelting rain. I rub my face, trying to chafe warmth into my cheeks. On the other side

  of the cabin, eyes closed, Sissy is curled on her side, her head resting atop her clasped hands. Her face, relaxed in sleep, is soft, the outlines stencilled in.




  “You’ve been staring at me for the past few minutes,” she whispers, eyes still closed. I startle. Her lips curl upward in a faint smile.




  “Next time just wake me. You could sear through steel walls with that stare of yours.”




  I scratch my wrists.




  Her eyes peel open; she sits up. Thick brown hair flops across her face, as tousled as the blanket she now lays gently over Ben snoring next to her. She yawns, extends her arms high above her

  head, her back arching. She walks over, stepping around a stockpile of sticks we’d brought aboard, and plops down next to me.




  “The current’s strong,” I say. “Maybe too strong. I’m worried.”




  “No, it’s a good thing. Means more separation between us and them.”




  Only a few days have passed since we escaped from the Heper Institute. We were chased by a mob ravenous for our blood and flesh. By the hundreds they poured out of the Institute, banquet guests

  driven by bloodlust. Against such a horde, the six of us had virtually no chance of survival. Our only hope lay frailly and solely in the Scientist’s journal, a cryptic notebook that

  suggested an escape by boat down this river. The river, by luck, we found; the boat, by greater miracle, we also found. But the reason why we’ve been led down this river by the Scientist:

  that, we have not found.




  “It also means less distance between us and him,” she says as if reading my thoughts. She looks at me with steady eyes that are soft and knowing. I turn my eyes away.




  Yesterday, when I’d come upon Epap’s portrait of my father, it was the first time I’d seen my father’s face in years: the deep-set eyes, the strong chiselled jawline, the

  thin lips, the stony expression that, even in a drawing, hinted at a deeper grace and sadness.




  Now I think of the secrets those eyes must have held, the agenda never uttered by those lips. On that very last day, my father had run into the home, sweating profusely, deathly pale. I saw the

  twin punctures in his neck. He had gone to such lengths to fake his turning. When he ran outdoors moments before sunrise, I thought he was running to his death to save me.




  When he was only running to his freedom and killing me.




  I pick up two thin branches from the stockpile and start filing them against one another as if sharpening knives. “You think he left this boat for you, don’t you?” I say.

  “That he planned this whole elaborate escape for you. You want my two cents? The boat wasn’t meant for you. It was meant for him, and for him alone. It was his escape vehicle.

  Only he wasn’t bright enough to find it. Or maybe he built it himself but was hunted down before he could escape.”




  She stares at the sticks, then at me. “You’re wrong. The Scientist promised us – almost every day – that he would one day lead us out of the dome. He spoke of a wonderful

  place where there was no danger or fear, where there was safety and warmth and countless numbers of other humans. The Land of Milk and Honey, Fruit and Sunshine. That’s what he called it.

  Sometimes he described it as the Promised Land. And whenever he spoke of escape, he spoke of it as our escape.”




  “That was a big promise.”




  She presses her lips together. “It was. But it was what we needed. You have to understand – we were born in the dome, all of us. And we honestly thought we’d end up dying in it

  after a long, harsh life of captivity. It was a miserable existence. The Scientist – well, he showed up out of nowhere. And with this one promise, he changed our outlook, our lives. He gave

  us hope. The boys – especially Jacob – were transformed. Hope does that to you.” She smiles. “We don’t even know what milk and honey look or taste like.”




  “You put a lot of faith in one man’s promise.”




  She looks at me. “You don’t know him the way we do.”




  I almost flinch at her words that cut deep. But I’m able to control myself. A life of training will make you an expert at hiding emotion.




  “Don’t you want to find him?” she asks. “Aren’t you the slightest bit curious where he might have gone?”




  The sticks in my hands stop moving. Truth is, I’ve thought of little else.




  Moonlight reflected by the river stipples across her face. “Tell me, Gene,” she whispers, looking into my eyes.




  I pause, her words – You don’t know him the way we do – still ringing in my ears. The things I could tell her. That the man they know as the Scientist is the

  same man I have called Father; that I have lived with him, played with him, conversed with him, explored the metropolis with him, been told stories by him. I know that when he slept, his

  hardened face fell away to expose the face of a little boy, and that he snored only softly, his huge barrel chest rising and falling, rising and falling, his hands lying lax at his sides. That my

  years with him were more than theirs, and deeper. That I have been loved by him with a father’s love, and that bond is greater than any other.




  Instead, I rub the sticks harder against one another.




  “You have the weight of the world on your shoulders, Gene,” she says quietly.




  I cross my legs under me, not speaking.




  “Secrets,” she whispers, “they will eat you up inside.” She gets up and joins the others.




  Later in the day, the rain stops. Sunshine breaks through a partial break in the clouds and the boys shout with jubilation. Jacob declares all is now perfect: they now have

  sunshine and speed. “Take that, you hunters!” he brazenly yells. The other hepers, laughing, egg him on. “Take that! Eat my dust!” Their laughter soars into the

  bluing skies.




  But I do not share in their joy. Because every gained inch away from the hunters is another inch widening the chasm between Ashley June and me.




  She has come to me in these last few days, unannounced through the most random of objects: the shape of the clouds, the silhouette of the ever-nearing eastern mountains. Every second that

  passes, every ripple of water left in our wake, and I feel the noose around her neck pulled tighter. Guilt pricks me. She is alone in the Heper Institute after sacrificing herself for me. Holding

  out for me, for a rescue I was unable to execute. By now she must know I am not returning. That I have failed her.




  The boys are shouting, giddiness wrapped around their words, shiny and glossy. They are yelling about the Scientist, about the Promised Land.




  The sound of footsteps running on the floorboards. It’s Ben.




  “Come join us on the deck, Gene!” he says, a bright smile on his face. “It’s so much warmer in the sunshine than in the cabin.”




  I tell him I need to stay out of the sun.




  “C’mon, c’mon,” he says, pulling on my arms.




  But I snap them back. “I can’t. I’m not used to the sun. My skin is burning up as it is. I’m not darkened like you hep—” And I’m only just able to stop

  myself.




  His face falls. Then he slips away, into the bright glare of sunlight, leaving me alone in the cold shade of the damp cabin.




  Over the next hour, sun columns pierce through the clouds. The land opens itself up, its soaked colours bleeding into the terrain. The verdant green of the meadows, the deep blue hue of the

  river. All afternoon, I hear their voices slipping through cracks in the cabin walls. Even in the close proximity of the boat, they feel a thousand miles from me.




  Sun pours down, its hazy texture like grains of salt falling into the open wounds of my conscience.
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  Late afternoon. Like dogs bathing in the sunshine, they’re sprawled around the deck, soaking in the rays, napping. Their energies depleted, stomachs caved in and growling

  even as they sleep. It’s my shift again at the stern. I drink in the sound of water lapping under the wooden boards, a rhythmic, hollow sound that is strangely comforting. The undulating bob

  of the boat prods me into sleepiness.




  Epap is awake. He’s hunched over, scribbling something, completely immersed in a drawing. Curiosity gets the better of me and I amble over, unnoticed.




  He’s sketching an image of Sissy. In the drawing, she’s standing on a rock at the edge of a waterfall, one arm raised and staring ahead, her arm as slim as the horizon is long. The

  waterfall sparkles as if bejewelled by thousands of rubies and diamonds. She’s wearing a sleeveless silk gown, her chest bustier and waist narrower than in reality. In the drawing, someone is

  standing behind her. It takes a moment before I realise who it’s supposed to be. Epap, in a tight vest, his arms rippling cords of bunched muscles, his washboard abs reflecting moonlight. One

  hand is placed on Sissy’s waist, the other cooing farther down, lighting on her right thigh with an overwrought tenderness. Sissy is reaching back and grabbing the back of his head with a

  passionate fist, her fingers intertwined in the strands of his wavy hair.




  “Wow, that’s quite a feat of imagination,” I say.




  “Wha—!” he exclaims, slamming the sketchbook shut. “You little snoop!”




  “What’s going on?” Sissy murmurs, her eyes blinking with sleep.




  “Take it easy,” I say. “When you’re done with your, um, drawings, mind giving me help with the steering? The current’s got strong.”




  I head to the bow, angling the rudder pole until the boat slowly rights itself. From inside the cabin, Epap is barking about something. After a few minutes, it’s David, not Epap, who comes

  out to lend a hand.




  Whoa, he mouths, seeing the river. “We’re going really fast.” He grabs the other pole.




  Epap is speaking to Sissy at the stern, his arms spread wide for balance. She shakes her head in response, pointing at the sun-columned but still overcast skies. Epap edges closer to her, his

  hands waving excitedly. They continue speaking, intensely, but I can’t hear a word over the roar of the river. I walk over.




  “. . . river,” he’s saying to her.




  “What are you talking about?” I say as I approach them.




  Epap shoots me a disagreeable look. “It’s nothing.”




  I face Sissy. “What about the river?”




  “The river is wet!” Epap sneers. “Now start minding your own business!”




  “You’re thinking of docking, aren’t you?” I say to Sissy. “To hunt for food.”




  Sissy doesn’t answer, only stares at the river, her jaw clenched.




  “Let me tell you,” I say, “that’s a wrong move. That’s a mistake.”




  “Nobody asked for your opinion,” Epap says, positioning himself between me and Sissy.




  “Getting off this boat is a big mistake, Sissy,” I say, stepping around Epap. His back bristles with annoyance. “Didn’t we learn anything from last night?

  There’s—”




  “What part of ‘mind your own business’ do you not understand?” Epap snarls. “In fact, just go get the rope lines ready. We’ll need to anchor this boat down

  once we land.”




  “Are you out of your mind? They want to eat us—”




  Epap’s head flies around, raw disdain swimming in his eyes. “Oh, really, figured that one out yourself, did you?”




  “Listen! They might still be out there—”




  “Not anymore, they aren’t,” Epap says. “Don’t you know anything about them? I’m surprised how little you know considering you’ve lived in their midst

  your whole life. Hello, the sun burns them up. And hello, the sun is shining down now.”




  “It’s not enough sun. The hunters, they’re clever, they improvise, they have technology, they have determination. You underestimate them at your own peril.”




  “The only thing out there is food,” Epap yells back. “There’s wildlife running everywhere, it’s like a petting zoo out there. Must have seen at least three prairie

  dogs already. Now, just leave the decision making to Sissy and me.”




  “Epap,” Sissy says. She shakes her head. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s too risky.”




  A wounded expression crosses his face. “But Sissy, I don’t understand. You just agreed to go hunting for food.” His eyes are equal parts confused and incredulous. “You

  know how hungry we are. Think of poor Ben.”




  “Of course. But let’s be level-headed about this, OK?”




  “No, Sissy, you just agreed with me. That we should dock and go hunting.”




  “I’m trying to be careful—”




  “Is it because of him?” Epap says, jabbing a finger at me. “Just because he said we shouldn’t dock, and suddenly you’re agreeing with him?”




  “Stop.”




  “Because of him?”




  “Epap! I’m not saying we stay off the land for good. But let’s wait for the skies to clear. For the sun to really scorch the land. If we have to wait until tomorrow, then we

  wait. An extra day of hunger isn’t going to kill us. But rashly and prematurely going on land just might.”




  Epap turns his back to her, anger fuming off his narrow shoulders. “Why’re you so quick to get on his good side? I can’t believe you’re siding with him!”




  “I’m not siding with anyone. I’m siding with reason. With what’s best for all of us.”




  “What’s best for you! You want him to think well of you, that’s why you’re siding with him!”




  “OK, I’m done arguing,” she says and walks away.




  Epap glares at her back. He’s still got anger to burn. “See what you’ve done?” he says to me. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? You think

  you’re such a tough guy. Oh, look at me, I survived for years living in their midst. Oh, look at my swagger. You know, you’re just ridiculous to me.”




  Don’t be baited, walk away, I tell myself.




  “Did you want to be one of them?” Epap says in a low voice. “Were you ashamed of who you are?”




  I stop in my tracks.




  “Because I’ve seen the way you look at us. I’ve seen the smugness on your face,” he says, his lips twisting into a gnarl. “You look down on us. It pains you to have

  to associate with us. Deep down, you look up to them, don’t you? Deep down, you probably want to be one of them.”




  “Epap, drop it,” Sissy says. She’s turned around again, watching us carefully.




  “You have no idea,” I say to Epap, my voice tight.




  “Come again?” he says, a silly grin on his face.




  “You have no idea what they are. If you did, you’d never have said something so stupid.”




  “I have no idea? Really? I mean, really? I have no idea?” He glares at me with naked derision. “You’re the one who has no idea. But then again, why would you?

  You’ve rubbed shoulders with them, been buddies with them all your life. You’ve never seen them rip your parents to shreds. You’ve never seen them tear the limbs off your sister

  or brother right in front of you. You don’t know them the way we do.”




  “I know them better than you think,” I say. My voice is low and even-keeled, but bunched, ready to be unleashed at a split second’s notice. “Trust me on that one. I mean,

  what do you really know of them? They’ve been little more than your doting nannies, feeding you, clothing you, baking you birthday cakes—”




  Epap comes at me, his finger pointing like a talon. “Why you—”




  Sissy pulls his arm down. “Enough, Epap!”




  “There you go again,” he cries. “Why are you always so quick to side with him? Enough, Epap, stop, Epap. What is he to you? Why do you . . . oh, forget it!” He

  tears his arm away from her. “You want to go hungry together, go ahead. But if we get sick, if we starve, it’s on you, don’t you forget that.”




  “Quit with the melodrama, Epap.” Her chest heaves up and down.




  He casts his eyes away, doesn’t say anything. Then suddenly leaps at me, his momentum catching me and sending our bodies crashing hard against the deck. The wooden boards drum hollow on

  our impact.




  A curious, deep thump rumbles beneath me. As if I’ve jarred something loose under the boat.




  Epap is cursing and swinging on top of me, and it’s all I can do to deflect his blows. Then Sissy is prying him off me, her face a furious red.




  “We’ve got enough to deal with!” she shouts. “We need to focus on fighting them, not each other!”




  Epap spins around, stares at the riverbank. He runs a hand through his hair, his breathing ragged. But I’m not paying attention to him. All my focus is on the deck under me. I knock on it.

  The same hollow thump reverberates back. I knock the deck a metre away, and a thump of a different timbre sounds back.




  “What is it?” David asks. Now they’re all turning to look at me.




  I thump the deck with all my might. And I hear it again, the sound of dislodgment. Of something secreted under the boat, hidden from unwanted eyes. A lump suddenly forms in my throat as I

  realise something.




  “Gene?” Sissy says. “What’s going on?”




  I look at her with dazed eyes.




  “Gene?”




  “I think something is under this boat,” I say. And now everyone’s staring at me. “It’s been under our noses this whole time.”




  Ben studies the deck, confused. “Where? I don’t see anything.”




  “The only place a hunter wouldn’t think – wouldn’t dare – look,” I say. “Underwater.”




  Diving into the river is like cracking through the face of a mirror. And as welcoming; it’s all shards of cold that slash and cut my bare skin. My lungs contract to the

  size of marbles. I surface, gasping for air. The current is a beast. Although a rope is looped around my chest in the off chance – not so off, I now realise – that I might get swept

  away, it offers little comfort. I immediately grab the side of the boat. I allow myself a few seconds to get used to the cold, then duck under.




  For grip, I wedge my fingers between the wooden planks of the deck. My legs go flying with the current, pulling me parallel with the boat. I’m like a flag flailing in high wind. Sunlight

  pours between the planks, thin slats of light cutting downward in the murky waters. It’s eerily quiet down here, just a deep mournful humming broken up by the occasional swishing sound. My

  eyes dart around, trying to find something, anything, out of the ordinary.




  There. A boxed compartment, jutting from the boat’s dead centre. Carefully, I allow my body to drift towards it until I’m wrapping my arms around it, thankful for the support. A

  metal latch, rusted over, hangs on the underside. It doesn’t give on my initial pull. I yank it and the whole underside swings open.




  A large slab of stone tumbles out, hitting me on the back of the head. The pain is numbing and disorienting. I make a quick, blind grab for the tablet as it slides down my body. But I’m

  too late. The tablet slides down my legs, bounces off my left shin, and fades into the murky depths.




  Lungs bursting, I spin around until I’m crouched upside down, feet planted on the underside of the boat. It’s now or never. One chance to make a dive for the tablet before it

  descends past the point of retrieval. I kick off the bottom of the boat. My body missiles downward, into darkness, into the cold.




  A fraction of a second before the rope looped around me pulls taut, my fingertips touch stone. I grab it. Then I’m bounced up as if on a bungee cord, the force of it almost dislodging the

  tablet from my hands. I cradle the tablet against my bare chest, feel grooved lettering engraved into it.




  I surface out of the water in a spray of white, my body reduced to one gigantic mouth gasping for air. Epap and David see the tablet and pry it from my tired arms. They leave me in the water,

  clinging to the side, barely able to hang on.




  By the time I heave myself onboard, my body flopping wet and heavy, they’ve all huddled around the tablet. Heads pressed together and angled, they’re reading the words chiselled into

  stone:




   




  STAY ON THE RIVER.




  – The Scientist




   




  Their mouths are cracking open. A chorus of giggles and laughter leaks, then bays out. They are all smiles and astonishment and delirium.




  “I told you! I told you! I told you!” Ben is shouting, slapping everyone on the back. “He’d planned this all along!”




  Sissy is standing, hands clasped to her mouth, her eyebrows arched high, tears brimming in her eyes.




  “I knew he’d come through for us!” Jacob shouts. “The Promised Land! He’s leading us to the Promised Land. Of Milk and Honey, Fruit and

  Sunshine!”




  Sissy’s face breaks into a smile that almost feels like physical warmth. Her eyes close in relief. “How did you know the tablet was under us, Gene?” she asks.




  I pause before speaking. My father would often play treasure-hunt games when I was a toddler, leaving me clues around the house. I remember how flustered I’d become, unable to find the

  clues I knew were there. He’d force me to slow down, take deep breaths, survey the scene with equanimity. He’d say: You’re looking but not seeing. The answer is right under

  your nose. And almost inevitably, once I calmed down, I’d find the clue wedged between cracks in the floor, laid between the pages of a book I’d been holding the whole time, or

  placed in my very own pocket.




  But I don’t tell them any of this. “I was just lucky, I guess,” I answer. I start to shiver, the wind gusting blades of ice into my body. I’m only wearing underwear,

  having taken off my clothes before diving in.




  One of the hepers says something; a burst of communal laughter follows. Sissy rejoins them, clapping her hands. So much emotion genuflecting off them.




  I walk into the cabin where I’ve left my clothes in a pile. I strip off my underwear, wring it with shivering hands and arms. I can still hear them guffawing, their eruptions of laughter

  hee-hawing back and forth. I don’t understand why they have to so demonstrably display what they’re feeling. Can’t they simply feel their emotions without needing to project them?

  Maybe captivity has stunted them, rendered them incapable of intuiting another’s emotions unless it’s spelled out for them in a vomit of colours.




  They start giggling now, talking about the Scientist this, the Scientist that. This is the confirmation they’ve been looking for. The sign that the Scientist never left them, or betrayed

  them, that he is in fact waiting for them at the end of this path. For them.




  And not for me.




  Me, he abandoned in a metropolis of monsters. To fend for myself. A boy who cried himself to sleep and wet himself in bed for months afterward. But for them he created an elaborate

  escape plan involving a journal (clearly meant for them to find), and a boat to lead them to the Land of Milk and Honey, Fruit and Sunshine.




  I hear another giggle, then another, their laughter like taunting jabs. I am about to tell them to shut up when I realise they have, in fact, fallen into a silence that is as sudden as it is

  eerie. I glance through the cracks in the cabin wall. I can’t make out very much, just David and Jacob raising up the stone tablet. Quickly, I slip into my dry clothes and walk out of the

  cabin.




  They’ve stood the tablet up on its base and gathered behind it. Water is still dripping out of the grooved letters and down the face of the tablet, forming a puddle on the deck. I read the

  words again.




   




  STAY ON THE RIVER.




  – The Scientist




   




  But the Dome hepers are looking not at the front of the tablet but the back. Their eyes, seeing something I cannot, are wide with shock as they travel up the tablet, past the top rim, and fall

  on mine.




  “What?” I say.




  Slowly, they turn the tablet around for me to read.




  Four words. Four words that will become as indelibly etched in my mind as they are permanently chiselled into the stone tablet.




   


  

  DON’T LET GENE DIE.




     


	

  The first words in years from my father for me, about me. A whisper from the past, growing into a breeze, then gusting into a blaze. A skein of electricity jolts through my body and I feel the

  crackling of ice thawing in my marrow. And though it is a surge of light and hope and strength that flows through me, all I can do is collapse to my knees.




  Jacob and David are the first to reach me, and they’re picking me up. I feel their hands clapping me on my back, their voices loud but no longer jarring, their bodies pressing against me

  but somehow no longer intrusive. Their arms sling over my back as they hold me up, wonderment spreading across their faces. Smiles break out, and their eyes are warm with welcome. Sissy’s

  eyes clench shut as she presses her hands to lips, balled with excitement. When she opens her eyes to look at me, they are hot and tender.




  “I knew it,” she says. “It’s no accident that you’re here, Gene. You were always meant to be with us. To be a part of us.”




  I don’t say anything, only feel river water dripping down my body. A wind picks up and my body shivers. She wraps her arms around me and gives me a hug. I’m still wet but she

  doesn’t mind.




  “Don’t be a stranger anymore,” she whispers into my ear, so softly, the words can only be meant for me, and she pulls me in closer one last time before we separate. Her face

  and the front of her chest are damp as she throws the blanket Ben has just brought over across my shoulders. Sunshine pours down on the boat, on the river, on the land, on us.




  







  Three




  WHEN I WAS in second grade, on the night I was almost eaten alive, I sat alone in the corner of the

  cafeteria. It was early for lunch, and the relative emptiness of the cafeteria would be a large reason for my survival that night. In commemoration of the Ruler’s Birthday, special synthetic

  steaks that were particularly bloody and flesh-textured were served up for lunch. Everyone ate with zest, teeth ripping into the steaks, blood oozing down chins and into dripping cups.




  I bit into the faux meat and felt the ooze of blood seep out like water from a sponge. It was hard to ignore the gamy texture. I had long overcome the gagging reflex that biting into bloody

  synthetic meats used to induce, but this new, commemorative meat was especially noxious. I breathed in deep, controlled inhales, careful not to let my nostrils flare. I closed my eyes in fake

  delight, and bit into the chunk of meat one more time.




  I felt a prick of pain in my upper gum that almost made me wince. I paused, my teeth still sunk into the meat. Blood collected in the cavity of my mouth. I let it flow out. Down my chin. Into

  the dripping cup. Took another bite. This time, the pain shot out in a bright flare, radiating around my skull. It took everything to stifle a cry. Teeth still sunk into meat, I kept my eyes

  closed, as in bliss, willing the gathering tears to dissipate from behind my eyelids.




  And it was from behind the black curtain of closed eyes that I first heard the eruption of hissing and neck-snapping. Building in volume, stemming from all four corners of the cafeteria. I

  waited a few more agonising seconds until certain my eyes had dried before opening them.




  Students were twitching with excitement, saliva now mixing with the blood pouring down their chins. A few were attacking their steaks with renewed fervour, mistakenly believing that the

  tantalising aroma stemmed from the meat in hand. Others, the older students, were lifting their noses into the air and sniffing. They were detecting something else altogether.




  I bit into the meat again, not fully comprehending what was going on. I was only in second grade, after all. I was only a young boy, a little runt. Again, a jolting stab of pain in my gums.

  Blood sopped out, collecting in my mouth. But something was different about the blood.




  It was warm.




  I did not understand. I pushed the overflow of blood out of my mouth, felt the warmth even more keenly on the skin of my chin.




  And almost instantly, everyone in the cafeteria stopped eating. Hisses broke out, loud and inquisitive. A few students leapt up on their chairs, their necks snapping instinctively.




  I moved my tongue across the upper row of teeth. Starting from the back tooth, moving from tooth to tooth, over the rough crevices, over the pointed tip of the fake fangs I inserted every dusk.

  My tongue slid over my two front teeth, over the first, then—




  Where my other front tooth should have been, there was a gap.




  My tooth had fallen out.




  I stood up. Half the cafeteria was standing or crouching on their seats now. Even the kitchen staff, at the other end of the cafeteria, stopped working. Only the table of kindergarten students,

  mistakenly believing the aroma to be from the faux meat, kept on eating, eyes wild, jaws chomping.




  I grabbed my dripping cup. Pretended to drink from it, but behind the cover of the chalice, I pressed my lips together, forming a tight seal. I let the blood pour over my chin, down my neck,

  onto my clothes. To cover over the heper blood as much as possible.




  I put the cup down, walked slowly, casually out. When I felt a set of eyes fall on me, I bent over to do my laces, pretending I had all the time in the world and not a single concern. I walked

  out, one step at a time, sucking at the gap in my teeth, sucking my own blood down my throat, not wanting a single drop to escape my mouth, swallowing and swallowing and swallowing.




  I forced myself to walk down the hallway. I willed myself not to cry. I almost lost control over my bladder and that would surely have meant my demise. But I controlled it all. Seven years old,

  clenching my eyes, my bladder, my face. Refusing fear, refusing emotion to make the faintest dint on my face. My father had taught me well.




  My classroom was empty – everyone was at lunch – and after I closed the door behind me, I almost faltered. Almost gave in to the fear and the panic, almost let the tears and blood

  and urine come seeping out in a deluge of surrender and fear. But I gathered myself and lifted up my deskscreen. Still sucking and swallowing the blood, making sure that none of it dribbled outside

  my lips, I typed in my father’s e-mail address. My fingers shook as I pressed each key. It was a simple message, a message he’d taught me to use in times of emergency.




  A blank e-mail. No message.




  It meant only one thing.




  I hit SEND then picked up my bag. I exited the classroom, heard the growing commotion in the cafeteria. Shouts and yells. I swallowed and swallowed and hoped it was enough.




  My father would be receiving the e-mail now. And I knew no matter what he was doing, no matter how busy he might be in that glass skyscraper, he would drop everything. On the spot. And come for

  me.




  I made myself walk slowly, as if merely strolling outside. I avoided the front gate where traffic was heavy. I walked through the soccer field, the baseball diamond, then onto the street. A few

  midnight pedestrians turned their heads my way as they strolled past, their noses twitching. But I kept swallowing, and my eyes, brimming with frightened tears, were hidden behind my shades.




  Only when I got home, thirty minutes later, only after I locked the door and lowered the shutters, did I fall to my knees, all strength and self-will clipped. I curled around my knees, and

  hugged my legs for they were my only comfort, and I pretended they were another warm-blooded person giving me solace.




  And that is how my father found me fifteen minutes later when he flew into the house, quickly locking the door behind him. He gathered my quivering body into his, drawing me with his thick,

  muscular arms into his warm fold. And he did not speak as I sobbed into his shirt, dampening the front. He only stroked my hair back, and after a minute told me it was fine, told me I had done

  well, that he was proud of me, that I was a good boy.




  But he had to leave me, a few hours later. After the moon had set and the sun had risen, he opened the front door and went out into the empty, sunlit streets. To my school. It was my tooth. He

  had to find it. If it were found in some isolated corner of the cafeteria, or next to a table leg, suspicions, still nascent and therefore likely to simply die away as all crazy heper rumours

  eventually did, would be confirmed. And if that happened, they would quickly put two and two together, and come for me within minutes, within seconds, they would race for me, they would eat and

  consume me.




  But when my father returned hours later, minutes before the arrival of dusk, he came back empty-handed. He could not find my tooth. He was fatigued and his face fought fear, but he told me not

  to worry. Perhaps I had simply swallowed the tooth, he’d said, and the tooth was safely disposed of inside me.




  I started to cry; I thought it was OK, I was home, he’d let me cry earlier. But he reprimanded me. “No more crying now. No more tears,” he said. “You have to leave for

  school soon, your absence might draw attention.” I managed to stop crying, but could not quell the trembling that quaked through me. I thought he would scold me again, but instead, he took me

  in his arms and hugged me tightly, as if to absorb the vibrations into his own body. I felt safe in his arms.




  “I wish we’d just turn,” I said into his chest.




  He stiffened immediately.




  I went on. “Why don’t we do that, Daddy? I’m tired of being fake, hiding all the time. Why don’t we just turn? It’d be simple, I could find a way to bring home some

  of their saliva.” I was suddenly so lost in my own words, I did not register the anger in his face. “All we’d have to do is dab the saliva into a small cut on our skin. And then

  it will all be over, all this hiding and pretending. We can just become normal, like everyone else. We could do it together, Daddy.”




  “No!” he said, and this word was like a shout rammed into my head, the echo of which would never stop resonating. “No.” He cupped my face with his large hands, brought

  his eyes level with mine. “Never say such a thing. Never think such a thing. Ever again.”




  I nodded, more with fear than understanding.




  “Never forget who you are, Gene.” His hands pressed tighter against the sides of my face. I don’t think he was aware of the force with which he held me. “You’re

  perfect the way you are. You are more precious than the sum of all the people out there.” And he spoke more words, promises and oaths and vows to never leave me, and eventually his voice

  softened, the timbral tone soothing me, coursing through my body until it seemed like his voice melded with the DNA of my molecules. He held me tightly in his arms until I stilled.




  My missing tooth was never found. Probably, I’d swallowed it. But for weeks and months and even years afterwards, I lived in this constant fear that somewhere out there, in some forgotten

  hole or crevice or crack, lay my tooth, dull and yellow, about to be discovered. Like my own excruciating existence: discarded and hidden, eventually to be discovered.




  And yet. Although I lived in a tiny crack between two worlds, in my father’s arms was a universe of solace that was as high and wide and deep as love itself. And that day in his arms, I

  made a vow that would fuse so seamlessly into the core of my being that I’d forget ever consciously making it; until a decade later, when, floating on a boat down a river and seeing my name

  carved into a stone tablet, I would suddenly remember and commit myself anew to this vow: my father was my world and if he ever disappeared, I would search for him to the ends of this fractured

  earth.




  







  Four




  NIGHT FALLS. AND with it, the day’s celebratory mood. The land blackens into a gloaming and the

  river, once smooth as plates of armour, is fraught with an urgent undertow. White splashes kick up against the river’s edge, ephemeral ghosts. Nobody utters the word hunter but the

  fear it generates is ever present in the tense lines grooved into our foreheads, in eyes that nervously scan the land, in tense backs that will not lie down to sleep this night. Although we have

  not eaten in days, our bodies have adapted to the lack of nourishment by tapping into inner reserves. But very soon – two days, at most – these reserves will be depleted, and we will

  start breaking down.




  Sissy is sharpening her daggers, eyes fixed on the riverbank. Epap paces back and forth, the Scientist’s journal in hand, occasionally flipping through the pages. When it happens, it is

  sudden.




  “Sissy . . .” David whispers, eyes saucer-wide.




  There are three of them. Sprinting in tight formation, a mile behind us, racing along the bank. They are on all fours, their bodies cheetah-like, legs and arms extending out to the ground,

  grabbing it, thrusting it under them in a blur with every leap and kick. The lead runner drops off, rejoining the line at the back of the formation. A new lead runner takes its place in the front.

  I see what they’re doing: drafting off one another in a paceline, all the better to cut down on drag and exploit the lead runner’s slipstream. Running in a paceline will mean improving

  their net group speed by at least 10 percent – a significant advantage in a journey encompassing hundreds of miles.




  In seconds, they are sprinting alongside us. They are a tapestry of horror. Their skin, partially melted in the daylight like warm plastic in an oven, has, with the arrival of night, petrified

  into solid, pulled-back folds. Splattered randomly about their bodies are splotches of hair, tufting out in ugly streaks. No, not hair; these are remnants of their SunCloaks now melded into the

  soft pliability of half-melted skin. They’ve become ragged stray animals, foaming at the mouth, diseased skin dripping off bones, skinned paws pounding the ground. Their eyeballs swivel

  around to gaze – with longing and devotion – at us.




  The third hunter looks vaguely familiar. Somewhere behind all the melted folds of flesh is a face I almost recognise. A large bag is strapped on its back – on all their backs, in fact

  – bulging with what looks like heavy equipment and bundles of rope. There must be at least a ton of gear on them. Their staggering strength is horrendous and awesome.




  And then they sprint past us.




  “Sissy?” Jacob utters.




  Not even a single look thrown back at us. Their loping pale bodies disappear over the crest of a short hill. They reappear on the rise of the next hill, but much farther away, smaller, their

  collective speed, if anything, even faster now.




  “Sissy? What’re they doing?” David’s face is ridden with fear. He stares off into the distance where they have disappeared. “Why did they race off?”




  Sissy turns to me, confused and anxious. “Do you know?”




  I shake my head. Nothing about this makes sense.




  “I don’t like this,” Sissy whispers, and for the first time in days, a genuine fear shifts in her eyes. “They’re getting craftier and stronger. They’re

  getting more innovative, more determined by the day.”




  She’s right. This is the first time they’ve hunted prey with skills and determination to match. They’ve become craftier out of necessity.




  Sissy taps against her thigh. Frustration seethes in her eyes.




  “We have to dock, Sissy!” Epap shouts. “If they’re in front of us, we can’t simply allow ourselves to drift towards them.”




  She stares down the river. “It could be a trap. There might be another group of hunters behind us anticipating we’d pull over. Let’s not get outsmarted here.”




  “I don’t think that’s their game plan,” I say. “That’s not how they operate. When it comes to hunting hepers, they’re irresistibly selfish. Altruism for

  the benefit of another group doesn’t enter into their thinking. If there is another group behind us, then the group that just passed us doesn’t stand to benefit at all.” I gaze

  into the river ahead of us. “No, I think there’s only one group. The one that sprinted ahead.”




  “And they’re setting a trap?” Sissy asks.




  “I think so.” I grimace. “I don’t know.”




  “Then what are we waiting for?” Epap says. “Let’s dock now.” He starts moving for the pole.




  “Wait!” Sissy says. “Maybe that’s what they’re hoping we’ll do. Maybe they’ve circled around and are secretly trailing us even now from behind those

  hills. Maybe tricking us into docking is the trap they’ve laid; they’re just waiting for us to stupidly self-remove the only barrier we have between us and them: the river. We

  dock, and they’ll be on us in ten seconds flat.”




  “What do we do, Sissy?” David asks.




  A steely determination glints in her eyes. “We stay on the river. If they’ve laid a trap ahead, we charge through. Whatever they have for us, we fight. But we don’t wait for

  them, twiddling our thumbs. We chase our fate, whatever it is.” She looks at me. “That’s how I operate.”




  For almost an hour, we see nothing. The boat flows down the surging river, every second fraught with tension, an eternity of uncertainty. I’m at the stern, eyes peeled,

  searching. The river froths white against the banks up ahead where it narrows. Don’t let up, I keep telling myself, not even for one sec—




  The boat is suddenly stopped in its tracks as if we’ve hit a cement wall. We’re thrown forward and sprawl all over the deck. I’m almost tossed overboard – only a quick

  grab at the boat’s edge keeps me from plunging into the river. Sissy is the first on her feet, and she’s swinging her body around, trying to get a compass on the situation.




  I see what’s stopped us. A rope spanning the entire width of the river, now pulled taut by the boat. The contraption the hunters had been carrying must be a harpoon. They used it to shoot

  the rope right across a narrow river bend.




  “I think my ribs are cracked,” Epap says, gritting his teeth. His hands fold gingerly before his chest as if cradling an invisible baby. “I can’t breathe, it hurts even

  to breathe—”




  “Sissy!” I shout. “Give me your dagger! We’ve got to cut the rope!”




  The sound of feet pounding the boards, then Sissy slides feet first towards me, splashing up water. She stares into the river, sees the rope. Horror dawns across her face. She’s about to

  reach down to slice the rope when she pauses.




  “Cut it, Sissy!”




  “What if they’re hiding in the water?”




  “They can’t swim underwater!”




  “Then where are they?”




  “I don’t kno—”




  Something splashes in the river a few feet from us, sending up a huge spray.




  “What was that?” Jacob cries.




  Then another loud splash, closer to the boat this time.




  “Are they in the water?!” Jacob says, moving away from the splashes. “Is that them?”




  “No!” I shout, “they can’t swim!”




  “Then what—”




  A thrack explodes next to my foot, sending up shredded wood chips from the deck. A large iron-cast grappling hook – black as night with four razor-sharp claws – is embedded

  halfway into the deck. The grappling hook is attached to a rope that extends all the way to the riverbank. And that’s where I see them. The hunters. They’re partially hidden behind a

  grassy knoll but the rope is like an arrow pointing right at them.
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