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“You’re doing great, Vicky. Just one more and... push!”

Vicky strained and pushed as Dr. Goldstein delivered the baby boy, which he passed off to Nurse Linda. Before Linda could even get the baby into the bassinet to clean the newborn, it let out a deafening scream.

“That was quick,” Dr. Goldstein said, smiling. “That’s a good sign.”

Linda confirmed. “One-minute APGAR is a perfect ten. Your baby is as healthy as can be. Strong, too, I’m having a little trouble wrapping him up. Jerry, would you give me a hand here?”

Jerry, a nursing student doing his final clinical, was happy to assist, relieved to have witnessed his first live birth without passing out. “How can I help?” he asked.

“Here, you hold his legs while I slide his blankie underneath him,” Linda said. “Try to hold him still. He is a fighter, isn’t he. Hold him a little tighter, you won’t hurt him.” With great effort, they managed to wrap the baby up. “There. Now hold him like this,” she said, adjusting the baby in Jerry’s arms, “and let the mom see her wonder child.”

“Whoa.” Jerry had just turned toward the mother when the baby wriggled hard in his arms.

“That’s okay, I’ll take him,” Linda said, taking the baby from Jerry. She was not about to let anyone drop a newborn on her watch. She managed to turn toward the mother and take a couple of steps before the baby almost wriggled out of her arms.

“Everything alright, Linda?” Dr. Goldstein asked.

“Yeah. Jerry, get the bassinet. Quite an athlete you’ve got here, Vicky.”

Linda lowered the baby into the bassinet. Everyone was watching but no one saw what happened when Linda screamed, grabbing her hand. Blood gushed out of it. The baby fell, grabbing the edge of the bassinet, taking the object along with it to the ground in a loud crash.

“What’s going on?! Where’s my baby?!” Vicky asked. Nobody answered. They were all wondering the same thing.

Dr. Goldstein rushed to control Linda’s bleeding. Jerry took it upon himself to track down the missing child, getting on all fours and looking under the bed.

“He bit me!” Linda said, as Dr. Goldstein helped her into a chair.

“Natal teeth? Even so, they aren’t strong enough—” Dr. Goldstein stopped. A sound like a ravenous wolf attacking a dying moose came from under the bed.

Dr. Goldstein ran around to the side of the bed Jerry was on and saw Jerry’s legs sticking out. They weren’t moving. He grabbed Jerry’s ankles and pulled him out. When he saw Jerry’s face half ripped off, he instinctively gasped and let go, falling backward.

As he turned over and struggled to right himself, panicking, he froze. He was lying face-down on the ground, and the baby was sitting up right in front of him. It was staring at him, blood all around its mouth and torso. Before Dr. Goldstein could react, it was all over.

Nurse Linda heard Dr. Goldstein’s brief scream combined with the same awful gnashing sounds as before. Though feeling faint and in considerable pain from her missing thumb, she knew what she had to do.

“Vicky. Vicky!” Linda screamed as she stood, struggling to get the new mother’s attention in all the chaos. “Don’t move, I’m going to get help, then I’ll be right back. Don’t make a sound.”

Vicky looked as scared as she felt, but she managed to let out a subtle nod.

Linda couldn’t see the child, but had a clear path to the door. She made a break for it.

Vicky watched in horror as Linda yelped and fell to the ground out of view. She heard the now familiar chomping sound return and then fade away. All she could hear now was her own hyperventilating.

Her phone. It was on her tray table, which was... pushed away from the bed. They had moved it out of the way for the delivery. She couldn’t quite reach it. She slid over, as quietly as she could, but it was still out of reach. She peered over the edge of the bed. No baby. She scooted over as much as she could without falling out. She could just grab the corner of the tray table when she stopped.

As she turned back, she saw the top of her baby’s head peering over the foot of the bed. It had climbed up and was now slowly crawling toward her. She yanked the table over and grabbed her phone, but she was too late. The last thing she saw was her own son lunging at her throat.

***
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THE ATTACKS OCCURRED around the world. Most happened in hospitals causing mass fatalities. This led to a devastating shortage of trained medical personnel at what was now the worst possible time.

The entire planet entered a state of emergency, with each country forced to take immediate and drastic measures. China, having recently upgraded their one-child policy to a two-child policy, instead went to a zero-child policy. Government-run abortion vans became a common sight. Saudi Arabia declared war on pregnancy and summarily executed any woman who even looked pregnant. They also outlawed sexual intercourse under penalty of death.

But the worst response? That belonged to the United States. With religious fundamentalists running the government, it was decided the attacks were a direct retaliation from God for having allowed abortion as long as it did. Roe v. Wade was immediately overturned. Women’s clinics were burned to the ground. As scientists and their advice were shunned, our leaders led our nation in thoughts and prayers. They also convinced the gullible public that the way to stop the attacks was to appease God by having more children.

It would be their biggest mistake.

Around nine months after their pro-birth policies were implemented, and just as the world was starting to make its first real inroads in the war against the babies, the United States (and other nations the U.S. had bullied into adopting its ways) was overrun.

Society as everyone knew it collapsed with people retreating into an almost tribal state. Humanity was forced into colonies, their sizes depending on how much area a group could defend and how well.

After a year, the attacks began to subside. Some thought the babies had finally been eradicated. Others believed they had simply starved to death or founded their own society somewhere. Whatever had happened, tensions still ran high...
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“Sometimes I think the boredom is worse than the attacks,” Mitch said as he stood guard outside the fortified entrance to the compound.

“I’m just fine with the boredom, thank you,” nineteen-year-old Shawn replied. She looked through her rifle scope, scanning the horizon, but found nothing. She lowered her gun. “Do you hear something?” Again using the scope, she saw some rustling in the bushes about fifty yards down the road. “There!”

A bloody child emerged and limped down the road toward them. “Help me,” she yelled.

“Are you alone?” Mitch asked. “Any babies chasing you?”

“It’s just me. Please help.”

Mitch turned to Shawn. “Stay here, I’m going to bring her in,” he said as he started forward, gun at the ready.

“Mitch, wait, something’s not right.”

“Just cover me,” he shouted back.

Shawn kept one eye on Mitch and the other on their surroundings. “What’s this kid doing by herself at this hour? Where’d she come from? What if she’s one of them?”

“She can’t be. The apocalypse happened two years ago. She looks to be about four or five. Could be bait, though. I’ll stay out in the open. This won’t take a moment.”

True to his word, he stopped several strides short of the brush, waving the child toward him. “Come on, kid, just a little further. That’s it.”

The child limped forward until she was ten feet in front of Mitch, then stopped. She looked Mitch in the eye and smiled. Then she lunged.

Shawn saw the blood spray from Mitch’s neck and ran forward yelling his name as the child dragged Mitch like a rag doll into the brush out of sight. “Mitch! Mitch!” Shawn stopped with a slight skid on the gravel when she realized she was only making the situation worse. The child’s head popped up with fresh blood all around her mouth. Shawn aimed and fired true, but the child was too fast and had disappeared again.

Shawn backed up as she fired several more rounds into the bushes. She turned and began running the short distance to the compound entrance when she looked over her shoulder and saw the child burst out of the brush like a cheetah.

She turned forward to see where she was running. The gate was just ahead of her. Purely out of instinct, she juked to one side. This unexpected move saved her life but the child still got a piece of her shoulder as they both tumbled to the ground. Shawn jumped to her feet, disparaged by her chances as the child was now closer to the compound than she was. She had also dropped her gun.

Feeling she had no other alternative, she sprinted around the side of the compound. She made eye contact with the child for a fleeting moment before turning the corner. A quick scan along the fence told her there was nowhere to go. Instead she crouched behind the wall. Maybe, just maybe, the child would miss her as it went flying past, giving her a few precious seconds to double back and make it to safety.

She waited a moment, but nothing happened. She peeked around the corner and froze. The child was right in front of her staring at her. The hairs on Shawn’s neck rose as the child said, “Not a very good hiding place, Shawn. Give me your neck.”

Shawn knew her situation was futile, but she didn’t have to make her death easy for the little monster. “No,” she said, turning around.

Before she could take a single step, her vision was nearly filled by a black circle. As she stared down the barrel, she felt a strong hand on the top of her head pushing her down and heard a male whisper, “Duck.”

She no sooner ducked out of the way than the blast exploded into the child behind her, sending the demon back fifteen feet where it lay dead. Shawn stood frozen in shock for a moment, then reached her hands up to feel the top of her head. No damage. She turned around and saw the man kneeling down, already inspecting the child.

“Dead,” he said, standing up.

Shawn walked over, reached into her shirt, and pulled out a wooden stake which she slammed into the child’s heart. It was her first time staking anyone and far more disgusting than she expected. She looked up at the man who now had a confused look on his face. He held out his free hand giving her the symbol for, “Why?”

“Had to make sure,” she said.

“They’re not vampires. They’re mutated superhumans.”

“Oh.” She stood and took a good look at the man who had saved her life. In his early thirties, he was average height, average build, and scruffy. He didn’t look threatening, but there was something unusual about him, and it took her a moment to figure it out. He had scars. Nothing huge, but they were there. On his chin, his cheek, and above his left ear. And was she seeing things, or did he have a tiny bite taken out of his right ear?

She returned her gaze to the child’s corpse. Now that it was dead, it looked just like any other child. “Superhuman mutants, huh? Is that why this one was so big?”

“They must grow at an accelerated rate. If so, the world is in even greater danger than we thought.” He nudged the dead child’s leg with his foot. “I bet this one was born close to the beginning.”

“I’m Shawn.” She followed him around the corner where he picked up her gun and examined it.

“Looks fine,” he said, handing it back to her.

“And you are?”

“Passing through.” He started inside.

“Wait,” she said, grabbing his elbow and spinning him around. In so doing, part of his neck chain popped out from under his shirt. There were huge incisors attached to it. She gasped and let go. “Are those...?”

He tucked his chain back into his shirt. “Trophies.”

“Well don’t you want one of hers?” she asked, pointing behind her.

“Nah, got tired of the hassle.”

“How many do you have?!”

He sighed and pulled out his chain. Her mouth fell open as she tried to count. There were at least twenty. “Oh my god, you’re him. You’re the Baby Hunter!”

He groaned and hid his chain and headed inside the gate. “I’m just a baby hunter, passing through like I said.”

She chased after him. “You’re a legend! Some say you’re humanity’s last hope.”

He spun and grabbed her shoulders in an instant. “Keep your voice down. This place have supplies?” She nodded. “Good, I’m just going to tell your leader about the vulnerabilities I found in your perimeter, stock up, and then I’m on my way. I saved your life, you can repay me by not making a scene, okay?” When she nodded again, he let go.

“The compound’s not secure?” she asked.

He scoffed in disapproval. “You saw firsthand what they can do. Do you feel safe here? Does this place even have a warning system?” Before she could answer, they both heard it.

The alarm had gone off.
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“Baby!” someone screamed between blares. The hunter and Shawn took off running down the street in the direction of the commotion. A middle-aged woman and heavyset man came running around the corner of a building a hundred yards ahead. A couple of seconds later, a baby came tearing around the same corner.

The baby leapt and latched onto the man’s neck, where he stumbled a few steps before falling to the ground. The baby repositioned itself and began snacking on the man’s bleeding throat. The hunter wasted no time in lining up and taking a shot. However, he was a hair off and caught the man in the ear.

This startled the baby enough to distract it, and it jumped out of the way just in time before being picked off by the hunter’s second shot. The baby then turned toward the source of the fire and came bounding toward him. Shawn joined in as the two of them fired round after round.

“Wait for it to land!” he shouted.

“It’s too fast!” she replied.

The baby jumped on the middle-aged woman’s shoulder and leapt off, knocking her down but leaving her otherwise uninjured. It flew toward the hunter, but he dove out of the way, turned, and fired blind, catching the baby in the right leg, knocking it off balance. Shawn took advantage and fired again and again, hitting the baby’s left hip, right shoulder, and chest, wounding it further each time.

The hunter held out his hand, signaling Shawn to stop, ran up, put one foot on the baby’s chest, and blew its head off.

He turned to the middle-aged woman who had just joined them. “Any more?”

“Yeah, but—”

He ran down the street. Shawn started, too, but the woman caught her arm.

“Wait! There’s too many!”

The hunter must have heard because he looked back for a second and then slowed when he heard more screams ahead.

At least twenty more men, women, and children appeared from behind the building, all running down the street. The hunter aimed, but couldn’t see any babies yet. All he could see was the back of the mob getting taken out one by one. As more people fell, he was at last able to see the baby attacking them. As he aimed, he saw another. And another. That was enough, he decided.

He turned and ran ahead of the shrinking crowd.

“Come on!” the woman with Shawn said. “The bunker’s this way!” The three of them raced down an alleyway into a door leading to a garage and then into the rest of the house. They went down a flight of stairs and into the bunker.

The woman ran over to a security station where there were multiple monitors running. “Shawn, get the door but don’t close it just yet.”

The hunter looked at the monitor the woman seemed focused on and saw an overhead view of the street. They watched in horror as the babies tackled the last two runners. The woman winced and put her head in her hands.

This told Shawn what she needed to know. She leaned out the doorway and yelled, “Anybody coming? Hello?” Not getting an immediate response, she slammed the heavy steel door shut. “Do you think they know we’re in here?”

Bang!

The noise gave them all a jump.

Bang!

“Don’t worry,” the woman said. “That door is three inches thick. Even those little bastards can’t get through.” Another bang. “Not that I’d bet my life on it, though.” There were several more bangs which seemed to shake the place and further rattled their nerves, but the door held. Then the banging stopped. “That’s better. This bunker wasn’t meant to serve long-term, but since it’s just the three of us, we could probably last a few weeks if necessary. Though I’m sure they’ll leave before then.”

“They won’t leave,” the hunter said.

“What? Why not? They have plenty to eat now,” she said, shaking her head in disgust.

“They love blood, but they love killing more. As long as we’re here, they won’t stop until they get us.”

“How do you know all this? Are you a baby hunter?”

“No,” Shawn said, reloading, “he’s the baby hunter. He won’t tell me his name.”

“Ah. I’m Donna, but most people around here call me Mayor. Ugh, called. Guess it’s moot now. ‘The Baby Hunter’ is a little ungainly, you mind if we call you Hunter?”

“Sure.”

The pounding on the door resumed, but this time it was faster.

Hunter examined the security station, his eyes darting between monitors. “Don’t you have one showing what’s right outside the door?”

Donna sighed. “We were going to, but after the attacks stopped way back when, we felt we had more pressing concerns. Does it matter? We know what’s out there.”

“Death,” Shawn said.

Hunter pointed to the screen showing the street. “Are these recording? This one, rewind this one. Hurry!”

Donna stole a glance at the door when the frame began to moan, then did as Hunter asked. Shawn joined them and all three watched as the baby who had been pounding on the door appeared in the street, walked over to another baby, had a brief chat of some kind, then led the second baby back toward their location. “I’ve never seen them interact before. Of course, when would I?”

The pounding on the door stopped. Hunter snapped his fingers. “Make it show what’s live again.”

Donna switched back. For a few moments, all they saw was the third baby happily gorging himself on a dead body. Then the other two babies waddled on to the scene in the direction of the third. “Why don’t they jump everywhere? It’s so much faster.”

“They still need to learn how to walk.” Hunter ran over to the door and ran his hand around the frame. “It’s already started to give. There’s no way this thing can hold out against three babies at once.”

“Oh crap. They started talking to the third baby. Looks like they talked him into it, they’re coming back here.”

The babies waddled their way down the road, sidestepping their kills. They went through the alley and arrived at the steel door. They launched themselves at it, striking hard with their tiny fists, shoulders, and feet. They began to coordinate their movements, which only added to the strain, and parts of the wall on either side began to crack. Soon the door itself began to buckle where it latched shut.

Finally, the whole thing caved with a loud crash and the door swung open. The babies climbed into the vault and looked around but didn’t see anything. One after the other, they screamed in frustration. After several seconds of shrieking, they tilted their heads up and sniffed the air. They then crawled out of the vault and wandered back into the alleyway where they split up in different directions.

One traveled further down the alley when a bullet ricocheted behind him. He caught sight of Shawn run into a garage. “Close it!” Shawn yelled. The baby bounded down the street and launched himself, but the garage door shut just in time. The other two babies joined as they battered the door. They were one or two hits from gaining entry when they stopped, hearing the engine coming from the other side. The outer babies jumped out of the way, but the baby in the middle jumped straight up, smacking his head hard on the overhang, denting the underside before landing in the same spot from which he jumped.

In that same instant, the car burst through the garage door. The front fender slammed into the baby’s head, sending it flying while the rest of his body bounced beneath the undercarriage.

Another baby launched itself at the passenger car door. However, in the second it took to get there, the car had fishtailed in its direction. The rear side of the car smashed into the baby, sending her flying through a first-floor window in the house across the street.

Donna burned rubber as the car accelerated down the alleyway and out onto the main road but not before Hunter, aiming his gun out the front passenger window, spied the baby jumping back out through the window and chasing them down the alley.

As Donna drove them through the compound gate, Shawn had her own gun aimed out the left rear passenger window. “Are we clear?”

“We killed one and we’re losing one,” Hunter said, “but where’s the third? Did anyone see it?” When no one responded, he sighed and looked back at the baby chasing them. Knowing it couldn’t catch them, the baby stopped, fell back on its butt, and threw a tantrum.

“Where the hell do we go now?” Donna asked.

“The next colony’s in Ackerton.”

Donna puffed her cheeks and exhaled. “I don’t know if we can make it that far.”

“Why not?”

“That baby must have dented the wheel well when I slammed into it. The steering is off and it feels like it’s getting worse.”
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Hunter read the homemade signs leading to Ackerton’s entrance. They informed anyone approaching to slow down, set their walkie-talkies to channel six, and expect an inspection. There was also one that read, “NO BABIES ALLOWED.” Hunter assumed it was a joke, but didn’t find it amusing.

Shawn got on the walkie and requested admittance.

“That you, Shawn?” asked a young male voice.

Shawn rolled her eyes. “Yes, Keith.”

“What do you want?”

“We want in, obviously.”

“Who’s we?”

“It’s me, the mayor, and oh yeah, the frickin’ Baby Hunter.”

The three of them in the car heard what sounded like a brief struggle. “Sorry about that, guys. This is Scott. Please pull up and we’ll be right out.”

They pulled up to a line under a sign that said, “STOP HERE” and parked. A door in the outer wall of the compound opened and three men came out.

“Keith, you’ve got the undercarriage. Wallace, cover him,” Scott said, assault rifle in hand. He waved to the occupants. “You can step out. Here at Ackerton we have valet parking.”

“Good to see you again, Scott,” Donna said. “Do you have someone who can look at our car? It was damaged in an attack.”

“You were attacked?” The other two Ackerton men stopped and turned their heads. Scott noticed. “Eyes on your work, finish your business,” he shouted at them before turning back to Donna. “Let’s head inside. We’ll get everyone together and you can inform the group.”

As the others began walking toward the entrance, Keith moved the inspection mirror under the car. Wallace followed a couple of feet behind, rifle at the ready.

The right side seemed clear enough, but when they approached the left side, Keith paused.

“You got something?” Wallace asked.

“Not sure.” Keith moved and twisted his end of the pole but failed to gather any new information. “Cover me, will ya? I think I see something.”

“Are you crazy?” They looked at each other a moment. “Fine. Nice and slow.” Wallace entered the prone position while Keith got down on his knees and put his head almost to the ground.

Holding a light underneath, he squinted his eyes in an attempt to see better. “Wallace, I swear I see a pair of lips, a nose, and...”

As he moved the light over the eyelid, it popped open.

“Baby! It’s a baby!” Keith screamed, falling backward then jumping to his feet.

Wallace pumped several rounds into the car. “Die, mofo!”

Keith grabbed Wallace and helped him up as the two of them sprinted toward the entrance where the others were waving them in.

Hunter took up a position outside the door. Once the others were in, he backed up and joined them.

Everyone found a peephole to look through. “What did you see, Keith?” Scott asked. “I swear, if you’re messing with us...”

“I’m not! Wallace saw it, too, didn’t you?”

“I never saw it.”

After a pause, Scott gave Keith a look. “Are you positive you saw a baby?”

There was a crunch as the back of the car lifted an inch of the ground and fell again. The car bounced several more times then stopped. The baby began wailing.

“Pretty sure,” Keith said. “It must be trapped. Hey, where are you going?” The others turned to see Hunter heading toward the door.

“I’m going to kill it.”

The wailing stopped. “Maybe it’s dead. I must’ve hit with my gun,” Wallace said.

Hunter didn’t even slow down. “Then I’ll kill it again.”

Scott ran after him. “Hold on, Sir.”

Shawn yelled, “We’ve been calling him Hunter.”

“Hunter, stop, please. This is an opportunity.”

“Yeah, an opportunity to kill it.”

Scott had to jog to catch up. “I’ve heard they’re doing some studies at the university, but they need samples, which are not exactly easy to get. Think about what could be learned from a live one.”

Hunter stopped and sighed. “What the hell could they expect to learn?”

“Strengths. Weaknesses. How they do what they do. You name it. Any little bit might help us in the long run.”

Hunter curled his lip in disgust. “There is no long run against them.”

“Look, that baby’s not going anywhere.” He raised his voice so the others could hear. “Let’s all go inside and discuss matters. We’ll have our best shooters keep an eye on it.”

***
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“ALRIGHT, SETTLE DOWN.” Scott stood at the front and held up his arms to quiet the room. “It’s true, we have a live one. It’s currently trapped outside under the mayor’s car.” The crowd displayed a wide range of reactions.

“How did you capture it?” someone in the crowd asked.

Scott motioned for Donna to take the floor. “It was just dumb luck. We must have driven over it during our escape.”

“Escape from what?”

“We were attacked.” There were a number of audible gasps. Then the questions rolled in.

“What happened?”

“How many?”

An elderly woman raised her hand. “My brother, Ed, did he...?”

Donna nodded toward Shawn. “Shawn, Hunter, and I are the only survivors. I’m sorry.” There were moans and groans and lots of sobbing.

Scott again held up his hands. “We don’t have time for discussion. We need a few volunteers to help us transport the baby. Everyone else is to lock themselves into the armory for now.” He walked outside to check on the car, and Keith walked up to him.

“It’s no good. Every time we get close, it starts making the car bounce around. We can’t fix it, we can’t get the baby out, and we don’t have a way to tow it.”

Scott sighed and ran his hand over his balding head. He saw Donna and Hunter discussing something and joined them. Before he could speak, the baby began wailing. Scott had to yell just to be heard.

“Any ideas?”

“Yeah,” Hunter said. “Kill it now.”

Wallace came running up to them, his hands protecting his ears. “I was just on the radio with the university. They said there have been increasing numbers of attacks all over the place. When I told them we might have a live one we could bring them, they nearly pissed themselves. They said it could be the key to saving the human race.”

Hunter rolled his eyes. “Alright, I have an idea, a real one. But you’re not going to like it.”
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Within an hour, everything was set. Keith lugged the cage over to Hunter, who examined every square inch. It was two feet by two feet at the base with the height nearly double that. The bottom and sides were made from sheet metal. The top had a door of one-inch thick steel bars.

“Is it strong enough to hold a baby?” Keith asked.

“Normally, I’d say nothing is, but in this case, it should hold.”

Wallace approached next and handed Hunter a pool skimmer. However, the skimmer at the end was removed and replaced with a mug and a funnel on its side. Hunter rested the contraption against a table where he had several ingredients ready.

He poured some tranquilizers someone had retrieved from the nurse’s station into the mug, then poured in some warm milk. “Stir that,” he said to Shawn, who came over to help.

“What’s that for?” she asked as he poured honey into the mixture.

“In case the sedatives fail, maybe we can induce paralysis with infant botulism. Follow me.” She stopped stirring and carried the pole from the middle as she followed him to the car.

He looked at the crew of five standing ready with various tools in their hands. “Pit crew ready?” They nodded. “Alright, last ingredient.” He took out a pocket knife and cut the palm of his hand. Dripping blood into the mixture in the mug, the baby became agitated and started shaking the car again. “Jack it!”

With several guns covering him, Keith slid a jack under the right side of the car and tried to raise it. However, the baby kept shaking the car, causing it to slip off the jack.

“Damn. Alright, everybody with any muscle, lift it up. Toward the front or back only, stay away from the middle, just in case.” Several people joined Hunter and managed to lift the side of the car about a foot.

“That’s it,” Keith said. “His little arm can’t reach the ground anymore.” He cranked the jack as fast as he could it and slid it underneath. “Okay, you can let go.”

They all backed off and stared in amazement, aware that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to stare down their mortal enemy.

“It looks like a regular baby,” Wallace said. Hunter walked over, held his cut hand high over the baby’s face and made a fist. The moment the first drop of blood hit the baby’s cheek, it started gnashing at the air, its fangs exposed. “Never mind.”

Hunter took two steps back. “Shawn, feed me the pole!” As she did, he guided the end toward the baby’s mouth. He tried to cram in the funnel, but the baby shook it off. When he did finally get it in, the baby tore through the plastic and spit it out. “To hell with it.” He pulled the pole back, ripped off the rest of the funnel, then shoved the pole back in and poured the mug over the baby’s mouth.

It was messy and some of the concoction dripped off the baby onto the ground, but the baby enjoyed the taste and lapped up what it could.

After fifteen minutes or so, the baby’s eyes closed and its head dropped.

“Is it out?”

Hunter took the pole and slammed the mug into the baby’s head a couple of times. “It’s out. Pit crew, you’re up.”

The crew went to work cutting out the part of the undercarriage containing their hostage. It was difficult, but they managed well. At last, the baby and car part fell to the ground with a heart-stopping clang. The “dog catcher” crew stepped in with their makeshift restraining poles, wrapping them around the baby’s neck. On Hunter’s command, they hoisted it in the air and carried it inside to the nurse’s station with several guns pointed at it all the while.

“Are you the nurse?” Hunter asked as they lowered the baby onto a bed.

“Yes, I’m Edna. What do you need me to do?”

Hunter grabbed a cutting torch from the pit crew and shoved it in Edna’s hands. “I cut, you cauterize.”

“What?!”

“You’ll be fine, trust me.”

He grabbed a knife and went to work on the baby’s free arm. He had no trouble cutting through the skin and muscle, blood shooting everywhere, but then came into difficulty. 

“I can’t get through the bone. Somebody get me an axe!” There was no shortage of volunteers to leave the room and go looking. As they ran off, he examined the arm. “We don’t have time for this.” He put his foot on the baby’s chest and twisted and pulled on the arm until it came flying off. “Nurse, cauterize!”

With shaking hands, she waved the torch over the stump until the bleeding stopped.

“Hunter,” Shawn said, running into the room, “here’s a cleaver. Oh god, the smell.” She handed him the large knife and then covered her nose with the top part of her shirt.

He raised the implement overhead and told her, “You don’t have to be here for this.”

“It’s okay.”

He nodded and swung the cleaver down hard into the baby’s leg. A couple of more swipes and the leg came off. He waved the nurse away and cut off the other leg before allowing her to cauterize both. The trapped arm was the last to go.

“We did it,” Edna said, trying to catch her breath.

“Not quite. Pliers.”

He climbed on the bed and put his knee down on the baby’s chest as Shawn handed him the new tool. With his left hand, he squeezed either side of the back of the baby’s jaws to force them open, and with his right, he gripped one of the baby’s incisors around the base with the pliers. He paused for a split second when he noticed the baby’s eyes begin to focus.

“Oh crap.”

The baby gripped down on the pliers and twisted his head away then back with such force that they ripped the pliers out of hunter’s hand and slammed them back into his fingers causing him to yelp in pain. The baby then turned the other way, flinging the pliers into the wall nearly missing Shawn’s head.

Now aware of its situation, the baby began the wailing to end all wailing.

Hunter looked at his hand and saw two fingers sticking back much farther than they should have been. He held out his hand to Edna. “They’re dislocated! Put them back in!”

“What? I can’t hear you!” she said, motioning toward her ear. Nobody could hear anything over the baby’s wails.

Hunter held up his hand in front of her face and made a snapping motion with his other hand. “Fix it!”

Her eyes wide, she grabbed his wrist with one hand and then as quickly as she could, relocated each finger. He shook his hand in agony, but as he turned back to the baby, the wailing stopped.

“Hold his goddamn head!” Shawn commanded, perched on top. She slammed the pliers into the baby’s mouth, and after a brief struggle, ripped out one incisor then the other. Somebody stuffed a rag in the baby’s mouth and then covered it with duct tape. All eyes then turned to Hunter.

“Cage it,” he said.

They tossed the baby inside and welded it shut. Several people sighed in relief. Shawn walked over to Hunter and held out her palm containing two large, bloody incisors. “For your chain.”

He shook his head. “Those are yours. You earned them.” She smiled, nodded, and put them in her pocket.

As Edna began taping Hunter’s fingers, Scott approached. Before he could speak, Hunter went first.

“You can handle things from here. I’m getting some shut-eye and I’ll be gone first thing in the morning.”

“You’re leaving us? But we need you.”

Hunter shoot his head. “You’re fine now. You can get that creature to the university without me.”

“I’m not sure that we can.”

Hunter looked him right in the eyes. “Why not?”

“There’s only one viable route to the university.”

“And?”

“It passes through Infant Gulch.”
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Chapter 5
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“Infant Gulch? Are you kidding?”

Scott pulled a paper map out of his back pocket and spread it on the counter. “Officially, it’s Deirdre Valley, but it earned the nickname after the initial attacks. Wallace and a few of the others are among the survivors.”

“Is it still infested?”

“We sent in a patrol a while back. We never heard from them again.”

Hunter gave Edna a nod after she finished wrapping his hand. “What makes you think the same thing wouldn’t happen to us?”

“We wouldn’t be looking to engage, just pass through. Look here.” Scott drew a path with his finger. “I’m thinking we can improve our chances by hugging the outer boundary. It’ll take longer, but...”

“You’d minimize your exposure. The wind would have to be favorable. Babies have an incredible sense of smell. Still, if you’re exposed, you’d be sitting ducks.”

“That’s where you come in,” Donna said, entering the room. “You’re a baby hunter. Let’s go hunt some babies.”

Hunter sighed. He worked best alone. On the other hand, he couldn’t get the sample to the university by himself, and if there was even the slightest chance of someone learning something that could change the flow of the war, he had to try.

“If I do this, I’m in charge.”

Donna smiled. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

At Hunter’s insistence, they took two cars. They weren’t the fastest or most protected, but they were the two quietest cars on the lot. “Less chance of them hearing us, better chance of us hearing them,” Hunter explained.

The first car contained the crew responsible for protecting the second car: Hunter, Shawn, and Wallace with Donna at the wheel.

The second car was driven by Keith with Scott riding shotgun. The baby’s cage was in the backseat, flanked by Travis and Nicole.

At first light, they set out toward Infant Gulch. As they crested the hilltop overlooking the town, both cars pulled over to the side of the road. Hunter got out and pulled a tuft of grass, letting go above his head. The blades fell straight down.

Scott joined him. “I had a friend who was a pilot. He said he preferred flying around this time when the winds were calmer, but they should pick up soon.” Hunter didn’t respond, so Scott walked back to his vehicle to check on the others.

Ninety minutes later, Shawn approached. “What’s the word, team leader?”

“Patience.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Is that the word, or are you telling me to be patient?”

He turned to her, curled his upper lip in the tiniest smile he could muster, then turned back toward the valley.

“What happens if the wind doesn’t come?” she asked.

“What would you do?”

Shawn thought for a moment. “I’d go back.”

“Good call.”

She nodded and turned back toward the car. She walked around to the driver’s side to talk to Donna. As she opened her mouth, she felt something.

A breeze.

She and Donna exchanged glances then she looked over at Hunter, who tossed grass in the air again. She could see the blades flutter behind him. He swirled his finger in the air, signaling them it was time to move out.

Everybody took their seats and the drivers started their cars. Hunter ran over to Keith to give him some last-minute advice. “Nice and slow. No honking. If something happens, wave frantically. We’ll see you.” He looked over the occupants and pointed at Nicole. “No seatbelts. If a baby comes, you’re going to get out and run, got it?” Satisfied, he ran back to the lead car and got in.

They coasted down the hill as they headed north into the valley. At the first intersection, they turned right and began their counter-clockwise tour around the edge of the town. They passed a park and a couple of open lots at first, but then things started to get more congested.

“Keep going. I’ll scout ahead,” Hunter said. Before Donna could ask him if he wanted her to stop, he opened his door and jumped out. A couple of seconds later, he trotted up to the door and gently closed it before jogging up ahead.

Donna looked at the other occupants. “I could’ve stopped.”

As they approached the corner of the valley, the road started curving left toward the north. Hunter gave the others the signal to wait and then ran ahead to where the road split. Gun drawn, he walked down the street then cleared the alleyway to either side.

From the second car, Travis watched as Hunter waved them forward before jogging farther away. Travis found the quiet rather disconcerting, especially since the only other sound beside the hum of the engine was some gross noises the caged demon baby was making with his mouth.

Nicole must have heard it, too, since she looked in the cage. She and the baby made eye contact for a moment during which the baby stopped, but then it continued. “I can’t wait to get rid of this thing,” she said.

At the next intersection, Hunter thought he spied some movement in a bush one-and-a-half blocks to the west. He ran from cover to cover, only pausing for a moment before running across the open intersection. He approached the bush and then he saw it.

Hunter ducked behind a dumpster on the right side of the road. Coming out of a bar a block down on the left was a baby. It appeared to have a little difficulty as it waddled onto the sidewalk. Maybe it was drunk? Hunter took aim, but didn’t fire for fear of blowing their cover. The baby was walking away, which was fine by him. He would watch it a little longer, then run back and warn the others. At least, that’s what he would have done, if he hadn’t been discovered.

“Meow!” A curious cat emerged from the bush and sauntered over.

Hunter’s heart skipped a beat as he ducked down out of sight. He moved to the right side of the dumpster and heard another meow on the other side of a wood fence. Through a hole in the slats he saw an orange cat stop to lick himself.

“Kitty!” came an infantile voice. It was close, much too close. How did the baby get back here so fast? If it had leapt over from down the street, surely he would have heard it land. Unless...

It wasn’t the same baby.

Without moving or even breathing, Hunter watched as the disinterested cat jogged away with the second baby waddling after it. His baby count now doubled, he readied himself to return to the group as fast as he could.

Travis looked in the cage at the baby whose chewing noises seemed to be getting worse. He had a thought, a terrifying thought he had to share. “Hey, guys, does saliva weaken duct tape?” The occupants all looked at each other. A sinking feeling in his gut, he turned back to the kid.

He looked around the child’s mouth and right then a tiny amount of spittle appeared at the bottom of the tape and dribbled down its chin. The baby went quiet for a split second before forcing its jaws open, its lower jawbone now free.

“Guys!” Travis shouted as he reached an arm inside the cage. The baby shook its head from side to side as it forced the wet sock out of its mouth. Once free, it took a deep breath.

Then it let loose.
OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
darren
johnson's

best
short
stories

of

2018

vicious

deadly

terrifying

the baby hunter
nostalgic

retro
competitive
chasing cowquest
electrifying
suspenseful
incredible
quincunx
faithful

heartfelt

sincere

maltzie: a cat’s
autobiography
dastardly
infuriating
offensive

the 2
amendmenters
thrilling
passionate
thematic

tyrone jackson and
the half-court dunk
sacrilegious
irreverent
assuming

it was a gift from
god, they said
ridiculous
deceiving
vegetative

the best damn
cop on the force
uplifting
hilarious
inspiring

the greatest
crossover of all time





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg
I-{I#UNTER

llheyh it us. He h\mmhem
N

DARREN JOHNSON





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





