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Nothing would ever be the same again.

We’d lived every day with the hope that things would go back to normal, that they could go back to normal, which fueled our fight against laughably unfair odds.

But those two words took everything away.

I’m pregnant.

Had I misheard Jessica? Was she certain?

Was she carrying my child?

“Jessica,” I began, my voice delicate and thin, “I…”

She looked to the ground and shook her head. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, Professor. Especially now.”

I nodded before realizing that she couldn’t see me with her head turned down. But I kept nodding, because there was nothing else to do.

My inclination was to give her space. That might have been my default move, assuming that I correctly read her desire for it, at any point in my life until recently.

Until about ten seconds ago.

I stepped closer and took her arms in mine. I opened my mouth without knowing what I was going to say. “Hey,” I responded in a soothing voice.

When she didn’t react, I gave her arms a gentle squeeze. Slowly, she lifted her head, locking absinthe-green eyes with me.

“What are you worried about?” I asked, my brain confused at the direction my mouth was going. “You’re going to have more people supporting and loving you than most people have back at home.”

Jessica’s breath visibly caught in her throat.

“Do… do the others know?”

“I haven’t… said anything…”

“But they know just the same,” I finished for her.

She didn’t contradict me.

I sighed and looked at the dirt between our feet. “Jessica, there isn’t any easy way to ask this, but it’s better to do so now—”

“I broke up with my boyfriend six months before we came to this place, and wasn’t with a single other guy since then.”

Adrenaline, gastric juices, and a witch’s brew of unknown emotion curdled together in my stomach. I didn’t even know what it was that I wanted to hear. “Jessica… when you were with Brutus and the jungle men—”

“I answered that question once already!” she snapped as our eyes met. Her gaze burned with a fiery glare that I’d never seen on her. “Professor Swift, the answer is no. They treated me like shit, but for whatever reason, they didn’t rape me.” Her breaths came in short gasps. “The only man I’ve been with in the past six months is you.”

Silence hung so thick that I could have dried my laundry on it.

“I know I said I’d taken my pill,” she pressed, wiping an eye. “Maybe I miscounted the days, maybe it didn’t work, maybe it’s this… place, which has already proven that it doesn’t follow the rules of…” She wiped the other eye. “I know that this is the worst possible time to carry an extra burden. I know this fucks everything up. And back at home, I’d have the option to…” she took in a deep, shuddering breath. “But I don’t have that choice,” she continued in a much quieter voice. “As long as I’m here, this problem doesn’t go away.” She rested her hands on her sides, drew in her lips, and looked up at the sky. “I’m sorry that my issue is going to affect everyone else. There was a time when I would have offered to strike out on my own so that no one else had to deal with it, but—” She shook her head and looked directly at me. “This has changed me in a very short time, Professor Swift. I’m going to stay with the group, because I have to do everything I can to keep my child safe.”

I tried to swallow, but couldn’t.

Then I stepped toward Jessica and hugged her in a vice grip. Her golden hair, soft like a duckling’s, caressed my stubbly chin. I kissed the top of her head and whispered in Jessica’s ear before hugging her tight once more.

“Our child, Jessica.”

*

We walked, hand-in-hand, to where the other three women stood. They were staring, wide-eyed, as though expecting a bomb to go off.

“Why are you all looking at me like that?” I asked in a light voice. “It’s not like my resolve has changed in the past two minutes. We need to make use of the daylight. Let’s move.”

Daisy looked at Jessica and smiled without moving her lips.

*

I made sure that the camping backpack was snug around my frame before placing the rope over my right shoulder and under my left arm. I imagined that it would prove helpful along the way.

I turned around and took a final look at Chandler’s grave before heading for the gate.

Ling’s knife rested snugly in my belt loop, bouncing as I walked; the sharpened bamboo spear was light. My mind felt ready yet detached. I was distantly aware of the fact that my neurons were firing too quickly, and in too many unfamiliar ways, to digest the details of the situation. Energy flowed through me, but no sense of sudden risk accompanied it. Whatever task lay ahead would be completed in due time.

I was more than subconsciously aware that such situational removal was an evolutionary adaptation designed to ensure that first-time fathers didn’t shit their pants.

*

“Should we tie the gate closed?” Ling asked as she moved the wooden barrier into place.

I grabbed the backpack straps and looked toward the sun, which was approaching its apex in the sky. “No need,” I answered. “We’re not planning to come back here, but I imagine that someone may follow. I hope this place helps them as much as it did us.”

*

“You’re still not carrying a gun,” Chastity noted in a low voice as we walked together at the front of the group. “Yet the bratty one has two pistols.”

I didn’t look at her as I responded, instead focusing on the terrain ahead of us. “You know her name is Daisy, and I’ll thank you to treat my girl with more respect,” I responded. “Besides, you have a pistol as well, but I’m not stealing it from you,” I answered, ducking under a low branch.

“Do you want to hold it?” Chastity asked, moving under the same branch without taking her eyes off the device in her hand. She extended her other hand, dangling the briefcase. “You can hold it for the time being. I trust you, Mark.”

“That’s very flattering, but I don’t need your gun. I know you’re well-suited to watch out for yourself, Chastity.”

She spared me one brief flick of her eyes before looking back at the black triangle in her hands.

“I thought you said that thing has limited juice,” I noted, hopping onto a small boulder.

“Exactly,” she responded, staring down as I took her arm and pulled her after me. “I want to memorize all the information I can, so we’ll be able to shut off the device for most of this trip.”

She finally looked up at me as I turned away from her. I didn’t look back.

Daisy was the first in line. I took both of her hands in mine as I lifted her tiny body up the boulder. She snaked a hand around my waist and pinched my ass on the way down, never looking me in the eye. Sarah followed, slipping on her bare feet as she collided face-first with my chest. She clutched my shirt and breathed deeply, smiling as she gazed upward. Ling, third in line, was the least subtle: she leapt onto the rock and ignored my attempts to take her hand, instead fondling my cock through my pants. She pinched it hard enough to take my breath away before alighting, the shotgun in one hand, to follow the others.

Kneeling down, I extended both hands to Jessica. With the AR-15 strapped to her back, she was free to reach out both arms toward me. I lifted her.

We rose together, and we descended together.

I released one hand but not the other. There didn’t seem to be a need for us to part, and we walked forward like that in unspeaking silence.

Chastity’s backward glance lingered a moment longer than it needed to.

“I’m shutting off the device now,” she called out after turning to the path ahead. “If everything goes well, we won’t need it again until we get where we’re going.”

I didn’t respond. The peace of the moment only races past when we’re determined to force time forward as quickly as possible, because we convince ourselves that time is a renewable resource that we won’t miss at the end.

The insects buzzed when birds didn’t interrupt their song. Dappled light was the only remnant of a harsh sun that cooked the steamy jungle into life. For a moment, our world was indistinguishable from an exotic vacation I might have purchased to make time move faster.

I didn’t release Jessica’s hand. I was nervous she would let me go, but she squeezed mine back. I had no idea where our story was headed, but the moment was more than enough to consume my thoughts. Our interlocked fingers, fleeting and vulnerable, were—in their own way—more intimate that the frenzied fucking that had stripped us to our basest selves.

“Mark, are you sure you didn’t want to borrow my gun?” Chastity yelled from just ahead.

“Yep,” I answered, my voice easy.

“Even though a pack of raptors is blocking our path?”


Chapter Two
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Ling dropped the ammo bag and whipped her shotgun forward as Daisy unholstered both Glocks after sliding the toiletries bag to the ground. Sarah, standing between them, unsheathed her katana and took a step backward.

Jessica reached for the assault rifle, but I pulled back with the hand that was still wrapped around hers. She looked at me in shock as I pulled her forth and kissed her knuckles.

“Hang on, ladies,” I yelled, dropping the camping backpack before unsheathing Ling’s knife. “We don’t want to use ammunition unless it’s necessary.”

Moving the knife to my left hand, I lifted the spear in my right and jogged to the front of our group. Raptors were unlikely to attack unless they were otherwise alone; they didn’t like confrontation when apex predators were near. And, to their own detriment, they did not see me as one.

I scanned the terrain in front of Chastity. One velociraptor crouched some thirty feet ahead, doing little to conceal itself beside a bush. He was alone.

My ears pricked up. It didn’t make sense for a solitary attack to be so exposed. Turning to the right, I saw it: the space between two tree trunks was completely obscured in shadow.

But that wasn’t enough. I looked to the left, seeing a series of small undulations in the ground. It was the perfect place to hide a creature the size of a dog.

My gut told me that they already would have ambushed us if there had been many more than three. Three was a good number. I almost had an even ratio of weapons to dinosaurs.

“Stay back; I’ve got this. Save your bullets for humans, they’re much more deserving.”

I lunged at the raptor in front of me. Scurrying noises responded from both sides as I spun and brandished the knife at the dinosaur on my right. It balked, skidding to a stop after crossing half the distance between us. I jumped and spun while thrusting the spear behind me.

The velociraptor on the left was moving too fast to kill its own momentum. The spear sank into its chest, the sudden jolt slamming the base of the spear painfully against my ribs. I winced and turned back to the raptor on my right, which was now close enough to bite my thighs. I swiped the knife at its head; the dinosaur dodged, then dodged again as I tried to kick it but missed wide on the left. I nearly toppled over, pitching forward with my arms pinwheeling.

The raptor was still snapping at my leg as I crushed the knife into its side.

A piercing scream responded, high and shrill enough to hurt my ears. I looked up to see the third raptor standing nearby, clearly pissed that I’d killed its friends.

And, with one weapon lodged in each of said friends, I was temporarily unarmed.

But the raptor didn’t need to know it.

I leapt to my feet and jumped forward. The dinosaur scurried back several steps before standing its ground once more. Sensing weakness, I leapt forward again, driving it back farther. I started to run, and the pissed raptor turned to walk slowly away.

I’d won.

Smiling, I spun around to see a sword and five gun barrels aimed at me.

“Weapons down,” Ling called out as she lowered her shotgun. The rest followed suit. “You didn’t think we were going to let you play without a safety net, did you?” Ling asked with a smile. “You really need to understand, Professor, that the fun can end quickly if you don’t use protection.”

*

“You’re sure we’re heading in the right direction? I asked Chastity, wiping the sweat from my brow. I narrowed my eyes at the early afternoon sun beating down through the gaps between trees.

She rotated to face me, eyes already rolled back when her face came into view. “Mark, at what point have we ever been sure of what’s happening in this place?” she heaved, exasperated. A lock of auburn hair was plastered to her cheek with sweat as she grabbed just below the collar of her dress, beating it up and down as a makeshift fan between her breasts.

I looked away after she saw me watching.

“If there were a straight road, we’d almost be there by now,” she explained in a tired voice. “But each boulder and every tree is slightly disorienting enough to make a lot of aggregate doubt.”

“We could wait until nighttime and use the stars to guide us,” Sarah suggested as she stepped next to me, struggling to balance the toiletries bag that she’d taken from Daisy.

Chastity folded her arms and looked annoyed. “If you’d studied the stars well enough, you’d have realized that they’re completely different from the constellations back at home. Unless, that is, you’ve taken thorough mental notes of this place’s astronomical configuration?”

My entire body tensed, just as it always did when Chastity’s snark forced me to defend the women.

Sarah found her voice before I could. “Yes,” she responded.

Chastity, taken aback, glanced up and down at the diminutive college freshman with the mousy, girl-next-door aura of gentleness.

Then she smiled and nodded. “She brings up a good point, Mark. You ought to listen to her. I suppose it’s time for lunch at least, yes? Jessica did such a good job of carving up that velociraptor, and I’m just dying to see how it tastes on an open flame.”

I narrowed my eyes at her before turning back to meet the others. Daisy was balancing the bamboo spear across her shoulder, a ten-pound slab of raptor meat on each side. Jessica had indeed prepared it well, even coming up with the clever way to carry it with ease. The rest of us had insisted on making sure that she wasn’t burdened with any extra weight beyond what she needed to protect herself.

The look on Jessica’s face as she followed at the end of our line told me that she was not fond of being treated like a delicate flower. “Why’d you stop, Professor?” she asked in a calm voice. “Do you need me to protect you from something dangerous?”

I smiled. “Just hunger. When I woke up this morning, I had no idea that such an enormous appetite was waiting for me.”

*

We’d left the plates and cutlery back at the compound, so we had to eat our sizzling dino chunks directly off of our makeshift wooden skewers. I bit down when the meat was nearly hot enough to burn my tongue, but the difficulty just enhanced the flavor. Juice ran down my chin as I ripped the flesh from my sharpened stick, raw flavor rolling over my lips as I savored what had been alive just a few hours before.

*

“You want to camp here,” Ling said, arms folded as she approached me after lunch.

“Why ask a question if you already know the answer?” I responded.

Her dark brown eyes, nearly black, pulled at me like I was a satellite in their orbit. I didn’t turn away, and continued. “Sarah’s going to give it a shot at navigating by the stars. I have a great deal of confidence in her. I’d trust any of you with my life.”

Ling, suddenly disarmed, relaxed her posture. “So this wasn’t Chastity’s idea?”

I shook my head as I gazed down at her, still in awe that such fierceness could be packed in to just over five feet of height.

“Fine,” she answered in a softer voice. “But please, Professor Swift, be careful. People like her have a way of making you think that their ideas were yours all along.”


Chapter Three
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“We’ll probably have to spoon while we sleep,” Daisy explained while unpacking the camping gear. “Since we’re skipping the campfire, the ground might get a little chilly.”

Daisy knew that wasn’t the response I’d been seeking, which is why she gave it.

“Right,” I answered. “But I was just asking where you’d put the sleeping gear.”

“And I was just explaining why the four of us would be forming such a solid barrier between you and Chastity,” Daisy responded, dusting her hands on her tiny shorts as she rose to her feet. “This clearing is pretty small, but it’s raised a few feet above the surrounding jungle, so it will provide the best shelter we can get for a few hours’ rest.” She rested the sleeping bag on one side and her perfectly intact blanket on the other.

They’d set up such a barrier once before, fearing that Chastity would come for me during the night, and I’d already decided to go along with it.

We continued to set up in silence. A fast, shallow stream moved nearby, so we were able to wash our clothes and faces before brushing our teeth. In the stripped-down new version of life that I was now experiencing, it felt downright comfortable to finish my nightly routine while kneeling before a cool, babbling brook.

We lay down just as the sun was setting. “You’ll like the sleeping bag, won’t you, Chastity?” she asked with a bright smile.

Chastity barely glanced at her. “It’s fine, one of you can take it.”

Daisy’s smile didn’t budge. “You’ll like the sleeping bag on this side of the camp.”

Chastity slowly turned to face Daisy. The two stood five feet apart, glaring at one another. Daisy was nearly a full foot shorter and half Chastity’s size, but the two appeared equally resolute.

A fake smile plastered itself on Chastity’s mouth. “I’d love the sleeping bag,” she answered in a wooden voice.

“On this side of the camp,” Daisy repeated.

“On this side of the camp,” Chastity echoed.

The two turned around at the same time and stepped away from one another. Without a word, Daisy took my hand and pulled me to the ground, throwing her blanket over the two of us as she snuggled up against me in the soft grass. She pressed up against me as the little spoon with near-aggressive force.

I opened my mouth to say something to her, but she pressed the top of her head against my face. I don’t know how her hair retained the aroma of vanilla and raspberry even now, but the sweet scent lulled my mind into a relaxed peace.

“Okay,” I announced, “Ling has volunteered to take the first watch. We’re getting up at midnight to navigate by the stars, so try to get some rest.”

“She’ll be able to know what time it is?” Chastity asked from a few feet away.

“I’ve noticed that this place also follows a twenty-four hour cycle,” I answered. “I’ve adjusted my wristwatch to an estimated time of day that I think is pretty accurate.”

Chastity sat, cross-legged, and looked over the prone forms of Sarah and Jessica that lay between her and Daisy. “And she’ll be able to read it at night?”

Before I could respond, Daisy reached back to unfasten my pants and slid her hand beneath my waistband, entirely hidden by the blanket. My first reaction was to resist the feeling; my second was to kick myself mentally for failing to anticipate Daisy’s predictable move.

Instead, I relaxed. She moved her slender hand to my cock and held it fast, not stroking or rubbing. The connection was the same intimate feeling that I had while walking with Jessica’s hand in mine. I inhaled the sweet air around her and continued to speak. “It’s a Marathon watch, so its hands and numbers are radioactive enough to glow in the dark.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?” Daisy asked, turning to rub her cheek against mine.

I closed my eyes. “It’s radioactive enough to glow, but isn’t strong enough to penetrate skin. It’s like captured sunlight. Least dangerous thing in this jungle,” I answered, kissing her cheek.

“When will the battery run out?” Sarah asked from nearby.

Daisy squeezed my cock tighter, and I kissed her once more. “There’s no battery, it’s powered by wrist movement. It has life as long as we do, and it only dies if we do the same first.”

Ling looked down at the watch. Even on the narrowest hole, it still dangled loosely from her thin wrist. “You’ve got a few hours,” Ling explained. “I’ll wake up Professor Swift in a few hours. See if you can get any sleep.”

Daisy raked her fingernails against my dick, which was now painfully hard. I pressed my waist forward so that my cock split her ass cheeks and forced myself against her. Blue eyes looked back dreamily at me before Daisy smiled and kissed me good night.

Then she released my cock, slid her hands out of my pants, and laid her head on the ground.

She hadn’t been aggressive. Daisy knew just enough to make me come to her before whisking her advances away, ensuring that she remained on my mind.

My thoughts buzzed as twilight grew. The others appeared to fall asleep quickly while I found myself unable to shut off the thoughts, like an electrical circuit that resisted all attempts to break it. I looked over my shoulder to see Ling gazing out at the sunset; the final splashes of light kissed as it sank behind the treetops. A gentle but steady breeze played with Ling’s hair as her skin glowed bright.

I rolled over to look at the stars that we just beginning to speckle the firmament above. The sky was, for the moment, a mosaic of melting colors. Golden-red blended with orange, white, light blue, azure, navy, and then black on the eastern horizon. It was, for a moment, everything all at once.

The first stars were beginning to emerge in the east. They were always there, of course, waiting to reveal themselves when we were ready to see them. I looked for a bright, familiar speck on the horizon, part of a crooked line with four other stars, and was hit with the sudden realization that this night sky had become more familiar than what I was used to seeing back at home. I’d memorized a few earthly constellations in my youth, but never really took the time to observe them. In this place, I didn’t have much of a choice other than to sense the world around me.

Looking closer, I noticed that one of the stars was actually a binary system, with a tiny pinprick just off to the side. More stars than we realize exist in this way, dancing around their partner in an eternal waltz.

I tried to let my mind rest. But the more I relaxed, the more my subconscious came to life.

I needed to get Jessica safe. The world beyond that fact was a murky haze. What if I couldn’t get her back home? How could she raise a child in this dinosaur-infested limbo? How could she safely give birth? And if we did return home, what then? It didn’t make sense for four different undergrads to remain in a relationship with me. So what, then, of the child that I was going to share with Jessica?

The constant survival drive had provided a delay in considering all this. That was, I believe, a blessing: some thoughts are too overwhelming to face, so fate has given us the everyday minutia to distract ourselves.

More stars were visible now; soon, there would be enough of them to guide us through the night. The full moon was rising in the east, gradually replacing the fading sun as our dominant source of light.

I had to talk to Jessica, but I didn’t know what I was going to say.

Only that it was past time to say it.

I slipped out from beneath Daisy’s cover and tiptoed around the sleeping forms. As quietly as possible, I slid between Jessica and Daisy, turning to face Jessica’s blonde curls and wrapping my arm around her waist. I rested my hand on her belly as she took my hand in hers and squeezed. Her clothes were warm against my face.

I felt at peace.

She leaned back, still half asleep, toward me. I kissed her then, still not knowing what to say, before I nuzzled my cheek against her neck. “Why didn’t you ask me to sleep next to you?” I whispered into her ear.

She sighed, still clutching my fingers. “I had to let you come to me.”

I pulled the bottom of her cheerleader blouse up a few inches and grazed my hand along her bare abs. She held me tight as we moved softly over her warm skin.

I slept.


Chapter Four
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I didn’t know where I was at first.

My arm was draped across Jessica’s sleeping form. Daisy, who was now pressed against my back, hung her own arm over me.

I couldn’t figure out who was kicking me.

Realization finally took over my sleepy mind as I realized that Ling stood by my head. She was prodding my shoulder with her sock-clad foot, shaking me awake.

I looked up to see her standing over me, looking tall from this angle, the moonlight shimmering off her taut, exposed skin. I stretched, yawned, and snaked my way out of the warm crevice between the two sleeping women, shuddering at the temperature differential in the cool night air. Stepping away from Jessica and Daisy, I looked down at Ling.

She was staring at me with an indecipherable expression, the moonlight reflecting off her wide eyes. Neither of us spoke.

Then she pulled me close and the two of us fell into an aggressive kiss. I drank her in like I was savoring a complex whisky, strong and biting and deep.

Then she was gone. Ling flitted away like a shadow before the light, invisible before I knew that she was moving. I looked down to see her taking my place between Daisy and Jessica, snuggling deftly into the warm shadow. She draped an arm over Jessica as Daisy rolled forward, spooning her girlfriend without an inch of space between them.

Head swimming, I looked up to see that the stars had moved a great deal while I slept.

*

“I never believed in astrology, but I can see how the ancients were drawn into watching the stars move, expecting to find meaning.”

Sarah turned her gaze from the night sky to look at me, a smile playing about her lips. “I bet you never believed in time travel, but here we are fighting dinosaurs.”

I grinned back, sliding my fingers along her cheek. Sarah closed her soft, brown eyes and leaned into the caress.

“Let’s go wake the others,” I said. “The moon is bright, and the stars will show us the way.”

*

We worked in silence. No one had gotten more than about four hours of sleep, but exhaustion didn’t explain the subdued atmosphere.

We knew that the night didn’t belong to us. Only a fraction of the animals had revealed themselves so far, and we had no idea what to expect. I’d already explained that I wanted to keep the flashlights off unless it was absolutely critical—we couldn’t pick up fresh batteries at the local corner shop, so once they were dead, we were stuck in the dark.  

“There isn’t a North Star, at least in the way that we would expect it,” Sarah began. “But three equidistant stars seem to rotate on a narrow radius about a fixed point where the star would be. We can follow it, even if we can’t see it. Chastity, you said that we’re heading northeast, correct?”

Chastity folded her arms in the moonlight. “No idea. I pointed in a direction, and you listened. We’ll follow your lead if you’re sure of yourself.”

Sarah clutched her elbows. “I’m sure this is the best I can do. Apparent celestial position rotates on a greater radius as relative distance from the North Star increases, so a direct trajectory will be difficult without tracking software.” She sounded nervous.

I stood in front of Sarah and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sure of you, Sarah. Lead us and we’ll follow.”

*

Movement was much slower at night, but felt much more natural that I had expected. With diminished vision, I felt an overcompensation of intuition, as though every other sense was amalgamating subtle messages that could be experienced but never explained. I felt for rocks in the dark that couldn’t be seen, but I knew existed nonetheless. Reaching forward with my bamboo stick, I moved through the night, checking each hidden corner before the women followed after me.

“We have the Russian’s flashlight,” Sarah whispered. “Shouldn’t we use it?”

“There’s no reason to give nocturnal predators any advantage,” I responded in a low voice. “Keep it ready, but don’t flick it on unless absolutely necessary.”

Sarah let out a quick, heavy sigh before her silhouette nodded in the moonlight.

We moved forward. I could tell each women’s location by her sound: Jessica’s shoes sounded gentle against the ground, while Chastity’s boots were more confident and much louder. Ling was nearly inaudible; I heard her moving through the air more than any other noise she made. Daisy’s bare footsteps were light and unsure as she balanced a duffel bag once more on her back. Sarah remained nearby as we kept one eye on the stars above and the other on the path ahead.

It’s how I knew that the snapping sound was unnatural.

I paused, adrenaline coursing through me, certain that the sudden increase in my heart rate was loud enough to betray our position.

Then I moved again. I didn’t want whatever was in the jungle to know that I had heard it.

The next sound was on the other side of me. My breath stopped then—at least two creatures were moving through the darkened jungle, tracking us. I kept moving forward, we needed action without panic.

“Sarah, did you know that raptors are suspected to have hunted by separating their prey from a pack? It’s based on behavior observed in several bird species.”

“Professor,” Sarah squeaked, “why are you telling me this?”

“Oh, no reason. Say, your katana is much quieter than the guns. Might I borrow it while I move a few steps ahead of the pack?”

“Professor…” she responded, her voice trembling.

The faint moonlight was more than enough to find Sarah and kiss her cheek. “Hold this, please,” I whispered, placing the bamboo pole in her hands. Then I lowered the camping pack to the ground and reached forward to extract the sword from its scabbard on her back.

“Where are you going?” Daisy asked as I darted away, unable to think of an adequate answer.

I’d moved quickly, because the fear of losing any one of the women overwhelmed any sense of self-preservation. Upon finding myself alone, however, the type of fear quickly flipped.

The darkness felt like a physical presence. A sense of being watched was overwhelming. No matter how many times I turned around, there was always space behind me that I could not see. Vulnerability tickled my neck, caressed my ears, and settled in every space that remained hidden. My mind told me that someone was nearby, but my senses only told me how my own body was moving through the splotches of moonlight.

crack

The sound was much closer. The adrenaline moving through me seemed to double; I had been successful in pulling them away, but knowing I was a target created the kind of stress that can only be experienced by a person considering the notion that their life’s journey was about to have an anticlimactic final act.

“Professor!” Ling whisper-screamed. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Don’t worry,” I called back at full volume. “Stay where you are.”

crack CRACK

They were both a few feet away, standing on either side of me. I lifted the katana in a white-knuckle grip.

They had me where they wanted me.

I paused.

What if they didn’t have me where they wanted me?

I turned and walked into the darkened trees behind me, heart beating so fast that I wondered if my pecs would rupture. I moved toward where the noise had been.

The predator was counting on my retreat placing it squarely between them, so that it could attack on its terms with my attention divided. Moreover, it need to know that I was scared.

So I approached it. I didn’t run or scream. I just needed it to know that I was going to meet it before its friend could reach me.

The creature hesitated.

I stepped closer, my shaking hands clutching the katana tight. I made sure that my breathing was steady.

It stepped backward.

I moved closer.

The second creature approached at a slow pace, its footsteps plodding and methodical. It was willing to discover my motives, but not at the cost of endangering itself.

I stepped forward again. The creature before me moved between branches. A pair of green eyes caught the moonlight, it stared at me while I could see nothing more of its silhouette.

I shuddered as a chill settled deep in my bones, reverberating through my skin with a wave that felt strong enough to freeze the vomit in my throat.

It blinked.

I didn’t move.

And then it stepped back once more, retreating into the darkness. It seemed unwilling to expose itself to an enemy that didn’t have the basic sense to show fear—whatever brave or stupid move I was planning just didn’t pique its curiosity enough to strike.

I turned around, the katana still close, to find the one that had moved behind me.

“Professor,” Sarah’s voice whispered, nearly knocking me to the floor. “Where are you? I brought the flashlight.”

“Shit, Sarah, I told you to stay back!” I hissed, my panic now nearly complete.

“I wasn’t going to leave you,” she snapped. “You’re acting crazy, and that’s a dangerous thing to do alone!”

I didn’t have a response, so I pivoted. “Where’s the flashlight?”

If one of us was about to die, then I was going to make myself the most attractive target.

I could barely see her silhouette lift an arm and extend it toward me. I grabbed the flashlight and took three quick steps, moving toward the predator that was sneaking up behind us. I had to act before Sarah followed again.

I took a deep breath and flicked it on.

The long, hungry face of a Utahraptor stared back at me from three feet away.
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Neither one of us breathed. Its eyes dilated to a narrow slit as the breath through its nostrils fogged the gleam of the katana’s edge just in front of my face.

Slowly, its neck extended.

I wasn’t actively trying to remain still, but my body seemed to have forgotten what movement was.

The raptor’s snout tapped the edge of the katana. It withdrew reflexively, a deep guttural sound bubbling from its chest as its pupils constricted even further.

Its nostrils flared.

We didn’t budge.

Then it took one step back, and another, then one more. It slipped into the bushes.

I was alone.

A branch snapped behind me and I lifted the katana to strike.

“Don’t hurt me!” a high-pitched, feminine voice screamed.

Muscles coiled mid-strike, I froze once more. Only through a conscious effort did I start breathing again. “Daisy?” I gasped. Letting out a long, low breath, I lowered the sword. “Holy shit, I thought you were a raptor.” I flicked on the flashlight to see her cowering in fear, arms raised high. She trembled in my unsteady light.

I stepped forward and embraced her. After freezing for a moment, she melted into my hug. She felt so fragile beneath my arms, and I fought waves of nausea as I realized how close I’d come to hurting her.

“Don’t do that to me, Daisy,” I whispered, stroking her hair and kissing the top of her head. “I would be lost without you.”

She pressed her face against my chest and wrapped both arms around me tight. “I didn’t know I was lost until I found you,” she breathed.

I flicked off the light and placed it and the katana on the ground. Taking both of her soft cheeks in my hands, I turned her face toward me, the moonlight catching half of her visage. “Daisy,” I sighed, “that has to be the most ridiculously cheesy line I’ve ever heard. Did you come up with it yourself?”

She wiped an eye and laughed. “It’s from an old movie my mom used to watch when I was growing up. I thought it was the most romantic thing I’d ever heard.”

I shook my head. “Daisy, I—”

A branch snapped behind me and I dove for the flashlight and sword. Springing up, I blocked Daisy’s body with my own and prepared for an attack.

“Tell me, Mark, is your plan just to stick your sword in anything that moves?” Chastity deadpanned, raising her hand before her eyes as I shined the flashlight in her face.

Though I’d somehow survived every dinosaur attack, the constant strain on my heart must have shortened my lifespan by at least six months by that point. I tried to steady my breathing as Chastity walked past me. “We’re lost. At least, I’m going to assume that you’re lost, and since I’m on this merry quest with you until success or death, that makes me lost as well. I’m going to try reading these stars before I resort to draining the juice from the device.” Chastity walked past me, her shoulder pushing against me. “I’m keeping my pistol out and ready. I’ve got no idea why you’d face dinosaurs with only a blade,” she added, her voice fading as she moved.

The other three women emerged behind her, now visible in the interspersed moonlight. “Come on, Professor,” Sarah offered in a light voice, “I think I can see the stars better if we climb a branch.” She took my hand and led me to the nearest tree.

“There are raptors,” I gasped.

The other three women raised their guns in unison. “We won’t leave your side again,” Ling responded in a serious tone.

“What about Chastity?” I pressed, still feeling disoriented while Sarah led me to the tree.

“She’s responsible for her own decisions,” Jessica answered as we stopped at the trunk. “Besides, she’s got no problem with shooting first and skipping the questions altogether.”

“We should be headed east-northeast,” Sarah explained. “The trees aren’t that tall here, but the leaves certainly make things difficult. Could you pull me up to this branch, Professor?” she asked, tapping one that extended horizontally from the trunk and passed just over her height.

I shook my head and looked at the branch. “Um,” I answered, “sure.” Reaching up, I grabbed the branch with both hands, did a pull-up, pressed my shoes against the trunk, and swung my top leg over. I pulled myself until I was straddling the branch, steadying myself with my palms until I was dangling a leg over each side. Then I leaned back, pressed against the tree trunk, and carefully rose to a standing position on the branch.

I looked down to see Sarah’s hand reaching up toward me. I knelt, grabbing the branch from underneath with one hand as I grasped her palm with my other. Rotating my weight away from her, I pulled Sarah up like I was doing a bicep curl. She was very light; pressing her feet against the trunk, she easily plopped down behind me like we were both riding the same motorcycle.

“It’s hot to feel you toss me around so easily,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around my waist and kissing my ear. The sensation was so raw and sensitive that I leaned in for more, but she had already pushed away and was climbing into a standing position.

I turned around and got to my feet. Sarah was leaning against the trunk, barely visible. I climbed by placing a hand on each side of her, moving upward, until we were eye-to-eye, the reflected moonlight dancing off her glasses.

For a moment, we breathed the same air.

“I’m too short to reach that branch, Professor,” she whispered, “but I need to walk farther along this one to see the stars.”

I looked up and took hold of the parallel branch that stuck out seven feet above the branch we were standing on. Lifting both hands, I grabbed it and held on for balance, now able to walk away from the trunk while upright. Hand over hand, I balanced myself by clutching the branch above as I walked along the narrow branch below. Sarah grabbed my waist and hugged me tight, relying entirely on me for balance.

The intimacy of the connection was powerful in a way that intense, frenzied physical contact could never be. She was entirely dependent on me for the simple act of balancing; without that trust, she would tumble.

We moved like that, slow and sure, until moving under a place where the branches thinned and the sky broke wide above us. We gazed up, my arms stretched high and Sarah’s stretched wide, and she rested her head against my ribs as she took in the clear sky.

The branch rustled beneath our feet. “Shit!” I whispered. “Sarah, we have to climb down—”

“Don’t worry about it, Professor,” she answered in a soft voice, kissing my chest.

“Sarah,” I hissed, “there are raptors—”

“These aren’t raptors,” she answered with a voice of finality.

My head swam. It was impossible to climb down from the branch without making Sarah fall, because she was entirely bound to my waist. I couldn’t walk back the way we’d come, because Sarah was blocking my path.

She sighed softly, pressing her mouth against my shirt, as something crawled onto the branch between my feet.

Two hands grabbed my knees.

“Hold still,” Sarah whispered.

Then I understood.

I was powerless to move as one of the women moved in the darkness at my feet, undoubtedly boosted by one of the others below her, and climbed to a kneeling position between my legs. Grasping my legs for support, her head was at my crotch level.

It was still very dark.

“Who’s that?” I demanded, but Sarah just put a gentle finger against my lips. My pulse hammered. “This is extremely dangerous,” I hissed. “If I slip, all three of us are going to fall.”

“Then stop squirming,” Sarah answered.

I squeezed the branch above. Through the trees, I could barely see Chastity standing in a moonlit clearing, her pistol cocked and at the ready.

Looking down, though, I saw only darkness.

Then whoever it was unfastened my pants and lowered my zipper.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whispered. “Here? Now?”

No one responded as I felt my dick spring free into the cool night air. Several thoughts entered my head at once: this was dangerous with raptors nearby, this was dangerous while in a tree, it would be very awkward for Chastity to watch me getting blown for a second time, and I still had no idea who was playing with my dick.

All of those thoughts vanished when I felt warm, soft, wet lips envelop my cock.

I had to remind myself to clutch the branch, lest we all tumble to the ground. That was the maximum of my abilities as whoever she was squeezed my ass for support as she knelt on the branch and pumped faster on my cock.

Sarah slipped a hand underneath my shirt and gently raked her nails against my abs as she gazed at the stars. The juxtaposition of her gentle, intimate caress and the furious mouth-work of my unseen companion was overwhelming; the salted caramel, sweet-and-sour marriage of two extremes played my senses like a Stradivarius violin. The mystery mouth was humanly divine, stroking every unknown nerve of my dick as her tongue and lips played a base symphony on my body and mind.

I almost fell. I clutched the branch tighter.

I gasped. Chastity looked up.

I wanted to caress the mystery woman’s head, to run my fingers through her hair, to grab the locks that tickled my abs and pull her closer, but I couldn’t react at all.

She slowed her pace. I winced in frustration.

Then she sped up again as Sarah snaked her hand through my shirt, popping it out through my collar to grab my scratchy chin and pull my face close. I could barely reach her, and only with a painful strain to my neck, but our lips met. I was overwhelmed with the feeling of two soft pairs of lips on me at once, and that was all I could take: without the ability to warn her, I felt the first stream of cum course through my dick. Whoever it was responded with a gagging sound and paused. I saw red and thrust my waist forward, sliding deep toward her throat and silencing her.

She paused.

And then she pumped furiously once more. Hot cum dripped from her lips and slid down the base of my cock. No wonder—I’d rammed her throat while she was gagging, so there would be no way for her to swallow. It spilled out, soaking my crotch as she struggled to take me in.

I thrust my hips faster. She had taken advantage of me, and now I was repaying the favor. I was frustrated, even angry, but I loved every second.

Based on her desperate gagging noises mixed with her frenzied attempts to keep blowing me, it was clear that she felt the same way.

Finally, my body went limp. Clutching the branch above went from a moderate challenge to the all-consuming effort of my entire body. If there weren’t the safety of three people on the line, I would have let go.

My mystery girl finally slid her lips of my cock. My dick felt like it was plunged into ice water as it hit the night air covered in a thick layer of drool and cum. She coughed furiously while grabbing my legs for support.

“Ling?” I gasped as she struggled for air. With nothing but more coughing in response, I tried once again to look down and see who it was. “Daisy? Jessica? Who is that?”

“Shhh,” Sarah cooed, sliding a gentle hand back through my collar and resting it against my chest. I could feel her hand roll, just slightly, with every beat of my heart, and I felt calm.

The kneeling woman cupped my balls, squeezed them once, and then slid her hands down my legs. Grabbing the branch, she dropped her knees, lowering herself like a trapeze artist.

“Is she,” I panted, still on edge from cumming, “going to fall?”

I felt Sarah shake her head against my ribs before sighing. “Don’t forget that two more of them are waiting on the ground.”

My breath stopped. “Everyone was watching?”

“Not everyone,” Sarah responded. “Chastity was probably out of earshot. Look, she’s coming back right now.”

I squinted in the dark. A shadow moved through the splotches of moonlight, closing in on where we stood.

“Um,” I mumbled, “Sarah, could you pull up my pants before Chastity gets here?”

“Of course,” she snapped back. “I can’t have her gawking at my man.” With one arm tight around my waist, she gingerly lifted my dick and slid it back inside my underwear before zipping me closed. Then she grabbed my watch and checked it before rubbing my torso as she gazed upward. “The sky is so clear from this angle, but I almost forgot to check the stars. Would you look at that, Professor? We were headed in the right direction the whole time.”
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Getting down from the tree was far less elegant that climbing it had been. My arms were numb and tingly from being raised above my head for so long, my head was still swimming from the unknown woman’s immaculate lip talent, and shimmying along scratchy bark was painful with my dick so stiff. I scratched my arm, released too early, and stumbled on the dismount. It took several running steps to catch my balance.

“I don’t want to know why you’re staggering around in the shadows, Mark,” Chastity’s voice came from nearby. “At this point, I just assume that you’re either trying to stab dinosaurs or pulling your dick out every time I turn my back.”

I like to think that she could feel the glare I shot her way.

“Anyway, I can confirm that we’re lost. I blame myself for trusting a college freshman to guide us.”

I’d opened my mouth to respond when Sarah’s voice erupted from next to me. “Now listen, Chastity, I’ve had enough of your shit. I just confirmed that we’re on the exact path we planned, verified it by cross-referencing the time of day, and we didn’t have to use your precious device. Do you wonder why people don’t like you? It’s not because we’re plotting to be your enemy. The reason is that you have moments of great selflessness, and every time we’re ready to give you a chance, you push everyone away by acting as though you’re the only person who isn’t an asshole or an idiot. Do you see how I’m still going to show you the way, even though you’re acting like an aggravated hemorrhoid? It’s called ‘not being a bitch all the time.’ You should try it.”

I don’t think I’d ever heard total silence from Chastity for so long.

After a mind-numbing pause, she finally responded with a normal-sounding voice. “So just the way we came? Lead the way.”

We all moved in silence.

It sounds ironic to say that we see things in the dark that aren’t visible otherwise, but the truth of that statement is absolute. I saw Chastity remaining silent as we moved forward. I felt the tension in Sarah’s footsteps as she replayed her uncharacteristic outburst in her mind. I reached out and squeezed her hand once. She squeezed back and released me.

More than anything else, I heard every single person take the opportunity to be silent without an obligation to speak or interact. In the dark, we have permission to be ourselves in front of one another.

I looked up at the stars whenever I had the chance and walked onward.

*

“Is it okay if I walk next to you for a little bit?” Daisy asked, slipping her hand into mine. “I’m not always afraid of the dark. Sometimes, I guess… but I think it’s fair when there are so many deadly things moving around.”

I slid my fingers between hers. “We haven’t seen any predators since the raptors backed away, Daisy. Do you see what that means?”

“Um,” she answered, uncomfortable. “No, I guess I don’t.”

Hands still clasped together, I wrapped Daisy’s arm around her chest and pulled her close to my side. “We are the deadly things moving around in the night.”

*

Noche es la madre de pensar.

I learned the old Spanish proverb as a child and have been going over it in my head ever since.

Night is the mother of thought.

I think it’s because the passage of time is nearly inconspicuous after the sun sets. More unconsciously than otherwise, we track time by the moving of the sun’s movement across our lives. Without the constant distraction of time, our minds can wander to their natural homes.

And so I found myself feeling detached from my body, unaware of how much time had passed, but very conscious of bone-deep exhaustion.

I checked my watch to see the time glowing at 5:30 a. m.

A pair of soft hands caressed my shoulders. I turned around to see the outline of Jessica’s tired face looking back at me. Without a word, I could hear her message.

I spoke up. “We’ve had a long night, everyone. Let’s stop here for a few hours of sleep.”

She leaned forward and pressed her forehead against mine as several collective sighs of exhaustion erupted at once. I grazed soft knuckles along her stomach in the dark as she ran her fingers along my forearm.

“I’ll take the first watch,” Chastity announced.

I could have sworn that she was hoping to win us over.

I didn’t mind making her work for it.

I slept with my arm draped across Jessica’s hips.
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“What the hell is this?”

Daisy’s panicked voice cut through my sleeping mind, and I was sitting up before I knew where I was.

The ground was still heavy and damp with the touch of night, but the sky was now slate gray, revealing the space around us.

Daisy knelt on the dirt, her bare legs long and exposed beneath her tiny shorts. My eyes lingered on them for a moment before taking in the surrounding jungle.

“Was someone here with us?” She gasped.

I looked at the space in front of her, and my heart stopped.

The charred bones of a campfire sat before us. I stared as the juxtaposition of natural and unnatural spun in my mind, impossibly coexisting just before me. The ashes looked natural, even familiar, after so much outdoor cooking.

But we hadn’t lit a fire last night.

It seemed impossible that a flame could have been ignited without us noticing. The only other explanation was that someone else was nearby, and that after they left, we had coincidentally chosen the same camping spot in the dark.

I shuddered.

“Who was on watch?” I demanded, looking down at my wrist. It wasn’t even 7:30 yet; Chastity was still supposed to be keeping us safe. I sprang to my feet as the other three stirred.

Chastity didn’t seem to be anywhere nearby.

I spun once, twice, three times, looking through the nearby trees. When I realized that there was no sign of her, the implications sunk in very quickly.

What would we do without the device she’d been promising?

And why would she have lied to us?

I had to force the panic down. This was beginning to look like the most successful ruse that anyone had pulled since we’d arrived in this godforsaken place, and I was realizing things far, far too late.

Since our arrival, many people had wanted the women dead, damaged or subdued. Had the inevitable finally caught up with us?

“Fucking Chastity,” I breathed.

“Mark?” she responded from behind me.

My heart leapt past my throat as I spun around and faced a groggy Chastity leaning against a tree.

“What the fuck?” I whispered while stepping toward her. “What were you doing back there?”

Chastity rubbed her eyes. “Nothing, Mark.” She looked around at the campsite in a daze. “Why is everyone waking up?”

I leaned in closer. “Where the hell have you been? And why didn’t you wake us at first light upon seeing the campfire?”

She closed her eyes and shook her head, face still pale. “Campfire?” she asked, confused.

I looked down to see the briefcase clutched tight in her hand. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I saw how white her knuckles were. “Chastity,” I breathed, every muscle on edge, “is there something you’d like to tell us?”

She looked at me for a long moment, realization dawning on her eyes. “Mark, do you think I’m working with Melvin Stringer?”

I folded my arms, looking over at the campfire.

“What is that?” she asked, her voice on edge.

I snapped my head back to face her. “I think it’s pretty obvious what that is,” I answered in an even tone. “What’s not clear is why you were hiding out of sight while you should have been watching over us.”

Chastity gazed back at me in fear.

Then her shoulders slumped. “Okay, Mark. You found me out.”

Nausea slammed my throat; could I pull the gun from her briefcase before she reached for it?

“I fell asleep on watch. I’m sorry, I—I shouldn’t have done it, but I was exhausted and couldn’t keep my eyes open.” She looked humiliated. “We walked all night, and I was feeling like a fuckup after the one with glasses yelled at me, and…” She pressed her fingertips against her forehead. “You should have been able to depend on me, and I let you down. I’m sorry.”

My resolved wavered. Her story made sense.

But I couldn’t be sure. “Why don’t you let me hang on to that pistol for a while, okay?” I asked in an artificial soothing voice.

Chastity gazed at me over the tops of her glasses. Her hair looked out of place, her glasses were crooked, and the bloodstains on her lab coat were now mixed in with streaks of dirt.

“You’ve got nothing to worry about if you’ve got nothing to hide,” I pressed, reaching my hand out.

Time froze as we stared at one another. Neither of us moved. I felt too constricted to breathe.

Then she slowly lifted the briefcase, opened it, and reached inside. Chastity pulled out the pistol, hand tight on the grip, her finger resting on the trigger. She looked at me.

Then she turned the gun around, grabbed the barrel, and extended it toward me.

We remained frozen for another moment.

Then I took the pistol and tucked it into my waistband behind my back. She closed the briefcase and I started breathing again. I felt the wind on my face, and felt the growing early morning warmth.

And then I felt wrong. I had assumed that Chastity was plotting against us, but she had surrendered her weapon without hesitation, and her story made perfect sense. On top of that, she’d been protecting and leading us the entire time. I realized that all of my doubt about her had vanished.

Of course, that’s exactly what a psychological mastermind would plan.

And, if the real endgame was to use us for yet another of Stringer’s experiments, then she was doing everything necessary to trick us into trusting her.

Fuck.

“What the hell is going on?” Ling demanded, stepping toward us.

Chastity and I turned to face her. The shotgun lay in her hands, her finger near the trigger. She looked at me, then narrowed her eyes at Chastity.

“She fucked up by falling asleep on the job,” I explained quickly. It didn’t seem prudent to stress the others with my concerns when I was beginning to doubt them myself. They’d never fully trusted Chastity, and if I was responsible for eliminating what little confidence remained, the four women would never have the confidence to follow her.

Our last chance would be gone.

“The ashes at the bottom of the fire’s center are still warm,” Jessica explained, her voice hollow, as she stepped next to Ling. She carried the assault rifle, looking ready to fire. “That campfire was built a few hours before we arrived. No longer than one night ago.”

I stepped toward her and rested my hand on the small of her back. Jessica leaned her cheek against my shoulder. “I didn’t see any other signs of a campsite or discarded food, so it’s probably a small quantity of poorly equipped individuals. Maybe just a single person.”

“You’re saying that just one person is somewhere nearby, desperate for food and equipment?” Daisy asked, stepping forward, one pistol in each hand.

“It’s definitely not another Russian, then,” Sarah added, joining us. “They’re heavily equipped and much less likely to leave a trace.”

“That leaves a very short list of possibilities,” Ling added in a grim voice.

“It must be Narr,” Chastity offered quietly.

Ling adjusted her shotgun, a thin sheen of sweat shining on her mostly bare chest. “It’s strange that he’s figured out where we are.”

Chastity glared at Ling.

Then she lowered her eyes. “I told them about the lab,” she confessed. “I had to give them hope, make them believe that they might find a way home if they just followed me.”

“I thought you didn’t know about the lab until you found the first device,” Jessica pressed, lifting her head from my shoulder and stepping forward.

Chastity folded her arms, the briefcase still clutched in her fingers. “Well… I don’t know about it now. I’m drawing the most likely conclusion based on reasonable speculation. It was just an idea when I told the band of men, and that idea was strengthened when we came across the first device.”

“Wait a second,” Sarah interjected, stepping forward. She alone had not drawn her weapon, but the katana hung from her back, looking out of place in its juxtaposition with her blouse and skirt. “You told the jungle men about the lab to convince them to follow you, and it worked. Isn’t that exactly what you’re doing to us right now?”
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Chastity took two steps backward. She looked at the five of us like a poker player who was about to lay down the most crucial hand of the game. “You’re all armed. If you think I intend to harm you, then kill me now, and be done with it.”

The air felt thick, like a physical presence between us. I could almost feel the pressure in my ears.

No one spoke.

The silence dragged.

I listened to the chittering of bugs, the occasional chirp of birds.

Chastity wasn’t going to speak. The first person to open their mouth after a deal has been offered is the person who’s going to lose, and she was quite aware of that dynamic.

I stepped forward. “The next time I see Melvin Stringer, I’m going to kill him and everyone who’s helping with his plans.”

Chastity looked at me and nodded once.

I sighed. “What makes you say that Narr is close by?”

She folded her arms. “He’s got no food or equipment, and neither does the person who made this campfire. I assumed that any lab would be generally northward, far enough from the beach so that it wouldn’t be found, but close enough so that it would have access to the people here. He seems to be following those directions. Moreover, it’s likely that he’s planned on tracking us this entire time, because there’s no other way for him to get home. But most of all, Mark, it’s because you’ve killed every other person who might have built that fire, and there’s simply no one else left on the list of reasonable suspects.”

I folded my arms, her pistol tucked by my side, and narrowed my eyes at Chastity. “Are you forgetting the men you killed to make it this far?”

She drew her lips into a thin line and looked aside.

I dropped my hands to my waist. “Let’s just make sure their sacrifice was worth it. Okay, Chastity?” I turned to look at the fire. “Now let’s get the hell out of here. I don’t think I’d be able to doze off again knowing that someone’s watching me sleep.”

*

“I’m exhausted,” Jessica whispered to me as we packed our gear. She had dark circles under her eyes and her head hung low. I was filled with a sudden fury toward Narr—the mother of my child needed rest, and he refused even that minor concession.

I grazed my fingertips along the pistol in my waistband.

Then I drew her in with my other hand and kissed the top of her head. “We can rest soon, but we need to move away from a place where we could be exposed to a potential enemy. While Narr probably left this spot before we got here, it’s not worth the risk.” I cupped Jessica’s hands in my cheeks, and she looked up at me with big, green eyes before nodding. I kissed her lips softly.

We moved forward.

*

The next two hours were mostly a daze. Exhaustion permeated every part of my body we moved through the steamy jungle morning.

At any other point in my life, I would have curled up for a nap beneath the nearest tree. But the four women had charged me with an energy that I’d never realized was dormant within me.

I was working for more than just myself.

The sun was our very rough guide as we moved north-northeast. It wasn’t nearly as precise as the stars had been, but there was no time to sit still. We moved through the trees, over rocks, across small streams, always looking for the man or dinosaur looking to kill us. But we saw none during that time, which only increased my anxiety, bit by bit, as we headed further into the unknown.

Something different was waiting for us. Something dangerous. Every one of us felt it in our own way.

“It’s 10:00 a. m.,” I announced after checking my wrist. “We need to get rest sooner or later. Let’s lie down here.”

Everyone stopped without a word of protest, dropping their equipment and sitting on the ground.

I closed my eyes, then shot them open when I felt sleep creeping over me as I stood. “I’ll take the first watch.”

*

Images flit unbidden across my sight as I stood over the sleeping women. My waking mind wanted to dream, but I refused to sit or even lean against a tree.

I hugged Jessica before realizing that she was gone and I’d been left alone. Sarah told me that I could find her if I just followed where I needed to go, but every step I took left me more lost. Daisy and Ling held each other’s hands, but every time I took a step toward them, they were farther from me, which is exactly how rainbows work when we try to find them. My child was just behind a tree, and I’d never seen them, so I reached out and told Jessica that she was safe—

My own voice brought me from my daze. I looked around to see the rest of them sleeping on the ground, even as the rising sun baked the jungle floor. I was still standing.

I shook the daydream from my head. I couldn’t afford to fall asleep.

I bent down and pulled Ling’s knife from the camping backpack. Standing up, I looked at the exposed blade in my hands.

Then I lifted my shirt and slid it an eighth of an inch into my side.

FUCK

That was enough to get my heart thrumming. I found an antiseptic wipe from the first aid kit and wiped myself clean.

The women slept uninterrupted.
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I reached for the pistol as a soft noise ran through the group.

Ling stirred before rising to her feet. I relaxed as she padded over to where I stood.

She lifted a hand and rested it on my cheek. Her raven hair was wild and strewn about as she gazed at me with mocha eyes. “Get some rest, Professor.”

The soft touch of her fingertips worked against the hard edges that I’d been using to force myself awake. “I’m fine,” I mumbled.

She stood on her toes and kissed me once, sending waves of melted comfort through my body and mind. “You’re strong enough to know when to depend on us. I’m not wrong.”

I nodded. “Just for a few minutes.”

She bent down and lifted the shotgun. “Of course.”

I laid down on the ground, opening my mouth to speak, and that’s the last I remember.

*

I was warm. It felt good.

I jerked awake to look around, terrified that I’d missed something. Struggling to focus, I saw Ling nearby, leaning against a tree, the shotgun in her hands. Slowly, my panic abated.

Then I turned to see Chastity sitting up, staring at Ling. Neither one was speaking.

“Um,” I asked, my mouth numb with sleep, “how—how are things?”

“Lovely,” Ling answered, her eyes locked on Chastity.

I looked down at my watch to see that it was just past noon. I rubbed my eyes; the most pressing exhaustion was gone, but an underlying tiredness had seeped into every bone and muscle.

“We’ve been moving over a lot of rugged terrain in a winding, crooked path,” I noted, rubbing my scalp. “That’s maybe averaging one mile per hour. We should be near.” I stood. “If there is a lab, we should find it before nightfall. Let’s get moving. We’ll have time to rest tonight, unless everything we’ve planned for falls apart.”

*

“Still don’t want to turn that thing on?” Ling asked Chastity in a frosty voice.

Chastity met her gaze. “We’ll be glad for the device soon enough. When that time comes, we won’t want to stress over the possibility of it dying.”

Only the distant sound of rushing water challenged silence amongst us.

I grabbed the camping pack and slung it over my shoulder. The pistol rubbed against it, reminding me that Chastity still hadn’t said a word about being disarmed. I considered returning it to her—with everything else going on, I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell the other women that I’d taken it. It would be possible for me to return Chastity’s gun now without any awkward conversations.

I looked away and faced northward. “Let’s move.”

*

The jungle grew thicker as we advanced. Long stretches of our journey were completely obscured under a leafy green canopy with no sunlight to challenge the shadows. I was wary of every tree trunk and rock, waiting for an attacker to take advantage of the darkness.

The jungle felt and sounded alive. It buzzed and chirped as I sweated, never cooling off, never quieting down. The rushing water seemed to get louder as the trees grew closer together. Doubt ran through my head as I wondered whether it was a mistake to travel without the stars to guide us. But with so little of the sky visible, and so many more obstacles to hinder us in the dark, there seemed to be no good way to travel through this maze.

Suddenly, the trees thinned. I lifted Daisy off a mid-sized boulder, turned around, and realized that I could see a good distance in front of me. The sound was clearer, too; the rushing water was no longer muffled by thick jungle. I stepped forward, catching up to Chastity and Jessica, as we moved through trees spaced wide enough for the three of us to walk side by side. We approached a clearing unobscured by trees, and the sudden light of unfiltered sun was nearly blinding. The sound of water grew with each footstep.

“Oh, shit,” Chastity grumbled as we emerged from the trees.

A wide canyon, thirty feet across at its narrowest, ran perpendicular to our path. The roar of water screamed from below, sounding like this stretch of river was defined by rocky rapids. I approached the edge of the cliff and looked down.

A hundred feet beneath my feet, the water was completely white as it crashed and bubbled over the broken canyon floor. No beach appeared on either side; the river covered the canyon from edge to edge.

“This is probably the same river, the same canyon, as the one near our first camp,” Sarah noted, peeking toward the ledge while standing ten cautious feet away. “It must wind like this for miles.”

“Nothing good ever comes from dealing with this fucking river and its ridiculous canyon,” Daisy huffed, her arms folded. “We’ve run into problems every single time we’ve faced it. Let’s stay away this time. Please?”

I looked to the left, then to the right. The canyon was relatively straight here so we could see a long way in both directions.

It was clear enough to reveal what I didn’t want to see.

“We’re going to need a major change in plans,” I announced, turning around and dropping my backpack to the ground.

Chastity stared back at me with a glare of impatient exasperation. Daisy dropped the toiletries bag as she and Sarah looked at each other nervously. Ling put the ammunition bag on the ground and sat on it, draping the shotgun across her knees. Jessica looked straight at me, anxiety etched on her face, as she subconsciously ran her fingertips along her stomach.

I rested my hands on my hips and looked to my left. In another life, it would have been a beautiful sight; the towering cliffs rose from mist generated by a thousand broken rocks churning an eternal river that softly roared from a hundred feet down. The thick jungle on either side was nearly mystical—silhouetted flying image crossed the gap far downstream, reminding me that we still hadn’t seen most of what this place was hiding.

I wiped my sweaty brow before speaking. “We would have to walk miles before reaching a point where we could climb down and then back up again, putting us days off track and almost certainly getting us lost, even if we found a suitable crossing.” I sighed and folded my arms. “Just to pull that off would require backtracking to our compound and resupplying our food.”

“Whatever Melvin Stringer has planned will take less time than that,” Chastity answered, her voice flat.

“I know,” I responded in an equally null tone. “That plan would, for all intents and purposes, mean giving up the pursuit of this hidden lab.”

“But we’re so close,” Jessica interjected.

“Probably a couple of miles at most,” Chastity answered.

Jessica gazed at me with anxious green eyes.

“Then how did the mercenaries cross?” Sarah asked, her arms folded tight across her chest. “They didn’t have helicopters, but they must have come from the other side of this gorge.”

I nodded. “I think they might have used that.”

Five heads turned as I pointed a short distance away. Spanning the canyon was a thick, fallen tree.

It was the only bridge for miles in either direction.
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Daisy shook her head. “Have we ever come away from a cliff thinking it was a good idea to fuck around on it? Nope, not once.”

“I don’t like it,” Ling answered in a soothing voice, sliding her hand along Daisy’s arm, “but our list of options is pretty short.”

Chastity gazed at me without a word as Sarah looked at the ground.

“Let’s do it,” Jessica stated in a quiet but confident voice. “Let’s go home.”

No one challenged her.

“I’ll go first,” I announced with a forced smile. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

*

I wanted to vomit as I looked down at the log, watching the water froth a hundred feet down on either side. The bizarre perspective gave me vertigo.

“I can go first, Professor,” Ling offered.

I looked back and smiled. “Any ship can be a minesweeper once, and I’d rather be that ship.”

Jessica shuddered. “Don’t say things like that.”

Cold resolve settled in my stomach. “If the Russians used this to carry heavy equipment, we’ll be fine. I promise.” I tried to smile at Jessica.

She remained stony faced.

I stepped onto the log. It was thick at this end; the tree had been rooted to this side of the ravine before it fell, so the lowest and widest part of the trunk was at our starting point. I stood with both hands wide out, the camping pack digging into my shoulders, and put one foot in front of the other.

I was doing it.

Then my foot wobbled and I pitched forward.

I felt sick as my stomach dropped and I went into free fall. My hands slapped the trunk, which I wrapped in a giant hug as my legs split apart and squeezed the tree.

Arms and legs stinging, I held fast.

“Are you okay?” Daisy yelled.

I turned my head over my shoulder, a weak smile forced onto my face. “After a little experimentation, I’ve decided that crawling is a much safer option than walking.”

*

We inched across like that, one person at a time. I insisted on carrying each individual bag as I crawled ahead of each woman so that she wouldn’t have to go alone, then turning back to lead the next one across. The trek had become natural, even tedious, as I made my final return for Chastity.

“I was wondering if you were going to just leave me here,” she joked in a heavy voice.

“That’s not my style, Chastity,” I answered as I scrambled to my feet.

She folded her arms over her dirty lab coat and raised an eyebrow at me. “I know. I’ve got the device in my pocket, and I know you’d never deny those women a chance to give them what someone else has.”

I stared back at her, trying and failing to think of an appropriate response.

Chastity shook her head, wiping her eye quickly enough so that I almost didn’t notice.

“Um,” I answered, “did you want me to carry your brief—”

“No.”

I nodded wordlessly.

“Let’s just go,” she pressed, approaching the log.

I grabbed her arm as she tried to pass me. She looked up over her glasses, and I noticed for the first time that her eyes were the lightest shade of coffee and cream. “I think you need to take this,” I explained, reaching for my waistband.

Chastity looked down at my hips as I reached back and pulled out her pistol. She accepted it without a word as I handed it over. Putting it back in her briefcase, she looked across at the four women on the other side of the gap and sighed.

Neither of us talked as we crawled our way forward.

*

“We’ve got a decision to make,” Sarah announced as Chastity and I got to our feet. “We tried to see where the path leads next, and it gets complicated.”

I clenched my jaw as I looked down at her. “That was really dangerous, Sarah. Why didn’t you wait for me to get back so that we could look ahead together?”

Sarah looked up at me, eyes wide, as she bit her lip. Each new layer of complexity that I peeled away from her led to three more, but I felt that I understood her in this moment:

She felt safe at the thought of being controlled by me, and we both liked it.

“Don’t worry, Professor,” Jessica interjected, stepping forward with the assault rifle draped across both hands, “we were sure to use protection.”

We stared at each other. For the life of me, I couldn’t withhold a smile.

“This isn’t the only canyon,” Ling broke in, stepping forward from behind Jessica. “The journey is about to get complicated.”

I followed her gaze as she looked toward a nearby ravine. It was much shorter and narrower than the one we’d just crossed, feeding into it at a perpendicular angle. The top of the tree we’d just crossed was crooked, bending to cover the smaller canyon with a much thinner part of the trunk.

“This canyon winds through the jungle in the direction that we’re heading,” Ling pressed. “It’s always going to be in our way unless we cross it.”

I wiped my brow and nodded. “No problem. This cliff-crossing thing has gotten easy.”

*

Sarah had almost made it to the other side when Ling first raised her shotgun.

I’d crossed first with the camping pack before heading back to guide Ling and then Sarah. Having just returned to the far side, I barely had enough time to stand and see the other three on the opposite edge, awaiting their turn, when Chastity had leaned forward to say something to Daisy.

BOOM

Chastity, Daisy, and Jessica hit the floor as Ling fired from the other side. She loaded the gun again and aimed it directly across the ravine, just above the heads of the three terrified women.

BOOM

Ling’s second blast was met with an animalistic scream. She loaded her weapon yet again as a Utahraptor burst from the jungle and sank its teeth into Chastity’s shoulder as she cowered on the ground.
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“FUCK!” Chastity’s scream reverberated along the canyon.

BOOM

The raptor bucked like it had been hit with a car, blood spraying from its side. It released Chastity, stumbled over her legs, and collapsed nearby, thrashing and writhing.

I quickly ran through the situation before me, cold logic meeting hot anger.

Dinosaurs were emerging very suddenly on the opposite side. I had no immediate access to a gun; the only one on this side of the ravine was in Ling’s capable hands. I couldn’t cross to help them with Sarah still on the log, so I had to pull her across immediately.

I didn’t even have time to consider the possibility of a dinosaur attacking us from behind.

SCREEEEEEE!

Fuck. I’d also forgotten that they could come from above. “Keep firing!” I yelled at Ling as I dove toward Sarah.

“There are more raptors than I have shells!” she shouted back at me before unloading another round.

Stressful, mind-bending panic had run through me plenty of times in this place. But this was the first time that I felt terror as a father-to-be. A unique species of nausea-laced dread seized me as I realized that I couldn’t reach Jessica fast enough to give her immediate help.

POP POP POP-POP-POP

I looked up to see the future mother of my child fending off a pack of raptors with her assault rifle.

I don’t think I’d ever felt love so pure.

SCREEE-EEEEEEE-EEEEEEE!

The Pterosaur landed on the fallen branch, placing itself between Sarah and me. This was the thinnest part of the wood, and it bounced beneath the enormous weight of the creature. It leaned down, its elongated head descending to where I knelt on the trunk.

I was all heat and no logic at that point.

Which is why I punched its leathery throat.

I might as well have slammed my fist against a rock. It just narrowed its beady eyes at me and spread an enormous jaw.

POP pop POP pop poppoppop

The beast flinched and turned around, looking hurt and furious. As it spread its gargantuan wingspan, I saw Daisy and Chastity, shoulder to shoulder, firing at the Pterosaur as Jessica took care of the raptors behind them.

“Grab the trunk!” I screamed at Sarah as I wrapped my arms around the wood below me.

The log bounced as the panicked Pterosaur flapped its wings in a dizzied frenzy. It pitched sideways and dove into the ravine.

crack

“Shit,” I whispered. “Sarah, take my hand! This log is about to—"

CRACK

The wood split longwise, shooting a fissure between my fingers. I shot a look at Sarah; she was five feet from the safety of the opposite edge, and two feet from my fingertips. Slowly, I inched closer to her, tiny snaps bursting from the log as I moved. Our eyes locked. “Take my hand,” I hissed, hand outstretched.

Her face white, Sarah gingerly crawled forward.

crackle crack crack

The branch sagged as she moved, but Sarah didn’t hesitate. She reached an arm forward and clasped my hand just as I placed my foot on the trunk and launched us both backward.

SNAP

Instead of pushing up and backward, I felt only a weak pushback as the wood splintered below my feet.

I hadn’t reached the edge of the cliff.

But a hand found mine, holding me up as my feet dug into the dirt wall. I looked up to see Ling grasping my arm with her left hand, holding herself up by clutching a tree with her right. Her jaw was clenched tight as a thick vein throbbed on her forehead. Below me, Sarah dug her fingers into my hand with all the strength she could muster.

Ling couldn’t support both of us for long.

I moved quickly. I didn’t lift Sarah any higher—not yet—as I pulled up against Ling’s grip. She winced and screamed as I walked up the edge of the cliff and pulled myself upright, only releasing Ling once both of us were vertical.

Then I turned to see Sarah, still dangling over the edge, eyes wide with panic as she struggled to hang on.

Bending my knees and lifting my arm, I easily pulled her tiny body to the safety of the ledge. Ling grabbed Sarah and dragged her away, both of them collapsing ten feet from the edge. They hugged one another tight, both gasping for air.

I didn’t relax until I was sure that they were both safe.

It wasn’t until then that I felt pain in my arms. Everything from my shoulders to my fingertips screamed with the agonized burn of nearly having been ripped apart.

I squatted and winced, looking across the gap to see Jessica, Daisy, and Chastity standing calmly together. “Everyone safe?” I yelled, gasping for air.

“Everyone but the dinosaurs,” Chastity shouted back. “That thing only bit a couple of millimeters into my shoulder before Ling shot it.”

Two different types of shock first hit me. The first is that the raptor hadn’t taken more out of Chastity, but even from across the ravine, I could tell that there was little blood at the injury site.

The second surprise was that Chastity had addressed Ling by name, and that she seemed grateful for the rescue.

Still wincing, I stood up. “Any more sign of the dinosaurs?”

Chastity held up the device. “I was able to drive them away with this.” Her shoulders slumped. “Mark, it’s almost out of power.” She wiped her mouth. “If it had been just one or two of them, I would have been able to pull it out in a few seconds, and we’d have been fine. The only reason I used the pistol is because we didn’t have a few seconds to spare. This dinosaur attack—both raptors and a Pterosaur at the same time—it wasn’t natural. Someone planned it.”
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Daisy rubbed Jessica’s back, leaning her head against the taller woman’s shoulder. Behind me, Ling and Sarah were still panting, their breath quivering. I stared at Chastity. My arms hung limply at my side, throbbing in pain. She stared back at me, concern etched deep into her face.

“Someone knows we’re coming, Mark. Someone doesn’t want us to make it home.”

I tried to find something reassuring to say, to reach for a rallying cry that lifted us through the final stretch. I looked down at Ling’s spent shotgun, realizing that there was no ammunition of any kind left on this side of the gorge. We also had no food. Staring across the gap, I realized how truly far away Daisy and Jessica were, even though they were still in eyeshot. Turning my head up and down the canyon, I could see that there were no more fallen trees or loose logs.

“We can’t cross this gap,” I announced. Turning to the right, I saw the gorge turn a corner and wind its way into the jungle. “We crossed the bigger canyon, which is the important thing. Both parties will walk along the edges of the gorge that’s between us right now. Since it’s smaller, I think we’ll be able to find a place where it’s crossable as long as we keep moving forward.”

Chastity put her hands on her hips and squinted into the jungle. “The trees get thick up ahead, Mark. We’re not going to be able to stay in contact with each other.”

It felt like a rock had settled in my stomach. I followed her gaze, looking for a reason to prove her wrong.

I couldn’t find one. The jungle just got thicker up ahead.

I closed my eyes and centered myself. The rushing water, the steamy heat, the ceaseless buzzing of insects—these were constants that didn’t change with my stress level. The world stays mostly the same, even as our lives break to pieces. That fact was calming, in its own way. I focused on it.

“Someone is watching us,” Sarah explained. She had gotten up and moved to my side without me noticing. “They attacked when we were at our weakest, with half of the group on one side, half on the other. That’s our advantage.”

I opened my eyes and looked down at her, part intrigued, part doubtful. “How can that possibly help us?”

She gazed up at me, eyes slightly magnified behind her glasses. “Why would they wait to attack if they had complete control? If the person or persons on the other side of this fight had absolute power over this world, the dinosaur attacks would be unrelenting. But we fought off this attack, and nothing followed it. And why were there only four mercenaries? Our enemy must have limited financial resources, and I would guess that his device or devices are in their power and scope, just like ours is. She folded her arms and gazed across the gorge. “They don’t control whatever this place is. We’re all just visitors here.”

A warming glow grew in my chest. I stepped behind Sarah and wrapped my arms around her shoulders. She leaned her head against my neck as I bent down and kissed her cheek. We stood like that, quiet, for several seconds.

“We can’t underestimate them, though,” Sarah continued. “They’re watching us, and they do have a certain threshold of ability to hurt us from afar. My guess is that they’re extremely frustrated at their inability to kill us and be done with whatever they’re trying to accomplish.” She turned and looked across the gap with a thousand-yard stare.

“Then let’s move,” Daisy called out from the other side. I looked up to see her looking nervously at one of her Glocks. Then she lifted it by the barrel, leaned back, and lobbed it over the gap.

I squeezed Sarah and flinched, but it landed several feet away in the bushes without firing. “That could have accidentally fired, Daisy,” I called back. “It was really dangerous.”

She folded her arms. “More dangerous than going through the jungle unarmed?”

I didn’t have a response. Instead, I walked over to the bushes where it had landed and dug amongst the leaves. It only took a few seconds to see the glint of metal on the ground. I plucked it up and stuck the Glock in my waistband.

“We’ve got to move,” Daisy pressed. “They want us to stay broken apart, because whoever is watching hasn’t been able to kill us yet. They’re frustrated. Let’s keep them that way.” She looked at Jessica with an uncharacteristically serious expression. “We’ve got a baby on the way. These people have underestimated our resolve.”

Chastity’s face dropped with shock. She turned to face me, unable to form words, and stared. After several seconds, she closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m surprised at myself for being surprised,” she sighed. Opening her eyes, she looked at Jessica, nodded, checked her pistol for ammo, then turned to face me. “I’ve never liked depending on other people, and I’ve always eschewed support from others. You know that better than anyone, Mark. Melvin Stringer isn’t like that at all. Everything he does revolves around other people, and he sees them as nothing but tools that exist for his pleasure. If I’m going to die in this hellhole, then I’m going to make sure that I’m fucking him over with my dying breath.” She turned to face Jessica. They stared at one another for a quiet moment. “You’re not having this baby during a dinosaur attack. Now, let’s move. If we’re going to work together until the end, then I’m going to be damn sure that it’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to Dr. Stringer.”
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Sarah stood on my left side; Ling was on my right. Across the crevice, Chastity stood facing me, flanked by Daisy and Jessica.

“Keep as close to the gorge as you can,” I instructed. “As long as both groups make that happen, we’ll eventually find each other again. Right now, that’s even more important than finding this lab.”

“How long do you think the walk will be?” Jessica asked in a bold voice.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll go as long as it takes.”

Both groups were silent for a moment.

Then Chastity nodded. “See you on the other side.” The three of them turned to head into the jungle.

First Jessica, and then Daisy, turned to cast a longing glance before following Chastity.

I felt sick. “Let’s move,” I grumbled.

I wanted to keep the gorge close on the left side, but that proved impossible almost instantly. A thick wall of trees blocked our view after only a couple minutes of walking; after passing that, we faced a series of bushes, rocks, hills, and more trees that constantly kept us from seeing the gap between us and the other three.

But the sound of water persisted. Sometimes it was close, at others the sound was barely louder than a whisper. Yet it was always present if I took the time to hear it.

We moved slowly. I could vault small boulders, but each one took time for Ling and Sarah to scramble over. Sarah’s skirt and Ling’s almost entirely exposed skin made travel delicate; they had to move carefully around every sharp broken branch and across every sharp rock. Carrying the katana and shotgun just made things trickier. The soft soil was easy enough for them to move across without shoes, but our pace was still agonizingly slow. A physical pain grew in my chest, and it intensified the longer that I was away from the other women.

We had to find them again, because I would never heal if we failed.

“Are you okay with Chastity being alone with them?” Ling asked as I pulled her to the top of the rock on which I stood. She drew up close to me as we shared a tiny space that we could both stand without falling off. Her body pressed against mine, my abs squeezing her breasts as she leaned into me. Our eyes locked as I felt her warm breath against my neck. I lifted my hand and ran my fingers through her raven hair; she closed her eyes and leaned into my touch.

“No,” I answered. “I’m not okay with a lot of things right now, and that keeps me moving forward. We will see them again. Do you understand?”

Her dark eyes sank into mine. For a moment, Ling was vulnerable. She didn’t like exposing her mind or her feelings, but no one is invincible, and she needed me. I touched my forehead to hers.

I don’t remember the moment that the kiss began or ended. All I know is that we were walking again, and that I could feel the same renewed energy emanating from her that was running through me.

*

After two hours, I knew that we wouldn’t be reuniting before nightfall.

*

I was planning our camp when I heard it moving through the brush.

Reaching out both arms, I stopped Ling and Sarah. They instantly froze looking at me in shock.

For a moment, there was nothing.

Then I heard another broken branch. It sounded like it was high off the ground—whatever walked behind the trees was tall.

I lifted a finger to my lips; Sarah and Ling obeyed, not saying a word.

Then I moved forward. Whatever was walking through the jungle needed to see and hear me, and I needed to put distance between the women and me as that happened. I walked toward a group of trees, hoping that the sound would follow.

It did.

I ducked behind a cluster of four trunks and pulled out the pistol. I waited.

For a minute, nothing happened. I could still see Sarah and Ling, huddled close and standing still, just barely in eyesight.

A Utahraptor’s head emerged from around a tree.

I reached out a shaking hand and grabbed a twig that was growing from a nearby tree. I squeezed as hard as I could.

snap

The raptor turned its head toward me but kept its body still.

It was hunting.

I couldn’t be too forward; it wouldn’t come out of hiding until it was ready to pounce. I dropped to my knees, grabbed a rock, stood without making a sound, and tossed it on the ground nearby.

The dinosaur turned and stared directly at my hiding spot. Even though it was staring at me, I felt confident that it couldn’t actually see me.

Mostly confident.

It took one cautious step forward.

Then another.

Then it froze.

The raptor focused its eyes; it had seen what it was looking for.

I stepped out from behind the trees and raised the pistol as it charged.

pop

It screamed and shook its head as I hit its snout, but it kept charging.

pop

This one hit its neck. It rocked back and forth before collapsing, then slid to my feet, jaws still snapping. I turned to run, but I was too late. Its head hit my feet, and the momentum knocked me to the ground. My shoulder hit the dirt in an explosion of pain.

Then I saw its kicking legs. The raptor’s vicious talons flailed in its death throes; I tried to back away but found myself pinned against a tree. A swipe landed inches from my nose as I pushed back against the immovable wood.

A blade slammed into the dinosaur’s thighs, pinning them and keeping them safely distant from my face. I looked up to see Sarah standing over me, pressing the katana into the dinosaur’s flesh, a grim look of determination on her face. She looked down at me without smiling.

“Did you really think we’d let that happen without watching over you?”

*

“You got past three raptors in the dark without attacking them,” Ling noted as we moved loose rocks and twigs from the place we’d chosen to sleep. “You could have let this one go.”

I looked across at the dinosaur carcass. “We don’t always have a choice, Ling. We don’t get to make the rules, and sometimes, we have to abide by the law of the jungle.”

*

I used the katana to hack the legs off the raptor. Once they were free, I slid Ling’s knife into its flesh, carefully separating the meat from the bone. I was careful enough to keep things clean but getting a little blood on my hands was inevitable.

I dug a hole with my hands, getting my fingers deep into the soil, moving the earth one handful at a time. I made it deep enough to keep the flames out of the wind.

It was easy to find enough twigs and sticks to burn, but starting the flame was difficult. I scraped a rock against the Glock’s handle, hitting it over and over again, barely able to create sparks. It wasn’t working.

But I didn’t stop.

I was almost surprised when one rogue spark didn’t die out. It landed on a pile of wood shavings, then it smoked, and then it smelled. I kept waiting for it to die, but the little spark just wouldn’t disappear.

Once the flame started, it was easy to keep the fire going.

I sharpened sticks with the knife. We used them to skewer slabs of raptor meat, which we held over the fire until they sizzled and smoked. It was dark by then, and we only had our fire to guide us.

The meat was very gamey. Its juices dribbled down our chin.

When we had finished, I sharpened one of the tibias down to a point. We needed any weapons we could find or make, and a bone knife seemed like the perfect choice.

We slept far from the remnants of the fire, full and warm and safe, with gap in the trees above our heads that gave us a glimpse of the stars. From what we could see, we were heading in the right direction.

I had just fallen asleep when Sarah woke me.
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She kissed me, dragging her lips across my cheek and to my ear. Chills ran down my side as she kissed, licked, and bit my lobe. “You keep us safe, Professor Swift,” she whispered.

I turned my head to kiss her, wrapping my arms around her back. I felt only warm skin. Running my hands down her spine, I reached her bare ass. She was completely naked.

I squeezed her cheeks. They were soft and smooth as fresh creamed butter, but the memory of flavors evoked was much sweeter.

She sighed as I kneaded her flesh between my fingers. “Do you remember the first time you had me, Professor?” she cooed. “Do you remember what we did?” Sarah pressed her forehead against mine, breathing in as I breathed out. I didn’t say a word, but she felt me nod. “It was the same thing we did when all four of us were with you,” she went on in the lightest, quietest voice. “I can’t describe how that makes me feel. It’s like every time is my first time.” She met my lips. “Every time you have me, the change is permanent, like you’re molding clay. I’m different because you’ve taken me.” She kissed me once more. “Don’t you ever stop.”

My arms trembled. She felt both delicate and powerful in my hands, salty and sweet, dangerous but inevitable. The stress of the day coursed through me in a wave of emotion, and I realized that we had both crossed an insatiable line that would control us until we’d satisfied it.

I knew that was dangerous, but couldn’t think of any other way to live.

Sarah pulled her head away from mine and rose to her knees. One leg at a time, she crawled toward my face, first placing a knee by my right ear, then the other next to my left. The position spread her lips wide and pressed them hard against my nose and mouth. The taste of her pussy overwhelmed my senses as her juices ran between my lips—she had been ready for me long before waking me up.

I opened my mouth and drank her in. She couldn’t hold back a loud moan as she pushed down with what little body weight she had, grinding against my mouth. I wanted to tell her to hold back, that I couldn’t find her clit when she pushed this hard, but that didn’t seem to bother her. Her lips met mine in a simulated kiss. I closed my eyes and fell into it.

Sarah tucked her calves beneath my shoulders, bringing her closer still to my mouth. I slid my hands around her tiny bare feet, squeezed, and lifted them. With a gasp, she pitched forward, her palms landing on the ground above my head.

A sound somewhere between a sigh and a gasp escaped her lips. She slid her pussy up and down, grazing her clit against my nose as she moved. My teeth slid across it; she yelped. Then Sarah lifted her pussy up, took my jaw in her hands, and squeezed. Her face was barely visible in the reflected moonlight, but it was enough to make out her mischievous, hungry smile. Curling her spine, she bent down and touched our mouths together, pulling my lips inward and rolling her tongue against mine.

Then she lifted her head, bit her lip, and smiled. “I love tasting myself on you, Professor Swift. You know I used to fantasize about you in class, right? But I never let myself think about doing even remotely close to what we’ve done. It seemed too vulgar, and I was sure you’d never be interested in touching me like this. Every fantasy revolved around you protecting me, teaching me things. I thought there was something wrong with me, because in the hidden part of my mind, I knew that I wanted to taste myself on your lips. I thought that I was pushing the boundaries, that everything I wanted was dirty, and that good girls would be able to restrain themselves.” She ran both hands through my hair and kissed me aggressively, sucking and licking my tongue and lips. “I was right.”

I wanted to throw her on the ground and spread her legs wide, but she moved once more, and I held back just long enough to see her intentions play out. Freeing her legs, she crawled back down my torso, unfastening one shirt button at a time as she moved. I inhaled as she slid her hands across my bare chest, feeling the stress of the day melt beneath her fingertips.

Then she moved again, unfastening my pants. My heart thudded with anticipation as she worked slowly. I was ready to throw her hands aside and do it myself when I realized that she was toying with me, making me wait, because she had waited so long for me.

So I held back, knowing the dam would break soon.

I lifted my hips as she pulled my pants down past my knees, pulling each of my shoes off before tossing my pants and underwear aside.

Then Sarah rose to her knees once again, her head perfectly silhouetted against the moon, as she looked down at me with an expression that I could feel but not see. Slowly, she curled downward, running her hands up my thighs and resting on my stomach.

Warmth flowed around my head as I realized that Sarah had slid me inside of her mouth. Her lips moved like she was sucking the top of a popsicle, moving a couple inches up and down while leaving most of my shaft untouched. The unequal warmth teased me, feeling both amazing and ticklish at the same time.

I couldn’t wait any longer.

I rested one hand on top of her head and pushed, marveling at how much she had changed me. In the beginning, I tried to hold back in all the ways that she had described feeling herself. Now I was forcing my cock into the mouth of my one-time student, impatient with the slow pace of her cocksucking.

Sarah coughed and pushed back before I got even one more inch inside of her. I didn’t know if she was playing or not, so I pressed one second longer before releasing her. She held her head in place, moving her lips just slightly despite holding only a fraction of my dick between her lips.

Then she yanked her head back, gasping and coughing, unable to catch her breath. I waited as she struggled to regain control of herself, part sympathetic but part irritated.

I had learned that from her.

“I’m sorry, Professor,” she gasped, her voice funny. “I’m—I’m sorry, I thought I would be able to do this. I’ve never given a blowjob before.”

I opened my mouth to contradict her, but no sound came out. My mind raced back to all the times that she and I had been together, and I realized that she was right: Sarah had never sucked my dick. Even the nighttime, tree branch mystery blowjobber could not have been her, because Sarah was standing right next to me when it happened.

“You’ve—that was your first one?” I stammered.

Sarah’s silhouette crossed her arms against her exposed breasts as she looked aside silently.

I sat up, Sarah still between my spread legs, and pulled her close. She resisted at first, her body stiff and wooden, but she melted into a hug when I pulled her close and kissed her cheek.

“I’m sorry that I suck at blowjobs,” she murmured against my chest.

I laughed. “That’s the one time when it’s good to suck,” I answered.

She didn’t acknowledge my comment. “Ling has been talking for so long about how much she loves it, how she wishes she could suck your cock every day.” She sniffed. “She says there’s no feeling like drinking a man’s cum after knowing you made it happen.” Sarah pulled back and gazed at me, her face exhausted and weary. “I don’t know how she does it. How any of them do it. Your cock is much bigger than my mouth, Professor Swift, and I just don’t know how to make it fit.”

I hugged her tight before we kissed. “It’s okay, Sarah,” I whispered. “I promise that everything you are is everything I need.”

She didn’t respond to that. Not verbally, at least. Instead, she took advantage of my upright sitting position, draping her arms across my shoulders to hoist herself up. When Sarah came down, it was directly on top of my cock; she split herself open on me groaning in contentment with a touch of pain as she moved. Sarah rested her head on my shoulder, clasping her hands together behind my neck.

“Does it hurt?” I whispered into her ear.

She nodded without speaking.

“Do you want me to pull out?” I pressed.

She shook her head.

“Do you want me to start slowly at first, then work my way faster, until I’m ripping you apart?”

She hesitated.

Then Sarah nodded furiously.

Thrusting is difficult from a sitting position, but I made it work. She groaned softly as I prodded deep inside of her. Given the small size of her body and the length of my cock, I was vaguely aware of the face that I was penetrating a significant portion of her frame. She took it like a champion, though, biting down on my shoulder when I reached the edge of what she could tolerate.

She broke the skin of my neck with her teeth.

My fingernails ripped the flesh on her back.

Still, she hugged me tight, silently begging for more as my back and abs worked to my breaking point. I kissed her neck, her cheek, her chin. Sarah’s only response was ever-increasing rips with her fingernails and teeth.

Her body trembled, and that pushed me to the edge. “I have to stop,” I gasped, “no condom, I can finish,” I gasped, “somewhere else.” I tried to lift her off my waist.

Sarah squeezed my arms and spread her legs, effectively lowering herself farther. I took in a sharp inhalation of air as she did so.

“You have to move, I’m about to finish,” I gasped.

She pressed up beneath my arms, pinning herself in pace.

“Sarah!” I snapped. “This is dangerous, I can’t finish in you!”

“Fill me,” she moaned. “Fill me up, Professor, just like you did to Jessica.”

“That’s… no! Get off, I can’t—I can’t—”

Frustrated, I grabbed Sarah by the hips and tried to lift her off of me.

That’s when a dark figure behind her pushed down on Sarah’s shoulders, wrapping her arms gently around Sarah’s neck and combining their body weights. “Do it, Professor,” Ling whispered. “Shoot your cum into Sarah’s tight little pussy so that it’s dripping out of her lips. Make her pregnant, make her yours.”

That did it.

Under normal circumstances, I easily would have been strong enough to lift both of them, even from a sitting position. But Sarah’s perfect pussy, Ling’s cooing encouragement, and the combined weight of both women pushed me past the edge. The orgasm overwhelmed my arms and legs, and I was powerless to react as I pulsed round after round into Sarah’s spread legs. A distant voice told me that this was a bad idea, a terrible one, but I only had thoughts for how right it felt to squirt everything I had inside of her.

When I was spent, I fell back on the ground. I could only focus on breathing.

My dick felt wet as Sarah slid me out of her. For a moment, I felt alone.

Then Sarah collapsed on my left side, followed by Ling on my right. I realized that Ling wasn’t wearing anything either, but only had a bra and panties to begin with.

I was going to tell them that what they did was wrong. But with both naked women snuggling against me from each side, I could not, for the life of me, remember why. Everything felt perfect.

I fell asleep happy.
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I awoke feeling good. Both women were sleeping on my shoulders; while I had always been a particular sleeper, their constraints felt great. Wonderful, in fact.

Several seconds passed before I remembered that something might be wrong. Several more went by before I had any memory of what that might be.

Oh, shit. Our group had been split in half. I needed to find the others.

Oh, shit. I had cum inside of Sarah’s pussy last night. I shook her awake. “Sarah,” I mumbled, “we shouldn’t have done that.”

She looked at me dreamily. I normally didn’t get to see the naked eyes behind her glasses, but as she awoke, I marveled at how big and brown they were. “Good morning, Professor,” she sighed.

I stared down at her, my tingly arm still pinned by her shoulder. “I—did I—I came in you last night, didn’t I?”

She smiled at me. “You sure did, Professor. I can still feel what you left inside of me.”

“I figured you would have been a little spent after that blowjob,” Ling chimed in. “But you had so much that little Sarah couldn’t take it all.”

“That’s right,” Sarah sighed, rubbing her face against my chest. “Maybe I’m already pregnant, just like Jessica.”

I stared at her in panic. Ling’s hand reached out, squeezed my jaw, and brought me to her face. We gazed at one another. “You could panic, Professor Swift. Or you could let each of us have a turn. You tried to resist us before, and you didn’t stand a chance. Not against your own wants.” She kissed me. “Stick to fighting dinosaurs. You’re much more likely to win.” Then she dropped my jaw and closed her eyes.

I struggled to find a way to convince her of the obvious fact that I would never intentionally impregnate all four of them. That much was obvious.

But before I could think of a way to articulate my thoughts, I fell back asleep, their arms draped across me.

*

I was alone when I woke up again.

That feeling bothered me more than anything else. The logical part of my mind was screaming, telling me that finishing inside of Sarah was a major problem that needed to dominate my thoughts.

But the red, limbic, emotional part of my mind had other concerns. I liked the feeling of two women sleeping against me, and I didn’t like being without it, and that was my primary emotion. I marveled, in a distant sort of sense, at the change.

I didn’t dwell on it much, though.

I realized that I was still naked from the waist down as I stood. Finding my pants and shoes, I got dressed once more.

Ling and Sarah were already dressed, cooking raptor flanks over an open flame when I found them. They looked up at me in sudden surprise when I approached, like I’d interrupted a sensitive conversation. Ling offered a silent, sly smile. Sarah just turned red.

“Good morning, ladies,” I said, bending down to kiss each one on the cheek.

We stared at each other, playing a game of ‘who will talk first?’

The logical part of my brain hadn’t retreated entirely, though. My two options were to address what they had done to me, or ignore it entirely. Both options would lead to the same pregnancy conclusion: there was nothing I could do now. It simply didn’t matter what I said to them.

I couldn’t fight biology.

But my choice of approach would affect our dynamic. They knew they had a certain power over me, and that I was weak beneath certain pressures.

The only output affected by a change in input would be how that dynamic played out.

I smiled at both. “I see you’ve made breakfast for me. Pass it over, I like mine rare.”

*

They gazed at me while I ate, expecting me to react. But I was focused on the meat: charred and smoky outside, red and cool inside.

I didn’t say a word.

*

“We’ve got to move,” I announced, wiping the dripping juice from my chin. “The others have probably already started their day. I’m going to assume that they didn’t have the same activity level that we did last night.”

Ling looked concerned.

I had gotten to her.

I was glad.

“Do you think we’ll be able to cross the river today?” Sarah asked. “The gorge might be narrow enough to climb to the other side.”

I smiled at her. “Maybe. Each day is a maybe. That’s all I can say.” I stood and stretched, my shirt still wide open. They noticed my abs. I noticed them.

Looking down at Sarah and Ling, I felt more than I thought. They were my world, and I would protect that.

Nothing else really mattered.

“Why don’t you carry the pistol, Ling?” I offered, pulling it from my waistband and offering it to her. “You’re out of bullets, and I have my own two fists.”

*

The only supplies that we’d managed to carry across the gorge were my camping backpack, Ling’s spent shotgun, and Sarah’s katana. Even the extra Glock had been an add-on.

It made for fast camping. We were walking just one minute after breakfast had finished.

I resolved to stay near the gorge, convinced that we would find our way back to the other women soon.

It turns out that the jungle didn’t give a shit about my resolution.

“I can’t see or hear the water,” Ling huffed as she crawled under a thick log, sweat dripping down her torso as I took her hands and lifted her up. “It feels like we’re hardly making any progress.”

“The only important thing is that we keep moving,” I panted, bending down to help Sarah under the same obstacle. “Everything else is secondary.”

Sarah struggled to move the katana around the trunk. Frustrated, she backed away, ripped the strap from her back, slid it across the ground, then crawled after it. Once I’d finally helped her up, she angrily snatched the sword from the ground.

Ling folded her arms and looked deep into the forest, not saying anything for several seconds. When she turned back around, she was wiping her eyes.

I pretended not to notice.

*

I didn’t immediately register what Sarah said. Both she and Ling had been silent for some time; I knew that they were dealing with a painful stew of frustration, guilt, and doubt, but weren’t sure what proportions of each emotion were strongest, nor why those particular feelings were what they were.

I knew this because I felt the exact same things. I couldn’t explain why I knew what emotions ran through the women around me; the simple reality was that we were bound by an incredibly strong force, and some things we knew without thinking. The other half of that coin was a growing pain that intensified the longer we were apart. It was unnatural for our group to be separated, and we were all feeling the effects of being broken.

So it took a few seconds to emerge from my brain fog. “What was that, Sarah?” I asked.

She pointed to a broken branch. Several splinters lay on the ground below it. Nearby, a series of impressions in the mud appeared at regular intervals. “I think a person broke this branch, and those are his footprints.”

A chill ran down my spine, but I forced calmness through my body. “You could be right, Sarah,” I conceded, laying a hand on her arm. “We can’t be certain. Let’s keep our eyes open, but don’t panic.” I smiled at her.

She tried to smile back but could only bow her head.

“Just stay close behind me. I’ll make sure that I’m the first one around every blind corner. I promise I’ll stay close, okay?”

I took three steps without hearing a word from her.

“Sarah?” I asked, stopping.

Still nothing. The silence played on my nerves like a diseased fly rubbing it tiny stick-legs together, preparing itself to feast on a succulent meal of my spine.

Slowly, I turned around.

Narr stood behind Sarah, one filthy arm wrapped around her chest, the other covering her mouth. Her eyes gazed at me in pure terror. She couldn’t speak or move; Narr was nearly three times her size, and he easily pinned her arms to her sides. He’d gotten even uglier since I’d seen him last: his facial lacerations had become inflected, and they were oozing with pus and blood. It was clear that he hadn’t found a way to bathe in the past several days, because his odor was overpowering, even from several feet away.

“Looks like I’ve found a treat,” he gurgled. He took a deep sniff of Sarah’s hair and shuddered with delight. “And I’m not a dumb shit like Brutus was. I’m gonna make you mine, little girl, and we’re both going to celebrate by eating your barbecued boyfriend.”
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“Narr,” I grumbled, meeting his gaze, “I beat the shit out of you once, and I’m always happy to re-teach lessons to remedial students.”

He sneered. At least, I think he did; his face was so damaged that his expressions weren’t clear. “You think you can make me feel dumb by using you professor smart-talk? Ain’t gonna work on me, dipshit.”

“If you think that my insult was supposed to be difficult to comprehend, then it’s already served its function. Now let go of my girlfriend.” Cool logic had moved from my head down into my chest, as its counterbalance of fiery rage was pushing to my arms and legs like a centrifuge concentrating the most deadly, molten elements.

Narr shoved Sarah forward like a rag doll, held her at arm’s length, and withdrew the katana from the strap on her back. He held it aloft; it gleamed in the sun as he smiled a hideous, broken grin. “Still want to fight me, smart guy?”

“Do you really think I’m going to back away just because you have a sword?”

He faltered. “Well, y-yes, I—”

The Glock flew through the air, heading right for my chest. I caught it with both hands, turning my head just fast enough to see Ling taking down Sarah with a flying tackle. The sudden jolt ripped her from Narr’s arm, who stared down in confusion as the two of them rolled away. He looked up to see me scrambling with the pistol; I’d caught it upside down, and the half-second it took to re-orient the weapon was enough for him to duck behind a tree.

Not wanting to waste bullets, I didn’t fire.

But I ran.

He weaved in and out of trees, using the katana to hack branches as he moved. He was weak, fat, and out of shape, so I was making significant ground on him.

Once again, I was in a collegiate 800-meter race, closing on a foolhardy runner who had gone out too fast and was paying an inevitable price. I could feel his weakness in my lungs and legs.

I was going to catch him.

I realized the problem after vaulting a thick trunk. Given the obstacles between us, my eventual capture of Narr was going to take several times longer than it would in the open. There’d soon be a significant distance between the women and me.

And I didn’t know the way back.

I skidded to a halt as I watched Narr roll over a distant rock.

Fuck.

I did not want to lose him. I did not want the katana taken from us, and I certainly hated the idea of a weapon landing in the hands of our enemy.

More than anything else, I despised the thought of knowing that this piece of shit was nearby, waiting to harm us.

But the cool, blue, logical part of my mind stayed me.

I knew that we’d see Narr again very soon. I’d have to liberate the katana from him at that time.

But unlike Narr, I had people in my life who cared about me. Since he was unburdened by such a condition, the man had a sufficient advantage to facilitate his escape.

I turned around and walked back the way I’d come.

*

I quickly realized how prudent stopping my chase had been.

We become so used to an existence filled with streets and boundaries that we forget the world hates to be fenced in.

With little to guide me, I tried to see where the sun was heading. Had I run north? That would give me a general sense of where I needed to be, but that was vague at best.

“LING!” I shouted. “SARAH!”

Only the omnipresent insect buzzing answered.

The edge of red panic first crept into my mind at that moment as I considered the possibility that I might truly be fucked.

So I closed my eyes and found the calm center of blue peace. I focused on what I was seeking.

Then I opened my eyes again. I looked to the left, then to the right. I was pretty sure that I needed to head in the first direction.

That’s when I saw something gleaming beneath a bush. It was long and metallic, clearly out of place. Jogging forward, my heart beat faster as I approached. Stopping just above, I looked down at it, sweat stinging my eyes.

“No.”

Crouching down, I plucked it from the ground.

It was Ling’s knife. Had I taken it with me while running? I could have sworn I didn’t have it.

But what other explanation was there? I must have carried it with me before dropping it. There was no way that the women could have followed this close behind me without being visible at that moment.

It would have been ridiculous to suggest that it had appeared before me with no logical explanation, except for the fact that that was exactly how it came to us in the first place.

This was the path I needed to follow. Whether I’d dropped the knife on my run, or it appeared there of its own accord, my direction was set. I turned away from the direction I had intended to go, and I followed what had revealed itself to me.

A couple of minutes later, I heard them.

“SARAH! LING!” I yelled.

Two distant figures appeared in the verdant jungle light, and I was found.

*

“I couldn’t get a clear shot at him,” Ling explained, folding her arms and blinking rapidly. “Or, to be more accurate, I couldn’t have shot him without hitting Sarah as well.” She looked down at her socks. “I didn’t have any time left to make a decision, Professor Swift, so I tossed you the pistol and got Sarah away from that fucker in the only way I knew how.”

The three of us had each killed a man since arriving here, and the three of us had all fallen short of dealing with the trauma. Foremost among the reasons for our failure was that the nature of the task is impossible, at least if complete success is desired. What could I possibly say to people who needed healing in ways that I hadn’t discovered for myself?

I stepped closer to Ling and wrapped my arms around her. She hesitated before returning a tepid hug. Raising her head to me, we looked at one another before leaning in for a gentle kiss.

I released her and turned to face Sarah, reaching my arm toward her. She took my hand and squeezed; I wrapped her in a tight embrace. She pressed her head against my neck.

“I’m sorry I lost your katana.”

Sarah’s gaze did not meet mine.

I understood it wasn’t the right thing to say at that moment, because there wasn’t a right thing to say.

*

“The only important thing is that we keep moving. Everything else is secondary.”

I looked over at Ling to see if she was smiling, but she kept her head turned away from me. I think that she was encouraging and teasing at the same time by quoting me—either way, it worked.

“I hear the sound of water on our left,” I added. “We’re going to find the other women, and we’re going to find Narr.” I breathed deeply. “Jessica knows how to track her prey.”

*

The sound of water was getting more powerful. Glimpses of the canyon at our side showed that it was a much narrower gorge; it sounded like the river was rushing over a much rockier bed.

“I think we’re getting closer to the source of the water,” Sarah explained as she crawled over a large rock. She was moving much more easily now that no weapon was strapped to her back. “If the gorge is climbable, then we might be able to cross over close to here and look for the others.”

“Or we could use the fact that the ground is muddier now, and shows clearer tracks,” Ling added, pointing to a wet patch on the ground.

Just before us was a clear path through a stretch of mud. A set of footprints ran directly through the middle, heading in the same direction that we were walking.
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“We’re getting close,” I breathed. “Not just to the others, but to the end of this path.”

I looked to Ling and Sarah, hoping to see the same energy that I felt.

But I sensed only coldness. My mind raced to find an answer, to come up with something comforting, but the cold logic of it was simple:

There was nothing I could say to make things better.

The separation was getting to all of us. This was a moment when Ling would have sought Daisy, wrapping their arms around each other and answering questions without word or sound. In those moments, I could look to one of the women to feel what the others needed, and there was simply no substitution for their presence.

A broken chain can’t be fixed by strengthening just one link.

“What if Narr’s tricking us?” Sarah whispered. “What if he wants us to follow his lead, to finish what he started?”

I took her soft cheeks in my hands; she closed her eyes. I kissed the top of her forehead. “Sarah, I’m certain that Narr isn’t that smart.”

She gave half a smile for half a second.

Then we turned and pressed forward, keeping the noise of water on our left. More obvious footprints and broken branches removed all doubt that we were following a path that had been freshly made.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ling squeeze the knife I’d returned to her. I reached back to feel the Glock in my waistband.

“He can’t have gone far,” Sarah said, worried. “Do you think we’ll meet before nightfall?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Whatever’s going to happen will unfold very soon.”

“Good,” Ling snapped. “That fucker Narr had every opportunity not to end up like his dumbass friends, but he just couldn’t stay away from us.”

“Stop,” I said to both of them.

Sarah and Ling both turned around to face me, their eyes wide.

I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “You both killed for the greater good of our survival.” I folded my arms. “You both killed because I asked you to. I spend every day wishing there had been a way to get us through that moment without putting you through that, and every day I come up empty handed.”

They froze for a moment.

Then Ling stepped forward, lifting her hand to my cheek, and resting it there. The effect was odd; without shoes, she was over a foot shorter than I was. “It’s good that you care about us, Professor, but don’t you for one second think that the decision was on you.”

“I’ll never be the same,” Sarah added, “but if I could go back, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Ling gave a weak smile before tapping my cheeks. “Buck up, Champ. You’ve got enough to handle without blaming yourself for things that aren’t your fault.”

*

I felt the vibrations before I heard the noise.

Soon enough, both sensations became overpowering.

Sarah glanced nervously at me as Ling lifted her shotgun and moved close to us, looking ready to bludgeon whatever came near.

I closed my eyes and focused.

“It’s on our right,” I explained, opening my eyes and pointing at a cluster of rocks in the opposite direction. “Stay, hidden,” I ordered. “If I’m not back in ten minutes—run.”

Both women looked dismayed and opened their mouths to protest, but I withdrew the Glock and turned toward the noise before they could put themselves in harm’s way.

Ducking in the shadows as I moved from tree to tree, I tried to stay as quiet as possible. It quickly became evident that my efforts weren’t needed, though; no sound that I made could compete with what I was hearing. Steady pounding vibrated the ground—something heavy was being slammed.

A few steps ahead, I saw a small rise in the earth. Kneeling down on the soft, crumbly soil, I crawled toward the mound, my hands clutching the pistol’s handle. I reached the small hill, flattened myself, and moved, inch by inch, to the surface. Peeking my eyes and the gun barrel over the edge, I took in the sight.

A wide meadow spread across the other side, replete with wildflowers bobbing lazily in the breeze. Fat bumblebees danced in small groups, and the sun spilled across the rare patch of open sky that was unobscured by trees. A melon patch grew tall and thick on the far side of the clearing; the wind rolled over me with its signature scent.

But it was the stegosauruses who dominated the scene.

They feasted on the melon vine, facing away from me. Two adults that looked like a breeding couple craned their necks as far as they could, reaching for the fattest fruits. The larger of the two, whom I assumed to be the male, took a vine between his teeth and pulled. The smaller one bit down on the stem of the biggest, roundest melon, snipping it off and sending it bouncing to the ground.

A tiny head emerged from between them. Dwarfed by his enormous parents, a baby Stegosaurus took a few cautious steps toward the fruit. He reached a beak toward its meal, let out a nearly inaudible squeak, and bit down on the edge of the melon. He hardly got any of the fruit in the first bite, but his parents patiently waited for him to figure it out.

I was smiling long before I realized it. These dinosaurs didn’t know that they were out of place and out of time; they only knew their familial instincts, and that was all they needed.

I slowly receded from the mound, making sure not to disturb the herbivores. Once I was out of eyesight, I stood and walked back to the women.

“What are you grinning at?” Ling asked, still clutching the shotgun in preparation to use it as a melee weapon.

“We were hearing footsteps,” I explained quietly. “Stegosaurus armor is entirely defensive. There’s no fight to expect unless we seek it.”

*

“I hear something,” Ling whispered.

“I hear it, too,” Sarah shot back.

Crack

Someone was just ahead of us, stepping audibly through the stick mud and breaking branches as they moved.

Ling pulled out her sheathed knife and tossed it to Sarah, who pulled out the weapon and held it before her terrified face. Ling lifted her shotgun and prepared to use it as a bludgeon as I pulled out the Glock and stepped in front of them.

“Behind the trees,” I ordered, leading the two of them away from the path we’d been following and into the denser jungle.

Hiding behind a thick trunk, I lifted the pistol and aimed it forward.

A figure was barely visible in the shadows ahead, moving away from us. I gauged the distance, judging whether I could get a clean shot from this position.

My blood froze as a voice rang out from behind us.

“Don’t move, or I’ll shoot. Step out with the gun above your head.”
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“Duck,” I whispered to Ling and Sarah as I lifted my hand and turned around.

Jessica stood before me, the AR-15 leveled at my head. “Professor!” she screamed, placing the gun on the ground and racing toward me. She leapt up and threw her body around me, locking her legs behind my back while wrapping her arms around my neck. She kissed me before I could regain my balance, so I tottered awkwardly from side to side, my arms spread out so that I didn’t fall.

“Jessica!” Ling screamed as she raced out from behind the tree, Sarah’s footsteps following close behind.

Jessica pulled back and gazed at me, her lively green eyes cutting deep into my mind and intoxicating every neuron. She smiled before leaping off me. I regained my balance but felt off-center without her touch.

Sarah and Ling launched themselves at Jessica, and the three of them embraced.

Ling stared at Jessica with a look of desperation.

“She’s just up ahead, Ling. We knew someone was behind us, so they kept walking while I hid in the bushes and waited for y’all to pass. Sorry for pointing my gun, I couldn’t see who it was from where I was sittin’.”

“But why did you think we posed a threat?” I asked, confused. “Who else did you expect to find here?”

Jessica’s face darkened. “We’ve been following what we thought was your trail for a couple of hours now. The path was obvious.” Understanding dawned across her face. “Professor—who else is out here?”

*

Ling’s arms were wrapped around Daisy’s waist, her chin resting on Daisy’s shoulder. Sarah stood near Daisy; the two looked at one another without speaking. Jessica held my hand in hers, not quite holding it over her stomach, but keeping it nearby. Chastity stared at me, hands on her hips, one fist still clutching her briefcase.

“So we’ve been following Narr this whole time, thinking it was you?” Chastity demanded.

“It appears so,” I answered, my lips thin. “And, if his path was that easy to follow, my guess is that he wanted you to find him.”

Chastity closed her eyes and breathed out slowly. “I swear that I’m going to cut open his scrotum and scoop out what pass for testicles if I get half a chance.”

I swallowed. “Um—that’s a solid plan if we can find him. He’s armed with a sword, the advantage of surprise, and essentially nothing to lose, so we have to factor that into his game plan.”

Chastity cast a cold look at Sarah, but she didn’t say a word.

“How long have you been on this side of the gorge?” I asked.

“Probably around two hours,” Jessica answered. “The trees opened up on our side, and there was a gentle slope to the river. The water was shallow, and it was easy enough to find a place to walk back up to this side—but we could tell that it would be much harder to see from where you were, because the trees are much thicker on this side of the river.” She squeezed my hand. “I’m so glad we found you.”

I squeezed her back. “Let’s be careful moving forward. I think we should keep following the tracks; as long as we know where he’s been, it will be harder for Narr to surprise us. In addition, if he comes across any danger, we’ll be able to see the evidence of where it was.”

“Unless he’s hoping to ambush us,” Ling warned, her cheek pressed against Daisy’s.

“I hope he does,” Chastity countered. “That fat son of a bitch doesn’t stand a chance in six-on-one fight, and there’s nothing he needs more than to get his ass kicked.”

I couldn’t suppress a smile; it was the first time that Chastity had ever referenced all of us fighting as one.

“Do you think he knows where we’re headed?” Daisy asked.

“He could have been spying on us for some time,” Chastity answered, her face dark. “And he’s realized that there’s something in a generally northward direction that might benefit him. We have to assume that he’s trying to reach the lab before us. I’m certain that he will attempt to befriend anyone with hostile intentions toward our group.” She raised her pistol. “No matter what, it’s time for us to get moving.”

*

“How was the moodiness?” Daisy asked, looking sideways at Sarah.

Sarah looked at Ling and smiled. “Palpable, but I think the situation merits understanding. The separation was really challenging.”

I forced my mouth shut. I was glad that they were introspective enough to recognize their own challenging emotions, but there was no way to make a meaningful contribution to the conversation. It would be disingenuous to contradict them, but I would look like a jerk for agreeing.

Sometimes, the best response is to pretend you never heard the question.

“But that’s part of his charm,” Ling continued, smiling at Jessica. “He acts like he doesn’t have emotions, but they’re so transparent when he misses us.”

It felt like a boulder slid into my stomach and blocked my colon. Ling didn’t actually see me that way, did she?

I looked over at the four of them, now walking in a tight cluster. All of them were looking at me.

All were grinning.

A dagger of confused emotions ripped through my gut. Every feeling contradicted each other; the only commonality was hyper-intensity.

That’s when I understood Ling was right.

But what could I possibly say to contradict her without feeding right into her game?

I turned to look at a space in the middle of the four of them without thinking or even knowing what I was going to say until the words were out. “More than the others, I knew what you were thinking, and I knew that you would settle things, even if you couldn’t before.”

They didn’t have an immediate response, which meant that they didn’t know which of the four I was addressing, which in turn mean that they didn’t know I wasn’t talking to any specific person. I like to think that means I got inside their heads.
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Jessica raised her assault rifle without saying a word. Daisy, now in possession of both Glocks, followed suit. Ling, her shotgun re-loaded, pumped it once. Chastity held an unshaking hand before her, pistol ready to fire.

I stepped protectively forward, unarmed but still the most prominent in our group.

Their target was obvious. The trees had been steadily thinning as we walked, and the space before us now opened into a wide clearing.

It was filled with Utahraptors. This was clearly some sort of colony; different animals of varying ages walked about. Some ate, others slept, and two infants playfully fought over a scrap of food.

A single adult, closer to us than all the rest, had frozen in place, staring directly at us.

“Don’t fire,” I ordered in a calm voice. “It’s not worth it. Let’s just go the long way around; this doesn’t need to be painful if we don’t want it to be.”

No one lowered her weapon, but no one fired, either. I backed away, moving toward the sound of the river.

Jessica stepped aside. She was followed by Ling, then Sarah, and finally Daisy. Chastity was the last to retreat, bringing up the rear of our group with her weapon still aimed at the raptors.

The lone dinosaur continued to stare at us.

But it did nothing more.

The gorge was little more than a small dip in the ground at this point. I scrambled to the riverbank, turning to help Sarah as she followed me.

“Do you think it’s wise to take the low ground, Mark?” Chastity asked, nonplussed.

“We’ve got projectile weapons, but they can only fight at close range. I doubt the raptors would be able to climb down the embankment with any grace.” I grunted as I took Daisy in my arms and lifted her down. “Besides, they’ve got no motivation to attack us. Only humans are stupid enough to initiate a fight for no particular reason.”

Chastity hesitated.

Then she climbed down as well, mutely rejecting my offer to assist her.

“What do we do now?” Ling asked. “Just follow the river and see where it goes?”

I stepped into the ankle-deep water, the cool stream running over my legs. “I think that’s exactly what we need to do. Let’s move, ladies. I want to see the source of this river.”

The water was shallow but wide, covering the distance of the canyon from end to end. Jessica and Chastity winced as the stream soaked their shoes, but we were soon moving through the current with careful footsteps. It would have been a beautiful, peaceful moment if not for the dinosaurs and men that could be hiding around any given corner.

The sun was high and bright as we picked our way around a right bend in the river, then a left, before the valley opened up in a straight, wide path.

“Holy shit,” Jessica whispered.

The edges of the valley flattened completely into a long, sandy beach on both sides. Like the beach we’d originally encountered upon arriving, it was a short strip that cut immediately into jungle thick with bamboo and trees. Directly in front of us was the river’s headwaters. We faced a wide, placid lake that dominated the landscape before us; the beach ringed it, stretching as far as we could see both to the left and the right. Only the tiniest pinpricks of trees, miles away on the opposite horizon, told us that the body of water was enclosed.

The most shocking part—the one that made all of our jaws drop—was the distinguished island in the center. It sat about half a mile away and looked to be the size of the gated compound that we had left behind. Several trees dotted the land, which didn’t seem to feature any other living thing.

But the most prominent aspect, the thing that demanded all our attention, was the building in the middle. It was a one-story, trapezoidal structure composed entirely of metal. Four immaculate palm trees had been placed at each of the four corners. It had clearly been built by hands directly from modern society, designed with money and purpose, and had been there for quite some time.

“Chastity,” Jessica asked in a quiet, delicate voice, “you once said that Dr. Stringer must have set up an even larger lab in another location, and that it was the key to connecting this world with the one we left behind.”

“Yes,” Chastity answered. “This has to be it. This is the lab we’ve been trying to find.”

“And what kind of chance do we have at finding a simple, safe way to cross this unknown body of water?” Sarah asked, her eyes on the distant island.

Chastity sighed.

*

“We have the camping backpack, a toiletries bag, some rope, a well-stocked ammunition bag, and enough food for one more day,” I explained to the five women surrounding me. I wiped the sweat from my eye and looked down the beach and across the water at the distant lab. “Two days if we eat lean.”

The waning afternoon sun was sweltering as we re-examined our inventory. The four packs seemed paltry as they sat before us, representing all of our worldly possessions. I turned to look at the thick jungle behind us, then back at the narrow beach where we stood. “We either have to find a way to that lab right away, or we have to face the prospect of a pretty dismal march back to the compound.” As I rubbed my palms together, the reality of the situation sunk even deeper. “And we’re not even safe standing still. That Utahraptor pack is still very close by. Based on our experiences when we first arrived in this place, we know that they can move very quickly along the unobstructed beach, and they can hide very well for sneak attacks from behind jungle trees. We have to assume that anywhere on this beach is within striking distance of the raptors. We’re in their territory.”

I looked around to see five very different faces, each with their own unspoken mysteries lurking just out of sight. But resolve was etched deep into every one of their expressions.

An unstoppable force was about to meet an immovable object.

“We could just try to swim,” Daisy offered, scratching her arm nervously. “People swim much farther than that all the time.”

“And that’s currently our top choice,” I responded. “But we don’t know what’s in that water. And if an animal decides it doesn’t like our appearance, or that it does like our flavor, there’s no quick way to get back to shore. Beyond that, we have to assume that this lab might be booby-trapped, and the most vulnerable spot is the surrounding water.” I sighed. “And if there’s a way for Dr. Stringer to wreck our day, I’m sure he’s planned it out ahead of time.”

“What about the mercenaries?” Ling asked, her dark eyes boring through me. “How did they get back and forth? Couldn’t we just use the same method?”

My gaze lingered on her just a moment longer before I answered. “We should keep an eye out for it. But they might have used aircraft, or even technology that we’ve never seen before. This entire ordeal has driven home just how possible that really is.”

Sarah knelt down, gingerly smoothing her skirt as she grabbed the rope from our stash. “What about a boat?” She asked, standing. “Or, more accurately, a raft?” she looked at me. “We could—well, this rope is composed of several small strands, right? If we unwound it, that would provide bindings to lash some logs together. There’s plenty of bamboo, which is very buoyant, since it’s hollow inside. That should make it seaworthy.” Her face seemed to curdle. “And we’d be able to harvest plenty of it if I hadn’t lost the sword.”

I smiled. Without a word, I crossed the gap between us, held Sarah tight and kissed her forehead. “I can only imagine how angry Dr. Stringer gets each time that he’s been unable to think ahead of four undergraduates.” I looked to the rest of them. “We don’t have that much time, but the raft only needs to be big enough for one person. Let’s make sure I can get there and back again safely before taking any unnecessary risks.”

*

The four of them worked without words. Jessica and Ling hammered at bamboo stalks using the sharpest rocks they could find while Sarah and Daisy descended on the rope. Chastity, clearly feeling out of place, grabbed broken bamboo and dragged it to an arbitrary place on the sand.

“I’m going to, ah, see if I can find any fallen logs that we can use,” I announced.

Ling smiled because she liked knowing that the four of them were still largely a mystery to me. Daisy felt briefly warm inside because she trusted me. Sarah, still distraught over losing the sword, felt overwhelming pressure after realizing that we were all going to follow her suggestion.

Jessica needed something from me. I wasn’t ready to understand that yet.

I knew all of these things to be true without asking them or even making eye contact. I knew these things because I felt them, and I felt them because they were true.

I walked down the beach alone, having convinced myself that we’d passed by several fallen tree trunks just before arriving at that beach.

Two minutes later, I was out of eyesight and earshot. If I did find a suitable log, I wouldn’t be able to call for help. Perhaps that was for the best, I reasoned; they worked seamlessly as a team, and shouldn’t have any trouble pulling a moderate tree trunk across the sand. No matter what happened, I could adapt.

“Hi there, motherfucker,” an angry voice growled from behind me.
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I whipped around as fast as I could, but didn’t need to waste my energy.

I already knew what I was going to see.

Narr stood a few feet away, somehow looking even more hideous than he had the last time we’d met. His face hung open with oozing wounds, obscuring the way his nose, eyes, and mouth should have appeared. One eye was hideously swollen, creating a gargoyle effect, while the other had narrowed to a slit that leaked pus from both corners. His dirt-encrusted clothes had become indistinguishable from his dirt-encrusted skin; even from several feet away, his distinct body odor was aggressive.

Narr smiled with broken, blackened teeth as he lifted the katana with both hands. “Now looksee here, Professor. I’m not an unreasonable man. Sure, I enjoy a good sniff, but who doesn’t?” He licked his cracked lips. Dried bits of skin crumbled down his chin. “So I’m going to offer you a deal. You give me the little one and keep the other three, and everyone wins. Lucky for you! Understand?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re… talking about bargaining people?”

He snorted before shooting a ball of mucus from his nose. “’Course I am, there’s nothing else here to bargain, dumbass.”

I didn’t budge. “Narr, have you ever considered the possibility that your unpopularity is directly related to your approach?”

He gnashed his teeth. “Have you ever considered that your face is stupid?”

My jaw hung open. “My face… are you eight years old, man?”

“SHUT UP!” he screamed, lifting the sword above his head. “Why are you so fuckin’ greedy? Only four girls, and you hog them all to yourself?”

I took a step back, casting a wary eye at the weapon. “And we’re again back at the efficacy of your approach. I’ll also add that there are actually five women here—Chastity Wiggum was with your group for some time.”

His swollen eye grew while the narrow one wilted. “Ms. Chastity selected the men she wanted…”

I stopped moving. “Wait a second—you’re afraid of her, aren’t you?”

Narr panted like he had just taken off on a run. “Shut up, Professor.”

I shook my head. “What is your endgame? Do you think that four women are going to agree to be your sexual partners indefinitely just because you have a stabbing weapon?”

I once heard that you should never confuse a stupid person, because that just makes them angry. Narr was perplexed and furious as he struggled to form words that evaded him. “Well…” he finally sputtered, “how do you do it?”

I folded my arms. “It starts with a firm commitment to oppose any asshole who would hurt them, or force them to do something against their will.”

He didn’t move as his mind churned this information. “Hey,” he finally retorted, “you’re talking about me!” Narr raised the sword high once again. “Well, fuck you then.” He stepped toward me.

I skittered backward. “See, Narr, your problem is an inability to predict outcomes. We’ve already established that I can kick your ass in a fight, which is why you’re only willing to confront me under unfair conditions.”

He balked.

“I promise that there’s above a fifty percent chance of me finishing what I started, even with the sword. I’ve already got an edge, because you expected me to run away before now, and your confidence is draining quickly.” I looked at the jungle behind me before snapping my head back to Narr. “Given the sword in your possession, however, the most likely outcome is that we both die. Any reasonable man would understand that pursuing the fight would be foolish, which is why I’m confident that you won’t back away.”

“Stop saying words!” he screamed, leaning forward to charge me.

I crouched, grabbed a fistful of sand, and whipped it at him as he closed the distance on me.

“FUCK!” he shrieked, whipping the katana blindly in front of him.

I leapt back, stumbled, then regained my footing. While Narr still couldn’t see, I grabbed the largest rock I could find, which was smaller than a baseball. I wound up, put all of my focus into my palm, and whipped my arm as hard as I could. The rock sailed toward Narr’s head, but his erratic flailing spared a direct hit; the rock bounced off his shoulder as he screamed more profanities at me.

Heart racing, I looked for another weapon, but found no rocks.

Then I saw thick pieces of wood, and I realized what I was going to do.

Narr squinted as I backed away from the beach, finding me and pointing the blade. “You’re a dead man, asshole,” he said in a shaking voice.

“Like I said, Narr, I’ve already kicked your ass once. I’ve got nothing more to prove.” I turned and lobbed one branch, then, another, over the trees and into the clearing just out of sight. We heard two clunks.

Then a raptor screamed.

“This is what happens when you push things too far. Whatever happens next is going to be on my terms.”

I looked over my shoulder to see the first Utahraptors emerging from the trees.
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Narr huffed, rocking back and forth in confusion, pointing the sword at me. “Don’t do that, you shouldn’t have done that!” Panic was setting into his actions; he was terrified of the raptors, but hated me too much to back away from what he believed was the opportunity to harm me.

I stepped backward, moving closer to the jungle. Narr followed, moving one step nearer before stopping himself. I continued reversing, knowing that the raptors were behind me, not turning around to look. The logical and emotional parts of my mind had joined to form an incomprehensible calm that kept my pulse low while making me feel as though the force of my blood might cause my fingers to erupt at any moment.

But I had only one card left, so I was committed to play it the best I humanly could.

The first raptor appeared on my right, followed by another on my left, both about fifty feet from me.

I continued to walk backwards as a third raptor emerged. All of them stared my way, crouched and ready to pounce.

“GET THE FUCK AWAY!” Narr screamed. He waved the katana in an attempted display of threat, but the only effect it had was causing the raptors to turn away from me and focus on him. “You fucking idiot, they’ll kill us both!” He grabbed a stick from the ground and hurled it at the dinosaur nearest me. The projectile missed by a wide berth, but that was enough to anger the pack.

Screams erupted from both sides and behind me. I closed my eyes, stood tall, and stepped back once more.

I bumped a tree.

Sliding calmly around it, I moved into its shadow just as the larger pack drew even with me. In my peripheral vision, I could see dozens of Utahraptors moving forward as one while I slunk into shadow. I neither faced them nor backed down.

“Get away from me! GET AWAY FROM ME!” Narr bellowed.

I peeked around the trunk to see that the first raptors had closed on his flank. They stayed a cautious thirty feet from him as they encircled their prey.

I backed into the thickening jungle. Finding two large bushes with my extended hands, I slipped between their branches.

Most of the raptors had walked past me at this point. I paused.

Then one dinosaur stopped and gazed at me. He was just a hatchling, lower than my knees as he walked by. His large, bird-like eyes cut right through the branches and made direct eye contact with me.

Neither of us moved. I looked right back at him, realizing that he was the only raptor small enough for me to incapacitate with a single kick.

We waited.

Then he squeaked a tiny chirp. From the way he was shaking, I could tell that he was using all of his physical effort to make the noise.

That sound was followed by a furious squawk from the beach. The baby raptor turned from me, hesitated for just a moment, then ran to join his pack.

I was alone.

That was an illusion, of course. If the pack turned on me, they could chase me down in a matter of seconds.

Even if I could once run the 800 in under 1:50.

I needed to leave while the opportunity existed. But I needed to see Narr’s fate play out.

It was, after all, my fault.

The bushes were on a small rise, giving a good vantage point for what happened next.

The raptors had closed their gap on him, still ten feet away on both sides but inching closer. He was surrounded on every side except where the ocean met the sand. As the lead raptors stepped nearer to him, rows of additional dinosaurs filled the spaces that they had left. Narr whimpered and whined as he snapped his head back and forth, trying and failing to see all of them at once. He lunged and swiped at a raptor that got close; that dinosaur scuttled backward while two more behind Narr approached his heels. He wheeled around and brought the katana down like a hammer, nicking one Utahraptor’s flank. It squealed and backed away while its partner struck, sinking its teeth into Narr’s ankle. He screamed, clearly more angry than hurt, and punched the offending dinosaur. That was a mistake—the raptor bit Narr’s wrist and refused to let go. He raised his right hand to strike with the katana, but another raptor took his elbow in its mouth. Unable to attack, Narr fell to his knees. His screams reached a crescendo before turning into sobs as raptors from both sides bit his legs, shoulders, and chest, wringing their heads back and forth as they pulled the flesh from his bones.

They spared his neck until the end, and the sounds of his cries mixed with the ripping sounds of skin. The raptors raised their bloody mouths hungrily as they slid warm chunks of human flesh down their throats.

That’s when I realized that I needed to run. I turned and moved with light, fast footsteps, increasing my pace into a full sprint as I realized that none of them was chasing me. If I could just get to the edge of the clearing, I’d be able to dip out of sight.

Two startled Utahraptors screamed as I raced past without seeing them. From the beach, a chorus of angry screams echoed.

Behind me, the sound of raptor footsteps closed in.
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That was the only thought in my head as I moved at a speed that felt faster than I’d once believed I could produce; it’s impossible to fully experience your own body until you’re about to die.

I leapt over a branch and vaulted a boulder with surgical precision. Based on the ever-nearing raptor steps, those dinosaurs were designed to do the same thing, but much more efficiently.

I’d lived on the perpetual edge of death since arriving in this impossible place. But it had rarely seemed as close as it did in that moment. No matter how fast I moved, they were nearer with each step I took.

I wondered if the women would find my body, and how it would appear when they did. We don’t often picture ourselves dead.

I leapt over a small rise and crashed onto the sand. My center of gravity pitched just beyond the tip of my nose. I staggered forward, arms pinwheeling, knowing that I wouldn’t have time to stand up again if I fell.

My lungs burned.

I regained my footing.

But the terror only worsened as I raced down the sand. Every hazy nightmare became real as I sprinted over a surface that didn’t want to let me move. My heart raced as my legs pumped through the soft, slippery sand at a dulled pace.

The raptors didn’t seem to notice the sand. They closed the final distance with chilling speed; I could feel them just behind my heels. Once they bit, I would fall.

POP

whizz

POP POP

Both of the raptors screamed.

Then I realized that nothing was behind me.

I looked up to see Jessica aiming the assault rifle in my direction. A hot, fuzzy emotion erupted in the back of my head; I distantly realized that it was some of the purest happiness I’d ever felt, but was too overwhelmed to recognize it with anything other than clinical detachment.

I opened my mouth to yell out, gratitude flowing through me.

Then she lifted the gun again, aimed it at me, and fired.

A Utahraptor screamed from right beside me. It had advanced without a sound, just when I thought I was safe. I turned and faced the three dead dinosaurs lying just behind me in the sand.

I looked back at Jessica. The butt of her gun sat on one hip, while her left hand rested against the other side.

I realized what I needed to do.

*

“You almost died?!” Daisy squealed as she leapt forward, wrapping her arms around me.

I squeezed her in return. Then Daisy released me, her sky-blue eyes gazing a thousand miles through me. I leaned down and kissed her, softly at first, then aggressively as I ran my fingers through her hair. I came up breathless but energized, looking around at the group. Ling was watching us with a hungry smile as Daisy ran her fingers along my scratchy cheek.

Chastity, however, rolled her eyes before turning to face the island.

“Narr’s dead,” I announced, my hand on Daisy’s hip. “The same pack of Utahraptors wanted me for dessert, so I thank Jessica for sparing me the same fate.”

Ling and Sarah turned to Jessica in admiration.

“I’ll cross the water tomorrow. We have to get inside that building.”

“I’m not certain that we can have a raft finished,” Sarah answered, her voice nervous.

“It doesn’t matter,” I answered, still looking across the water. “One way or another, I’m crossing it.”

“Wait—what about everything you said? The water could hide a thousand fatal things,” she pressed, her voice getting higher.

“It doesn’t matter,” I repeated. “I have to get to the other side.” I turned around and looked at the group, my arms folded. “We’re low on food, and that raptor pack is too close by for us to stay safe for long. We’re far enough away to be safe in the immediate future, but it’s a very fragile balance.”

“Maybe it’s not worth it,” Ling countered, concern uncharacteristically etched into her face. “If we can’t make it happen, there’s no point in dying for a failed attempt.”

I looked at Jessica and drew my lips together. Her hand subconsciously rested on her stomach, fingers tracing a delicate line. “I have to get to the other side,” I repeated with a note of finality.

Chastity whipped around to face me, her lab coat spinning as she crossed her arms. I braced myself for one of her barbs. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words emerged; her lips simply trembled. I felt awkward for her, but couldn’t think of a single word that existed in the English language that would make the situation better.

She turned around, dropped her hands to her sides, and stalked away. And so the moment was lost forever.

I turned to the other four women. Each of them was staring at me. Daisy was wide-eyed and hopeful; I could feel the faith she had in me radiating outward. Ling, on the other hand, looked withdrawn and pale. She realized that we were on a precipice that had many bad outcomes and few good ones, and knew that I would be the first person lost if anything unfortunate befell us. Sarah gazed at me with a look that bordered on horror. I could feel her regret—she blamed herself for Narr’s behavior toward us, and there was no way to convince her otherwise. Jessica locked eyes with me, her spirit a complex mixture of emotions. She was brave and afraid, bold and unsure, alive and afraid. In short, she was a mother.

I turned and approached Daisy, running my hand down her arm and pinching her ass. She squeaked and smiled.

After that, I moved toward Ling. I pressed my forehead against hers: the skin-to-skin contact was oven-hot. “You remind me to keep myself safe.” She gazed at me until I broke eye contact and stepped aside.

I stopped in front of Sarah. She was staring at the sand between us. “You see things I don’t, Sarah.” Still, she didn’t look up. I touched her chin and lifted, forcing her eyes to meet mine. “You see things I can’t. In a little while, I want to show you something.” She bit her lip and nodded once.

Then I approached Jessica. She looked at me without smiling or frowning; her disposition was in a place far beyond the transient emotions of the moment. I reached out my hand, she took it, and we walked side-by-side down the beach.

*

“I don’t want to go far from the group,” I explained as I gazed across the water. Closing my eyes, I felt the sweltering late afternoon sun wash over me. I listened to the sand crunching under my shoes. I slid my thumb across Jessica’s palm as we walked together. “If those raptors get close, you need to protect the others.”

She slid her fingers through mine and pulled me closer, resting her head on my shoulder as we moved. I responded by laying my cheek against her golden hair.

“This is the exact opposite of how I planned and lived my life,” I breathed. “I’m a man of science who likes things explained. I’m solitary, and always believed that was the way to produce my best work. And I’m a planner, every stage of my life was meticulously plotted well ahead of time.” I kissed her soft hair. “Coming here ripped every aspect of that away.”

She wrapped her arm around mine, entangling our elbows.

“And I’m going to do everything I can to protect this new reality.”

She looked up at me, her vibrant green eyes prodding my mind much deeper than I felt ready to expose but showing no restraint as she peered inside. “Some of the others have asked if I’m going to keep the baby. But I already know… my body has changed, and my mind changed with it. Something unlocked. Professor—I’m going to have this baby here, in this place. I can’t explain how I know that, but it’s true. That simply removes the possibility of asking whether I’ll keep it; that isn’t a medical option. I’m not going to be able to leave before this birth, so everything I do needs to revolve around preparing for it.”

My body tensed involuntarily.

“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try, Professor. There are so many unknowns still, and your fight to understand them is what keeps us together. Fight for that island, and fight for the women in your life.”

I turned and kissed her then, the descending sun setting her hair aglow just as I closed my eyes, and lost myself in her aura.

When I pulled back, we turned around and headed back toward the other women, not wanting to stray too far.

“I’m worried that I don’t know how to be a father,” I confessed.

“How intense is the worry?” Jessica asked.

My breath caught in my throat. “It’s all-consuming.”

“Then you’re ready,” she answered.

We walked back in a few moments of silence. I struggled to find words before settling on none at all.

“I balked,” I finally admitted. “When you told me that you were pregnant, I should have let you know that I was with you to the end, no matter what that end might be.”

She traced her finger down my neck, scratching my spine as she lowered it to the small of my back. “You can’t always be the strong one. There are five of us, and you need to have faith in something more than yourself in the times when you’re strong enough to admit that you’re weak.”

“That was beautiful,” I answered, a grin on my face.

She laughed. “I just tried to imagine the cheesiest thing that you would say, then tell you want you wanted to hear. I’ve been through four years of college; I know how to get on a professor’s good side.”

“I’m pretty sure that I’ve broken all the rules about being a professor by this point,” I answered, resting my hand on her stomach.

The smile dropped from her face. “Oh, Professor, there are so many more rules to break,” she answered in a serious voice.

I faltered.

We had re-joined the group by that time. She looked up to see Daisy looking at her. The two girls called out to each other, and Jessica left my side. I stood and watched them come together as Daisy displayed a bamboo pole with a piece of rope tied about one end. From a distance, Chastity watched the scene. When she noticed me looking at her, she turned around and stepped into the darkening jungle.
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I looked to the tree line and realized that Daisy had just come out from there. Reasoning that they must have been working on a raft while I was speaking with Jessica, I stepped beneath the foliage.

The effect was instant. While the humidity was still strong, the temperature dropped fifteen degrees as I escaped the late afternoon heat. My eyes took several seconds to adjust to the darkness. The sudden drop in temperature permeated my skin and went deep into my core. There was no way to take in all of my surroundings in this place; the jungle hid more secrets than I could see at once.

I finally saw a figure just ahead, kneeling while moving her arms furiously. After a few steps, I recognized that it was Ling; she was sawing through a bamboo pole with her knife. A stack of several poles, all the same length, lay nearby.

“That knife has twice appeared in the jungle with no explanation,” I said by way of greeting.

“That’s how we got here,” she answered without looking up. Ling drove the knife into the soil, leaving it handle-side up for easy access, and laid the pole in her hands onto the pile. It was the exact length of the rest, perfectly measured and sitting just where it belonged. She turned to face me. “Sarah needs your help measuring the logs,” she told me, eyes blazing.

I nodded. “This is excellent work, Ling.”

“I know,” she answered, turning back around and grabbing the next pole.

I turned away without asking for further instructions. I knew that Sarah sat just ahead, and that I would find her it I went a little further into the shade.

I felt her before I saw her, just around a group of trees. She was staring at a pile of fallen logs sitting next to a tangle of rope. She didn’t notice me until I was just behind her; spinning around, her skirt flying wide, she gaped at me in shock. “I didn’t hear you coming, Professor,” she explained in a breathless voice.

“She was just working out a way to untangle these knots,” Chastity announced from the shadows, stepping closer.

Sarah looked down at the rope. “I’m worried there’s no way to undo them, and we don’t have time to weave new cords before tomorrow.”

I folded my arms and looked down at the wood pile. “You collected all these logs? That’s nearly enough to make a decent raft.”

She nodded without looking at me. “There was more than enough material lying nearby. All we needed to do was collect it in one place.”

I looked at her for several seconds. Her mind was in another place. I couldn’t tell her to come back, but I could follow where she’d gone. “Come here,” I instructed, extending my hand.

Sarah finally looked my way. She hesitated for only a couple of seconds before taking it. “Chastity wants to help,” she explained.

I looked up at Chastity, and we spoke with no words. Her countenance was vulnerable—all I knew was that I could hurt her, and that she would have no way to retaliate or defend herself.

I maintained my eye contact until she lowered hers before stepping forward to follow us.

I led them through the trees back toward the beach. Ling’s smile was apparent as we passed, even though I wasn’t looking at her.

We stepped back into the light, and the change was instant: I felt warmer and more tired in a single step. Daisy and Jessica had woven several bamboo poles together in the short time that I’d been gone; they looked up at us and waved.

“We need to stay close to the beach. There are fewer places for us to hide, but fewer places for us to be surprised.” I looked down to see Chastity clutching the briefcase and realized that there was almost no situation in which she would voluntarily release it. “Is your pistol nearby?” I asked.

“Always,” she answered without looking at me.

“Shouldn’t we get another weapon if we’re going somewhere?” Sarah asked, her voice meek.

“Yes,” I answered, continuing to walk forward. I could sense her confusion, but she followed without any further questions or answers.

A couple of minutes later, we approached the scene of Narr’s attack. “The Utahraptors are nearby but are unlikely to attack as a group unless we provoke them or stick around too long,” I explained. “So this will just be a quick stop.”

“What… what’s that?” Sarah asked, slowing her approach.

“That,” I responded, taking a deep breath, “is what’s left of Narr.”

As we got closer, the site came into clearer view. The raptors, satiated with the outcome, had since vacated the beach. What they’d left behind looked like the result of a person-sized water balloon, filled with blood and barbecue, that had exploded on the sand.

We approached without words. The hesitancy that radiated from both women told me that they were only following because I was compelling them forward, and they wished that I would stop. But they each trusted in her own way that I needed to finish this, so forward we went.

We stopped just before the pool of standing blood. Much of it had already soaked into the sand, staining it crimson before falling into the water table below. But it was too much for the earth to absorb all at once, leaving a grisly charnel pile of nearly unrecognizable human components.

“Narr could only take, and never build. So when something was taken from him, he had nothing to offer but himself.” I looked down at Sarah. She was holding the collar of her blouse over her face, wide eyes turned away in horror. “We’ve come here to take back what’s ours,” I continued. Reaching out, I pointed to the middle of the pile. Sarah turned, looking where I indicated.

Sticking out from the carnage was the handle of her katana.
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There was a time when Sarah would have turned away in disgust.

There was also a time when Sarah hadn’t killed men in the defense of her friends.

She stared at the sword, sticking out of the carnage like a torn but intact flag atop a defended fort, and remained silent for several seconds.

“I’d like to borrow your boots,” she requested in a deadpan voice.

The oversized boots flopped awkwardly on Sarah’s tiny feet, but they protected her from the standing pool of blood. The soles squelched with each step through the carnage as Chastity winced.

“Thank you,” I said under my breath.

Chastity turned toward me, her face drawn back in disgust, and said nothing.

Sarah reached the center of what had once been Narr. A coil of intestine wrapped around a hairy sheet of skin that had peeled from his scalp. She grabbed the handle and pulled: it didn’t budge. Placing the other hand on it, she yanked again: it moved an inch. Straining a third time, the katana popped free with a squick as she raised it high, looking for all the world like a disgusting King Arthur allegory.

“I’m going to wash this off in the lake,” Sarah explained, gazing at the sword.

“Great,” Chastity answered. “Please wash off those boots as well, I don’t want to contract dinosaur hepatitis.” She sighed. “I knew I shouldn’t have thrown away those high heels.” Chastity turned away before snapping back and peering into the edge of the blood pool. “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she spat, looking up at me, her face showing the beginning touches of turning green. “I once swore that I would cut open Narr’s scrotum and scoop out what pass for testicles if I got half a chance.” She pointed to a torn scrap of flesh. “Now I’ll never be able to, because the raptors beat me to it.”

I looked where she was pointing and immediately regretted it. All of my effort went in to holding back a wave of hot vomit.

Chastity had walked away by the time I’d caught my breath. Hands on my knees, I looked up to see Sarah kneeling in the water, rinsing her katana with the tender care of a parent caressing her child. I was hit with the gut-punch memory of Sarah—with Ling’s assistance, no less—forcing me to finish inside of her. A second pregnancy was the last complication we needed; how could they possibly think it was a good idea? Were they going to continue those attempts? I’d have to cut off sex altogether if so.

My breath stopped as I realized that there was no way that I’d follow through. Sooner or later, I would break if I made such an attempt. That fact was as certain as sunrise following midnight.

Whatever the women were planning was both foolish and very clever.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. It didn’t make sense to think of the four most important people in my life this way. I’d always kept people at arm’s length, but didn’t have that luxury anymore.

Looking back at Sarah, I saw that she had now switched to rinsing Chastity’s boots. The hem of her skirt floated in the water as she shook the dinosaur leather boots beneath the surface, her forehead crinkled in concentration. I considered what the scene really meant; she was repaying a favor to Chastity, committed to doing right despite their tumultuous relationship.

Despite everything we’d been through, she still saw the value in other people. Perhaps that’s what had gotten us this far when so many others had died for ultimately pointless reasons.

A rustling in the bushes caused me to turn my head. There was no place nearby that could hide an adult Utahraptor, so there didn’t seem to be any immediate danger, but I readied myself to race for the katana if the situation changed.

Skeep

A noise escaped from a small nearby bush. I froze, staring at it.

A tiny dinosaur head poked through the front of it. The infant Utahraptor must have been a hatchling, too young and inexperienced to realize how much of the world fights itself for no particular reason.

It stared at me with curious black eyes.  

“Let’s go, Sarah,” I announced in a low, calm voice. “I’d like to spend as little time in raptor territory as we can.”

*

Sarah and I arrived side-by-side to find the raft largely assembled. Sarah and Ling had pulled the logs past the tree line and aligned them. Daisy’s bamboo poles were woven together in one complete layer, and she was working on a second. “I think that two rows of bamboo underneath the logs will maximize buoyancy without sacrificing stability,” Sarah explained as we joined them.

I smiled at her, then beamed at the rest of them. They’d brought something into the world that hadn’t existed before, because of—and not despite—the most unlikely sequence of events that any of us had ever experienced.

“Fuck,” Chastity grunted as she emerged from the tree line, one log under each arm. Her reddish-brown hair looked wilder than I’d ever seen it, and her white lab coat was more stained than ever. “Let me know when those boots are clean,” she panted, looking at Sarah. “This would be hard enough on its own if I didn’t have to walk through the jungle barefoot.” Dropping the logs by the rest of the wood, she staggered back, exhausted.

“I don’t think we need any more logs,” Ling answered as she looked up from her work.

Chastity gawked at her, opened her mouth to speak, then stopped herself. After taking a deep breath, she started again. “There’s no way that both Mark and I will safely fit on the raft as it is currently designed.”

“You’re not going,” Ling shot back.

Chastity looked exasperated. “I am.” She looked at each of us in turn, stopping at me. “Whatever the next step forward is, I’m taking it with you.”

“It’s an unnecessary risk,” I explained in a voice that I hoped was gentle.

Ling folded her arms; Chastity turned to face her. “There’s nothing for me here. The only place I belong is wherever the next step leads, and everyone here knows that’s true.”

Everyone hesitated.

“I’ll make space for you,” Ling answered to break the tension.

Then she took Chastity’s logs and made space to include them.
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Dinner was frustrating. We were nearly out of food; what little remained had to be preserved for a potential hike back to the compound that we’d left, which still had enough supplies for a long stretch of time.

But eating a small amount is often worse than nothing at all. The plain spaghetti ignited every taste bud, reminding me I had unsatiated cravings that could only ever be fulfilled in the short run.

My body felt ablaze as we prepared for the night. I gazed across the water at the distant building with the last rays that twilight would concede before turning back to our camp.

“Does everyone know where they’re sleeping? Remember, we have a flashlight, but that’s only for the most dire emergencies. The last thing we need is a beacon alerting every potential predator to our position,” I warned, stepping forward in the near darkness.

“Of course,” Daisy answered, reaching out and taking my hand. “You’re sleeping on the edge. Next to me. Don’t worry, Chastity’s on the other side, far away so that she can keep an eye on our flank.”

“Right,” I answered as she led me forward and pulled me to the ground. I felt the soft comfort of Daisy’s blanket below us. “Do Jessica and Sarah have something on which to sleep?”

“The sleeping bag is enough for both of them when it’s zipped open,” she explained as we spooned together so that both of us would fit on her blanket.

I opened my mouth to speak, but she cut me off. “No, we didn’t forget Chastity. She’s the only one who gets a pillow.” Daisy squeezed my thigh. “Ling will keep us safe. I don’t know why she likes taking the first watch; I can barely keep my eyes open. So don’t worry, Professor Swift,” she yawned. “We’ve thought of everything.”

I considered her words as I buried my face in her hair and clasped her tiny waist tight. It’s dangerous to assume you’re one step ahead, I concluded; you’re most likely to trip while looking behind.

I was in the hazy space between awake and asleep when I heard the footsteps. My eyes bolted open as I considered how far away Daisy’s Glocks were. I’d seen her place them just above our heads before curling up next to me—could I reach them fast enough? Would the intruder pounce? And where was Ling?

“I suppose I’ve really taken to the jungle lifestyle. I was almost on top of you before you woke up.”

I let out an enormous sigh of relief as I recognized Ling’s voice above. “You nearly scared the shit out of me,” I heaved, flopping onto my back. Trying to focus on her silhouette in the moonlight, I found myself unnerved. “Why are you standing over me like that? Did you not want to take the first watch after all?”

“I’ll watch over everyone,” she deadpanned. “I have to keep my mind alert and focused for that to happen.” She finished talking but didn’t move.

“O-okay,” I answered, feeling off-put. “Ah—is there something I can do to help you with that?”

Without a word, she placed on foot on either side of my upper arms. Ling’s hair hung down as the moonlight illuminated her head from behind; her face was hidden in darkness. I’d opened my mouth to speak when she knelt down.

Her bare pussy hit my face, and several sensations flooded me all at once. I could feel her bunched panties on my cheek; she’d just pulled them aside instead of taking them off entirely, which conjured a raw sense of eroticism as she lowered her body weight onto my face. Her soft pubic hair gently touched my lips as her wetness flowed into my mouth. Clearly, she’d been preparing for this on her own for quite some time already, and had come to me for an immediate main course.

Above all, though, were her flavor and scent. Ling tasted like nothing else, like no one else. She was unique in ways that lacked adjectives to describe, because there had been no need for them before her. She was sweet, hot, earthy, and succulent; flavor changed with position as she spread her legs to their widest limit, forcing my tongue deep between her pussy lips. Placing her hands on the ground above my head, Ling pressed down on her hips, sliding herself toward my chin. My scratchy stubble raked her soft flesh; I thought that she would recoil, but she moaned at the sensation and drew her hips farther. I felt her gentle taper run along my tongue until her folds met my lips, sliding her clit over my mouth. I took it gently between my teeth, and she yelped. Some of the women seemed to stir, but I couldn’t tell which.

I pressed my tongue against her clit and flicked it back and forth. This time she cried out. I extricated my left arm from where it had been pinned beneath her leg and held it up to her mouth, attempting to close it without interrupting my work. Instead, she kissed my fingers before pulling them into her mouth, tantalizing me by doing to my fingers what my dick was craving.

Then Ling made an unexpected move. She grabbed my wrist and pulled her hand back out of her mouth, instead placing it on her own neck. Though her intentions were clear, I balked.

Then she squeezed my hand, forcing a choking action on her own neck. “Come on, Professor,” she panted. “Don’t be a wuss.”

The red, emotional part of me took immediate control and my hand clamped down on her neck. She suddenly seemed so frail that I almost stopped, but then she pulled her clit from between my teeth and slid her fingers over it, rubbing furiously. Her pussy still covered my mouth and some of my nose, leaving me little room to breathe. I moved my lips as fast as they could go, sliding up and down with all of the movement that my trapped position would allow.

The angle was exhausting, so I relaxed the hand on her throat.

Ling responded my smacking my head—hard. The red part of my psyche was still in the driver’s seat, so I responded without thinking: my hand squeezed her throat harder than before. Ling’s reaction was to grind faster into my face; I understood by nothing other than emotion that she was feeling the same red passion. It was driving both of us toward and into each other, understanding nothing beyond the immediate need for carnal fulfillment. We took from one another knowing that the only disappointment would be if one of us held back.

While my left arm was busy, I freed my right and moved it over my own chest. I grabbed her ass, smooth and firm as it bounced on my head, and slid my fingers underneath her. She was hotter and wetter than the jungle on its steamiest day, and my fingers found flesh that parted excitedly upon their intrusion. I moved my middle finger into her pussy; it slid so quickly to its base that I was fully emerged almost immediately.

She cried out at this, grabbing my hair with one hand as she continued to work her clit with the other. The way she clutched my scalp told me that Ling was experiencing a rare moment in which she lost self-control. It was the desperate hold of a person at the edge of herself, overwhelmed and ecstatic but afraid to let go.

That’s when I plunged my finger as deep inside of her as physical space would allow, squeezed her neck harder still, and pushed my tongue to a final sprint. Ling gurgled in response, unable to make any other noise as her juices ran over my tongue, ripping at my scalp while imbuing me with a flavor that was uniquely her.

She ground herself into me until everything was out, until we were both like wet matchbooks that had no energy left to offer. With a final bounce, she released my hair and pitched forward, sliding her pussy off my finger and yanking her neck from my grasp. She collapsed above my head, taking in great gasps of air as I realized just how cramped my hand and mouth had become.

Still wheezing, Ling got to her hands and knees, turned around, and looked down at me from above. Her face was still dark, still hidden in shadow, still framed by the mysterious night sky above. She kissed me then, passionate and full of urgency, our lips met and then parted.

“You’re upside down,” I smiled. “That kiss was just like the original Spider-Man movie.”

“Um,” she whispered, “didn’t that come out in, like, 2002? I wasn’t watching many movies before I was born.”

She kissed me once more, and I could feel the smile on her lips. “Mmmmm. I taste so good, don’t I, Professor?” Then Ling stood. “Nothing energizes me like getting eaten out. I’ll wake you when it’s your turn on watch.” She turned and disappeared into the night.

My head and body were buzzing. More than that, my cock was throbbing. Was she really going to blue-ball me? I’d poured all of my energy into our physical connection, and her parting words left me more confused than anything else.

I spent a full minute trying to figure it out when I realized that she wanted me to spend this time trying to figure it out.

Each of the four had to wait, watching her friends take their turns with me, and hold it in. She was putting me through the same emotions.

She was forcing me through the same emotions.

I resolved to put Ling out of my head, and so I thought of nothing else.

A voice from the darkness jolted me. “Poor baby, I bet your dick must just be aching right now.”
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In my shock, I didn’t recognize the voice’s owner. Who had snuck up on me so quietly?

Another face stood above me, hair blazing gold in the moonlight. “Hi, Professor,” Jessica’s voice called from above.

“Um. Did we wake you?” I gasped.

She knelt down and ran her fingers along my cheek. “You’re such a brilliant man,” she cooed, “that you’re endearing in your moments of naivete.”

I closed my eyes as her gentle fingers caressed my face. Her touch was altogether different from what I felt with Ling, but it was impossible to articulate which I craved more. They were parts of a whole, none complete without the other.

I gasped as she grabbed the tip of my dick.

“Oh, someone’s sensitive,” she whispered. “Did Ling leave something behind?”

Before I could answer, Jessica was lowering my pants. I moaned as my dick finally sprung free after feeling painfully trapped. The cool night air sent a shiver through me as Jessica lowered my waistband. “Ah, Jessica, I didn’t mean for anyone else to hear, and I don’t think we should do this while lying next to everyuuuuuuuhhhnnnnn…” My voice trailed off as she squatted above my crotch, revealing that she had removed her panties by way of sliding my dick into her spread pussy. Her cheerleader’s skirt lay on my abs and thighs as she slid me into her with a soft “Oooooh.” We moaned together as she rocked back and forth, easing me into her with gentle motions.

Jessica reached for my hands, interlaced my fingers with hers, and pulled my arms toward her. I sat up, wrapping my hands around her lithe waist as she tucked her legs behind my back, encircling me and helping to prop me up. She rested her elbows on my shoulder as I reached forward and wriggled my pants down so that I would have more flexibility. Once my legs were free, I pressed into her as deeply as I could. She winced and sighed as a transcendental feeling ran from our physical connection into a mental buzz that lifted my head into the clouds at the same time grounded my body in physical delight.

She pulled me close and gazed at me as we bounced into each other. It brought me back to every awkward high school slow dance, eager and unsure and full of potential, but this time the head cheerleader was with me, and it was better than I’d dared to hope.

“Look at me, Professor,” Jessica whispered as she rolled against me. Her words were hard to follow; each scrape of her dripping pussy felt like it created nerves that had never existed, then charged them with ecstasy so intense that I’d never be able to think straight ever again. “Look at me,” she persisted.

I tried to meet her gaze, but it was like attempting to read underwater. “Look at me,” she continued, more heavily each time.

That’s when I understood that she would always be there, no matter how far away I seemed. We were bound in ways that could never be undone—we shared our lives, because we were going to share a life.

I looked at her and I saw her, our faces inches apart, as I prodded inside her body while she prodded inside my mind. We didn’t need to speak. I was warm and safe, and while this moment would end, these moments would not.

I was home.

“Finish inside of me, Professor, please let me feel it,” she breathed.

I kissed and bit her neck as the feeling overwhelmed me. I couldn’t tell if she was the one who decided it was time for me to cum, or if I got there on my own, but at this point, there didn’t seem to be a difference. We both drew in sharp breaths of air as I filled her, writhing awkwardly and out of sync, but still moving as one.

When I was done, exhaustion threatened to collapse me. But Jessica pulled me close, and our foreheads met as we gasped for the same air. Jessica refused to release my dick. Though completely spent, she wanted it to remain inside of her, if only for a few moments longer.

We kissed then. I don’t remember moving to meet her lips; I just knew that we were in the moment together, moving with the slow sway of receding heat. The moment of anticipation is often lost when we don’t recognize how good the moment is. But the fading light draws attention to everything we’re about to lose.

We kissed once more before she lay me down. Grabbing my hands, Jessica pressed them against her stomach. She was still slender and smooth; the world-changing life was yet too small for me to feel it.

Jessica placed her soft lips against my forehead as she raised her hips. With one final, delicious thrust, she extricated herself from my cock and rolled away from me.

Dazed, I rolled over and nearly jumped when I felt Daisy’s back.

“Get your rest, Professor,” she mumbled sleepily. “You’re going to be very busy tomorrow night.”
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Ling passed me the shotgun as I gave her my sleeping spot next to Daisy. She didn’t say a word while pulling my watch off her wrist and handing it over.

I suppose she’d already told me everything she had to say.

Standing watch was supposed to be a chore. But for the first time in what felt like an eternity, I was able to calm every distraction and hear my own thoughts.

The day’s heat had left just enough of its ghost to dance with the chill night air. Most of the insects had quieted, but a few sang a gentle song.

Noche es la madre de pensar. The Spanish proverb was correct: nighttime was when my thoughts and ideas finally came out of hibernation. In my previous life as an academic, I always solved my thorniest issues after everyone else had gone to bed.

I looked up at the stars that Sarah knew so well and wondered if anyone had ever used them to navigate an unfamiliar sea. I imagined they had not, and the virgin sky would keep the same secrets as the land on which I stood.

I was planning to get answers on the island, to get home, to pin Stringer against a wall and squeeze his neck until he told me everything there was to know about how this world and its impossibilities had come to be. As an academic, I craved the answer. As someone who had watched the suffering of people he loves, I demanded one.

But I also didn’t want it. Not at all. The end of this road would mean the conclusion of the best journey I’d ever taken, and I didn’t want it to end.

There was nothing left for me back at home.

But I couldn’t tell that to the women. If sacrificing a lifetime of my happiness ensured a lifetime of theirs, then I would give it smiling.

So every part of me would try to cross the water in the morning. Yet an ominous feeling clouded my thoughts every time I tried to plan the crossing.

Something wasn’t right.

Stringer had chosen that island for a reason. The water was its final barrier because he thought it would keep away anyone strong enough to fight through the jungle and find its shores.

Despite the gentle steam, a shiver ran across my shoulders as I circled the campground, looking for raptors.

*

“I thought your girlfriends didn’t want you touching me in the night,” Chastity whispered.

I grunted. “Don’t wake them, then. Come on, it’s your turn on watch.” Releasing Chastity’s elbow, I stood and stepped back. “If anything’s out there, you don’t want to keep them waiting.”

Chastity groaned and sat up. “You’d rather have me get eaten so that you can save the others,” she half-joked. “I get it. Here, help me up.”

I took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Um.” I paused, not knowing how to react to her comment. “Do you… want to take the shotgun?”

“Keep it, Mark. If dinosaurs come to eat me, I’ll be dead no matter what gun I’m holding. Besides, I know you’ll only die happy if you think you’ve sacrificed your life to save theirs.”

*

I dreamed.

It was frustrating enough to remember the feeling, if not the details. I was trying to point out the stars to Sarah, but she insisted that it was daytime. I told her that it didn’t matter, the stars are there both night and day, that the only difference is whether we’re aware of their presence. The persistent need to capture her attention drove the frustration to a fever pitch, but she could only look behind and tell me that I was missing something. I had finally taken her hand in mine and leaned in for a kiss when I woke up.

The gray dawn had brightened the beach without illuminating it. I blinked and took in the scene.

Chastity was still upright, staring at the water with her omnipresent briefcase in one hand and pistol in the other. She was standing where she’d been when we had talked in the middle of the night.

Jessica and Daisy were both sitting up, arms wrapped around their knees, talking in low voices. They both stopped and looked back at me, smiling, upon noticing that I was awake.

I looked down to see Ling, fast asleep, curled up against me. Her head rested on my shoulder.

“Where’s Sarah?” I asked, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

“Went for an early morning walk,” Jessica answered. “We’ve got uncooked pasta. Would you like some breakfast?”

*

“You make me nervous when you disappear,” I breathed, trying not to sound nervous. “You shouldn’t go out alone.”

“You mean like you’re going to do on the raft today?” Sarah looked up at me, eyes magnified through her lenses.

I folded my arms and shuffled anxiously in the sand. “It’s not the same.” I looked up at the island in the distance. “My risk is unavoidable.”

Sarah folded her arms across her blouse, drawing her tiny pink mouth into a line. “Sometimes, Professor, I almost think that you want to be a martyr, because that would mean trading out the fear of an unknown risk for the certainty of a fatal one.”

I opened my mouth, certain that I had a clever retort.

I closed my mouth.

She took a deep breath, her chest inflating hypnotically, and turned to face the water. “Something isn’t right. It’s been bothering me since we got here, but I couldn’t put words to it.” She spun her head to look at me, mousey brown hair bouncing in a subtle but cute way. “My mind was wouldn’t even let me rest while I was asleep.” She looked down and drew in the sand with her toes. “I don’t know if this sounds weird, but I think I figured it out while I was dreaming.”

A warm shiver ran into my gut.

Sarah looked up at me. “The Russians. They got back and forth, presumably multiple times, across a lake chosen by Dr. Stringer to keep that building safe. They would have needed pilots and a lot of very complex equipment to make helicopters work, and I’ve seen zero evidence of either. Professor, they must have had some sort of rudimentary infrastructure—motorized boats, a working dock, a fuel depot—in order to work in that building while walking to us through the jungle.”

I folded my arms, still at a lack for words.

“Professor,” Sarah pressed, dropping her hands to her sides and meeting my gaze, “we’re missing something.”
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I looked for holes in her explanation and only found fault in the fact that I hadn’t seen it sooner. Gazing across the water at the island, I became overwhelmed with frustration.

So close. So far.

I turned back to her and nodded. “You see what’s present but invisible. You’d make a great academic, Sarah.”

She smiled and turned her face down as a slight tinge of pink graced her cheeks.

“Let’s grab the weapons. I want to move before that raptor pack decides that we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

*

“So we’re looking for—what, exactly?” Ling asked, squeezing the shotgun barrel as she stared at me without blinking.

I turned away from her and gazed around at the rest of the group. Daisy looked nervous as Jessica subconsciously rested a hand on her belly, a move that she was doing more and more often.

“That’s the question,” I answered. “We’re not exactly sure.”

“That’s a hell of a judgment call to make when we’re almost out of food,” Chastity retorted. “How long to you plan on figuring out what it is that you need to figure out?”

I shifted in the sand, uncomfortable at the prospect of Ling and Chastity actually finding common ground—particularly when that common ground came from doubting me.

“You’re right,” Sarah answered.

Five surprised heads turned towards her.

“We are almost out of food, and delaying even a few hours will cost us dearly.” She stepped forward and folded her hands. “That’s not a risk; it’s a calculated transaction.” She took a deep breath. “There’s something in the water. We’ve all felt it, one way or another. No one wants Professor Swift to go out there. But… if there is an answer, anywhere in this place, we’ll find it there. So what if we turn back? How can we possibly exist in this place, knowing that answers are so close?”

No one answered.

“But none of us is okay with letting him go forward on the raft we built from grass and sticks.”

Chastity opened her mouth, an offended look on her face.

“Bamboo is a grass, Chastity. So yes, we’re playing a big hand. But that’s the only way to win against a stacked deck.”

I had nothing to add, because Sarah said it all.

“Let’s move, then,” Jessica announced, lifting the assault rifle. “We’re out of food, hunting for mysteries in dinosaur country is sure to stir up an appetite, and I’m eating for two.”

*

“What is it you’re hoping to find, Mark? Truly, I mean.” Chastity wiped her brow as we trudged down the beach, staying clear of the forest by walking along the sand. The surface was much different from the beach we’d left by the ocean. Left behind were the fine, sugary grains, now, we moved over course grit and damp clay. The entire space felt less welcoming; we were moving through a space where we didn’t belong.

I kept my eyes on the path ahead. The rising sun forced me to squint, but I didn’t turn away. “I’ve always been able to answer that question, Chastity. It’s the reason that I was a good academic, and it’s the reason I wasn’t a great one.” I paused for a moment. “I’m glad that I’m not certain.”

She stopped and wheeled on me, grabbing my arm. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

I stared at her without a word.

“You’ve… changed, Mark. Look at this!” She lifted a frustrated arm. “You’ve gotten someone pregnant, and you’re risking your life on an outcome with no reasonable chance of success. You’ve never accepted my—you’ve never dated anyone, and now you have three girlfriends on top of the one you’ve knocked up! How can you be so careless?”

I narrowed my eyes at her, not speaking for several seconds. The four women stopped walking behind us, watching.

I nodded. “The man you’re seeing was there the whole time, Chastity. He just got knocked loose when you and Stringer decided to make me the subject of a science experiment. Truly, what were you hoping to find?”

She said nothing.

“The way I’m living now is the only thing keeping us safe. It’s dangerous as hell, but the people getting in my way have gotten the worst of it, so I’m going to keep pushing.”

We were silent.

Then I turned away and continued down the beach.

Behind me, the five of them followed.

*

“What’s that?” Daisy asked, pointing ahead.

I looked down at her. Every time, she still took my breath away, even if only for a moment. The harsh jungle had done nothing to diminish her sleek, feminine aura. The rising sun bounced off of her brown sugar hair, and I wondered how such a diminutive body could so easily overpower my thoughts.

“What are you smiling at?” she demanded.

I grazed my fingers along her cheek. She closed her eyes and drew in a breath.

Then I turned to look ahead at where she’d been pointing. I could barely make out a perturbation in the beach… something was different, but I couldn’t tell exactly what. “Maybe a cove, or a small bay? I’m not certain but keep an eye out. Bad things exist in this place wherever unexpected changes pop up.”

*

I realized that I was right long before we arrived. The jungle was thicker here, blocking any view of the bay until we were directly upon it. I didn’t have to tell anyone to ready their weapons; we all felt it.

The edge of the bay marked a sharp turn to our right. I could see a hundred meters across to the other side, but we were going to need to move around the jungle’s edge to see into the bay itself.

I led the way, walking slowly across the sand. Raising my hand to signal that they should wait, I turned around the bend.

I found more jungle, more beach, and more water.

I sighed.

The bay was a large, circular pool with no apparent river leading into or out of it. Nothing else seemed significant.

“Hey, what’s that dark corner?”

I wheeled around. “Daisy! I told you to wait for my signal before following.”

“Professor, I can tell what you’re feeling by the way you stand. I knew that you saw it was safe.” She didn’t look at me. “But we still haven’t established what that dark space is.”

“Daisy, I—”

I stopped speaking when I noticed where she was pointing. A nearby section of the bay seemed murkier, and the jungle grew right up to the beach.

Sarah appeared on my left. She stared straight at the dark edge and folded her arms close to her chest. “Sometimes, we don’t know what we’re looking for until we find it.”

*

The shadows seemed to get darker as we approached the place. With the trees so close to the sand, I couldn’t see past the near edge of the jungle.

But when we were within a few steps, it became clear that we were looking at a human-made structure.

It appeared to be a ramshackle wooden building, crafted with all the love and care of a half-assed weekend project. Vines snaked over and around the dark, waterlogged wood as the jungle made its first steps toward reclaiming the building. The combined effect kept it hidden within nature, disguised from anyone who wasn’t actively seeking it.

“The side opens to the water,” Daisy pressed, stepping closer. “It flows right into the structure. And look, there’s a door on the side.” She turned and walked toward it.

I ran to Daisy and firmly took hold of her shoulders, keeping her still. She looked at me like I’d woken her from a trance.

“We need to be very careful,” I warned. “Something feels off.”

That’s when I first noticed that the insects had stopped their song. The silence around this place was heavy. All I could think was that I wanted to move back into the morning light.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I need to see what’s inside.” Looking at Jessica, I indicated her assault rifle. “Cover me, but stand back. Way back, over by that tree. Sarah, sword out, stand by Jessica and keep an eye on what she can’t see when she’s watching me. Daisy, Ling, Chastity, stand over there, off to the side, guns drawn. I want to be covered from two angles when I go in.”

“Why don’t you take one of our guns in there with you?” Daisy asked her face pallid.

I swallowed. “I—I don’t know what I’m going to find in here. All I can say for sure is that it’s been a haven for people who have very bad intentions toward us, and who have been keeping a lot of secrets.” I let out a slow breath. “I don’t want whatever’s in there to steal a weapon from me.”

“Professor, please—”

“We don’t have time,” I interrupted Jessica. “This is how it has to be, and it has to be now.” I looked at each of them in turn.

No one contradicted me.

A few seconds later, everyone was in place. As I stood before the rotting wooden door, I had one distinct thought:

I don’t want to do this.

I reached for the feeling of the women behind me. It was powerful enough to convince me that I had to do this, but not strong enough to eradicate the dread.

That, I suppose, it what makes love real.

I stepped forward and pushed on the door. The knob had long since rotted off, so it creaked angrily on its hinges.

And then it cracked, falling to the ground with a clatter and a thud. The sound bounced off the interior with a dull echo before silence once again fell.

So much for stealth.

At first, there was nothing. I took a cautious step toward the inside, and then another.

That’s when two eyes glowed at me from the darkness.
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I couldn’t decide whether to run or to freeze, so I froze.

Whatever hid in the darkness was staring straight at me, so there was no hope in hiding. But I knew that it would attack as soon as I moved, so I waited.

The glowing yellow eyes narrowed at me.

I had just enough time to step back as the beast leapt into the daylight, clawed feet slamming down exactly where I’d been standing. It crouched on two legs, vaguely shaped like a raptor, its long, angry teeth splayed open. With twin crests on its skull, the thing stood taller than I was even while bent down, and would easily overpower me if it wanted.

“I can’t get a clear shot!” Jessica called. “Not without hitting you!”

The dinosaur pivoted to my right.

“We can’t hit it either!” Ling cried, panic in her voice. “It’s too close to you!”

“Be careful, that Dilophosaurus probably has poisonous fangs!” Sarah yelled.

Shit. She was right, of course—even a shallow wound from its teeth could prove fatal.

“It keeps moving!” Daisy lamented. “I— I think it knows we’re aiming at it.”

SNAP

It reached out and gnashed its teeth at me. I skittered backwards, nearly tripping in the sand.

The Dilophosaurus raised its head, a thin sheen of drool hanging from its lip.

It stepped forward. I stepped back.

“Mark, if you can just put some space between you and it—”

I walked back faster as it closed on me, refusing to allow even a few feet between us. Opening its mouth, the dinosaur reached in for another swipe when—

It stopped, jaw still open. A long blade now protruded from its neck, ending in Sarah’s hands.

She had raced up behind me and skewered its neck. The Dilophosaurus’s momentum had caused the katana to run halfway through its neck.

It lowered its jaw, furious.

I spun, wrapped my arms around Sarah, and threw her to the ground, covering her with my body, knowing that it could still attack in its dying throes.

My thoughts were interrupted by the overwhelming sound of gunfire. That ceased just before an enormous thump shook the ground beneath us.

Everything was still.

Sarah gasped when I released her, panting for breath that blew sand and leaves across her arms. I hadn’t realized that I’d been holding her so tight that I had cut off her air.

I looked up to see Jessica aiming her AR-15 at the dead dinosaur. Ling, Daisy, and Chastity all had their guns still raised.

Dazed, I got to my feet. I grabbed both of Sarah’s hands and pulled; she seemed so light as I brought her to her feet. She wrapped me in a hug and buried her face in my chest as I looked around at the scene to ensure that we were, in fact, safe.

The Dilophosaurus was bloody and still, the sword still lodged in its neck. I wanted to say something appropriate, something that conveyed my appreciation. But the reality was that no words sufficed—these women both saved my life and gave meaning to it. There was nothing good enough to say.

I bent down, placed one foot on the dinosaur’s neck, and pulled. With a sound like dripping marinara sauce, I pulled the weapon from its body. The blade was coated with a crimson sheen and charnel bits. Kneeling before a grassy patch, I wiped it as clean as I could. Then I stood and faced the group.

“Okay. Time to try again. Please keep watching my back, you’re doing a great job.”

*

I stood before the dark entrance to the building for a second time. Both light and sound disappeared within its maw; I couldn’t see anything more than three feet before me.

“Are you sure you don’t want the flashlight? Jessica whispered.

“That will only give any attackers a greater advantage,” I whispered back.

I stepped to the doorway’s edge. Nothing seemed to move on the other side. The silence became so overpowering this close that I could hear the blood flowing in my ears, my pulse a steady, elevated rhythm.

I crossed the threshold into darkness. The silence was complete, but I could see a new light on the far-left side of the structure where the side wall opened onto the water. The smell of damp wood and sealed decay hit my nose. But there was something else, too.

Motor oil.

I moved toward the light, my eyes adjusting as I moved closer into the building. A splash of water met my ears as I stepped into an inch of the cove. Squinting my eyes, I knelt down, trying to understand the reflection that I was seeing.

I hated this building. I didn’t know why the Dilophosaurus was in here alone, and I was sure that I would have been safer if we all ran in together, guns firing and lights everywhere.

But every decision I made was under the assumption that my life meant nothing compared to protecting the women. I tried to swallow, failed because my throat was too dry, and stepped closer to the mysterious gleam. I reached out my shaking hand.

And I found smooth, finished wood. I was touching something large, and it shifted just a little beneath my hand. My eyes finished adjusting, and I understood.

We had found a boat.
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Thrill mixed with fear; I was still deep inside of this building, and the only thing I knew for certain is that a potentially poisonous dinosaur had found comfort in its darkness.

I waded out into the ankle-deep water. The boat seemed stuck in the shallow sand, but not so deep that it was unmovable. I grasped around its edges until I found an outboard motor at its stern—it felt intact.

Then I turned and waded out toward the opening in the wall, finding myself knee-deep before stepping back into the outside.

I squinted at a blaze of morning sun as it flooded my world with light. Smiling, I looked around at the secluded bay. People paid handsomely for vacations in placid places just like this back at home. I felt the rays on my face and smiled.

We had a boat. We’d figured it out.

This was almost over.

I dropped my smile and turned back toward the women. They hadn’t seen me emerge, and still stared anxiously at the doorway, ready to rush in at a moment’s notice. Only Sarah looked away, making sure that nothing surprised them from behind. Relief washed over her as she saw me and smiled.

“I found something.”

*

“So you think it’s safe to use the flashlight now?” Jessica confirmed, handing it to me.

“As long as you’ve got my back,” I answered, stepping through the door a second time. My heart pounded as I flicked on the light. I was surprised to find that limited illumination was worse than none at all, because it forced my imagination to fill in the gaps.

Sliding the beam around the rotting room, I was overwhelmed with the feeling that I’d stepped into a different world. Hardly any sun penetrated the darkness, nearly everything we saw was man-made, and all I wanted was to step away. But I needed to check every corner if the women were to follow me inside. My beam found decaying rope, empty buckets, soaked wood, and other detritus had that long since stopped being useful.

I stopped when I found the nest. Sarah gasped as two pineapple-sized eggs came in to view.

“Well, that explains why the Dilophosaurus was so aggressive,” Chastity deadpanned.

My chest burned at the sight of the abandoned, unhatched eggs. Without looking, I reached my hand into the dark and felt Jessica’s open palm waiting for me.

“Raptors are known be pretty adaptable with their nests,” Sarah whispered, “but doesn’t it seem odd that they would need to hide in a place like this? What were they hiding from?”

My stomach dropped an uncomfortable five degrees. I was moving my flashlight, trying to think of a subject change, when I froze for the second time. “Ladies,” I requested in a calm voice, “I’d like it if you could step outside. I’ll move the boat on my own.”

“What’s wrong?” Ling demanded, raising her shotgun.

“I’d suggest you lower that,” I pressed in a calm but firm voice.

“Holy shit,” Sarah gasped, “Ling, do as he says!”

She brought the gun down as we peered at several sticks of dynamite leaning against the far wall.

“What do they possibly need that for?” Jessica asked, her voice stressed. “Professor, what have they built here? What is this place?”

Sarah interrupted before I could answer. “That dynamite looks pretty old. It’s possible that the nitroglycerin could have degraded over time, which might make it more volatile. Please, everyone, let’s go back outside. Are you really going to stay here, Professor?” she asked, placing her fingertips on my biceps.

I interlaced my fingers with hers, but didn’t take my eyes off of the dynamite. Four sticks leaned against an old-looking wooden box. An elaborate key was painted on the box’s wood, with teeth looking to form the letter M.

“We need that boat, Sarah.” I squeezed my grip. “Nothing is worth the risk of not trying.”

She held my hand for a moment longer before stepping back out of the room.

Ling moved in front of me, blocking the light as her eyes met mine. She didn’t have to say a word, she was angry and hurt every time I put myself at risk. The glare was enough; I knew I had to take care of myself, or she would kill me.

Now alone in the room, I made one last sweep with the flashlight before heading to the boat. I nearly overlooked the wall right next to me, glancing over it as an afterthought as I stepped away.

“Oh ho,” I mumbled. “What have we here?” I picked up the prize and examined it. The item seemed newer than everything else in this room.

It seemed that this place had experienced visitors much more recently than had first appeared.

I looked one more time, found nothing of use, and decided that it was time to get far away from that dynamite. I moved across the gritty sand floor to the boat’s stern, looking to see if it were tethered to the building. A coil of rope lay nearby, but it was frayed and broken. Uneasiness ran through me as I realized that it was commercial-grade rope; it was clearly different from the strands that we had learned to weave from jungle reeds.

Nevertheless, it had long since ceased to serve any function. I slid a piece of it off the stern, gripped the wooden edges, and dug into the sand.

Every muscle in my body flared as I pushed forward and up, my wet shoes slipping against the grains. Redness clouded my vision as my entire body burned with the effort.

The boat budged half an inch.

Then a full inch.

Then two more.

I was about to stop from fear of passing out when the slide gained momentum, moving steadily out of its resting place in the muck. I fell to my hands and knees with a gentle splash, the water soaking the last part of my jeans, as the boat floated forward.

It had taken all my effort, but it was now free and moving on its own.
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I waded after it, getting my first good look at the vessel as it bobbed into the sunlight.

The boat might have been painted dull gray at one point, but that had long since peeled away to expose the original wood. Every square inch looked to be old and worn, but it still appeared seaworthy. The outboard motor was rusty but intact; I would have to give it a try once we were well away from the shore.

I emerged into the sun for a second time, splashing through the knee-deep water to grab the boat’s edge. It was easy enough to control with a single hand as it seemed to be a light rowboat that had been converted into a motored vehicle. I pulled it toward the women waiting for me on the shore.

“What’s that?” Daisy asked as she stared at the new acquisition slung over my shoulder.

I looked at it and smiled. “Jessica, are you familiar with how to use one of these?”

She seemed amused. “Y’all are telling me you never used a speargun before? There’s no better way to fish.”

“Well, you need to teach me quick. I’ll take this with me across the water, but the other guns stay here with you,” I responded, still blinking in the bright sunlight.

“No way,” Daisy shot back. “If you think going to that island might be dangerous, you need to be well armed, Professor!”

I shook my head. “We can’t risk losing any of the guns if I don’t—”

I didn’t finish the sentence, which made things very awkward. I remained still, unable to think of what to say next. The water bobbed around my knees as I worked to stay upright.

“I’m going with you,” Ling announced after several heavy seconds of silence. She stepped toward the boat.

“No,” Chastity called authoritatively. “Just one of us should accompany him, and everyone knows it has to be me.” She pulled off her bloodstained dino-leather boots, tossed them to the sand, grabbed her briefcase and pistol, and walked past Ling without looking at her. The hems of Chastity’s lab coat and dress dipped into and floated on the surface of the water as she waded toward me and tossed her equipment in. Then she turned around, hesitated, and slid into the vessel in a sitting position.

For once, she didn’t have a snippy quip for us.

I turned to face the group, scrambling for words.

Ling spoke for me, splashing forward before leaping into my arms. She wrapped her elbows around my neck and locked her ankles behind my back as we fell into a soaking wet kiss. I felt alive with her in my arms, and Ling released me too soon by loosening her grip and pulling down on my neck as she did so. That forced me to meet Sarah’s kiss; she had followed Ling into the water and wrapped my head in a vulnerable embrace that made me feel loved. I hadn’t gotten my fill before Daisy had grabbed my arm and yanked me back. She squeezed my dick while pressing her body up against mine; despite the timing, she made me feel lustful. I was gasping for air by the time Daisy pulled away, leaving me to see Jessica standing in front of me. I wrapped her in a hug as she turned around and pressed her back against me. Our hands ran over her stomach together as our cheeks met. As I kissed Jessica, she made me feel at home.

I walked to the boat in a daze. “I’ll be right back,” I promised, joining Chastity on board.

Chastity gave one hard yank on the propeller cord.

Nothing happened.

She snapped it again, and it gave a low thrum before dying. On the third try, the sound held steady as the blades started to spin. The motor finally found its life as the propeller worked into a steady hum before Chastity lowered it into the water. The water foamed as we moved forward in a gentle lurch.

I looked up at the women, the perfect parting on my mind, only to see that we had gone too far and been drowned out by too much noise for them to hear a single word.

I looked back at the four receding figures on the shore as Chastity, her hand on the motor, looked past me toward the island ahead.

“It will only take a couple of minutes if we can keep up this pace,” she offered, still gazing past me.

Dread crept up my spine.

“You seem so convinced that something nefarious awaits us,” she pressed, allowing a single flick of her eye in my direction. “What are you imagining? More soldiers? Booby traps? Portals to dimensions where college girls aren’t lining up to sleep with you?”

The redness flared at the edges of my vision, but I kept it at bay. “I’m imagining that Stringer has anticipated every move we’ve made, and is just waiting for the time that our luck finally runs out.” I folded my arms. “Be careful. It could be something as simple and as diabolical as an electrified net acting as an underwater gate.”

Chastity stiffened as her grip on the motor squirmed.

I turned to face the approaching island. The wind blew freely in my hair, and the sun was warm but gentle. For a moment, thing seemed pleasant—even relaxing. I opened my eyes to look back at the women waiting for me on the shore.

“Holy SHIT.”
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A long, thin body was trailing us just beneath the water. My first bewildered thought was that anacondas can’t swim so fast. That’s when I realized that I was looking at something very different from any animal I’d ever seen before.

“Chastity,” I gasped, “grab the device, grab the device!”

She released the motor and snatched her pistol.

“That won’t do any good!” I yelled, diving for her briefcase and trying to open it.

“It’s locked Mark, give it to me!” She yelled reaching for me.

The next two seconds seemed to reach and stretch as I experienced every instant with excruciating detail.

I extended the briefcase toward her, but the shape in the water seemed to move with a hundred times our speed; I felt like I was watching a horror movie in fast forward. I hand just reached Chastity’s fingertips when it rammed the boat with the speed and force of a crashing car. The briefcase slipped from my hands as we both fell face-first onto the bottom of the boat.

“What the hell is that?” Chastity yelled.

“A big fucking problem!” I snapped, thrusting the briefcase toward her.

She dropped the pistol and grabbed the latches. I scooped up the gun and aimed it at the water behind us.

Nothing was there.

“Where did you go, you mother—”

SLAM

The boat shook harder this time, and I once again found myself sprawled on the bottom as the gun bounced from my grip.

“Got it!” Chastity yelled, lifting the device as she snapped the briefcase shut. “But it has very little juice left—”

“WHAT ELSE ARE WE GOING TO USE IT FOR?!” I shouted, grabbing the pistol with my left hand and the speargun with my right.

“Okay,” she answered, “here goes—”

The third attack was far more powerful than the other two combined. My world flipped as the sky dropped below my feet while the lake spun above my head. I tumbled through the air as the boat, launched upward from the below, threw Chastity and me aside like so much flotsam.

The water knocked my breath away before pulling me in, and I didn’t know which way was up. Panic seized me, sending my heart rate skyrocketing, which sent my body screaming for even more air.

I understood immediately that I had to relax and focus. The panic melted away for no other reason than the simple fact that it had to.

I forced myself still and forced the last puff of air from my lungs. The bubbles rolled over my mouth, under my chin, and slid into my shirt on their way to my waist.

I was upside down.

Chest screaming in unrelenting agony, I flipped myself over and kicked downward. Pushing the cool water downward, I swam and swam.

The teetering edge of panic threatened to overwhelm me as I wondered if I had been mistaken, if I had been swimming the wrong way all along, and was just pushing myself further toward a horrifying end.

And then I was in the light, swimming in the open air with a weapon in each hand, the women’s screams coming across the water from where they stood on the shore. My mind buzzed from oxygen deprivation, but that just seemed to dim the background noise and sharpen my mental focus.

I swiveled around to see the capsized boat floating nearby. Farther away, Chastity swam toward the overturned vessel, still clutching her briefcase.

Pumping my arms and legs as efficiently as I could while holding two guns, I headed toward the boat. Every nightmare about running through quicksand assaulted my brain. Even the fastest human can only swim at the pace of a brisk walk. As I pushed my body to the extreme limit of my swimming speed, I only felt myself move a few inches at a time. I knew that the monster was just below my feet, and that my frantic swimming only made me an easier target to track.

The boat was twenty feet away. Then ten feet. I couldn’t swim as fast as I wanted while holding the pistol and spear gun, but I couldn’t afford to release them, so I inched onward.

Something brushed my leg.

It was big.

Five feet away, then three feet, and then I was grabbing the boat.

Something struck my leg hard. The force pulled my head underwater just as I was inhaling, and a burning rush of water attacked my sinuses as I flailed my limbs. Reaching up to slam my fists against the hull, I dragged myself out of the water once more, coughing and sputtering. All I wanted was a moment to catch my breath, and that’s the one thing I couldn’t have. Tucking the pistol into the back of my waistband, I slid the speargun atop the overturned boat and wedged it against the stalled motor. Then I gripped the motor and the hull, swung my left leg up, slammed it onto the wood, and pulled. I flipped over just as I was pulling my right leg out of the water, which gave me a clear view into the water below.

A wide-open pair of jaws was rising from below like an erupting volcano.

I pushed against the boat to free my leg from the water, spinning onto my back as my attacker burst upward, rocketing high into the air as it narrowly missed my foot. My legs slammed onto the bottom of the boat as my eyes bulged at the sight above me.

A towering column rose from the water, and once again a single thought ran through my head: anaconda. But that was impossible; the long, thin neck could only stand vertically if an even larger body lay just below the surface.

The head turned down, its jaw hanging open.

I knew anaconda teeth weren’t that big.

With a wave of horror, I recognized monster with a mouth full of razor-wire teeth: I was staring up at a furious Mauisaurus, an enormous underwater carnivore that could devour me and still feel hungry. Without thinking, I pulled the pistol from my waistband and fired.

I saw a pinprick of torn flesh burst at its neck before it rose even higher, furious, and slammed into the water. The collision rocked the boat so hard that I fell flat against the wood. Pain sparked across my arms, chest, and cheek, but I focused on gripping the edges so that I didn’t fall into the waters once more.

“Mark! HELP ME!”

I flipped around to see Chastity reaching for the boat. Slipping the pistol back into my pants, I reached one hand out and grabbed her hand.

“It’s underneath me!” she blubbered.

“Then pull with both arms!” I screamed, grabbing the motor with my other hand to stabilize myself. I nearly burst a blood vessel in my eye as I lifted her with all of my remaining strength. My head spun as the cumulative effort of the fight forced me to teeter on the edge of consciousness as she kicked both feet onto the boat and relied on me to pull her next to me.

She collapsed, soaking and gasping, between my legs as I extricated her from the water. The Mauisaurus moved beneath us as soon as she was safe, rocking the boat in its wake as we struggled to stay on.

“Use the device, use the device!” I yelled as she reached behind her and dragged the briefcase from where it floated in the water. “Do you still have it?”

She got up into a kneeling position, staring at me dazedly, and lifted her hand.

She still had it.

“Perfect!” I snapped. “It doesn’t seem to give a shit about bullets, so this is all we’ve got!”

The predator launched its long, snakelike neck from the water on the other side of the boat and looked down hungrily at us. Its teeth somehow seemed even longer than before; I wondered if it would kill me before or after I slid down its impossibly long neck.

“Okay,” Chastity answered, struggling to balance on her knees, “here goes!” She pointed the device at the Mauisaurus and clicked.

Nothing happened.

Her face blanched. “Oh, shit,” she whispered. “Mark, it must have gotten damaged in the water. It’s broken.”
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We stared at each other, completely at a loss for words.

The only plan I had for this contingency was ‘make sure the other women stay on shore in case we die.’

That plan, at least, seemed to be working.

I gripped the boat’s sides as the predator slammed its head toward us like a wrecking ball. Chastity was kneeling before me, staring up in horror; after a flash of green, I saw only empty sky as I struggled to stay atop the rocking boat, completely alone.

“Chastity!” I shouted. “CHASTITY!”

The boat rocked to a calmer stasis.

I leapt to my feet, refusing to believe what had apparently happened. The boat pivoted beneath me, but I forced myself to remain upright. “CHASTITY!” I screamed, whipping her pistol out from my waistband.

I felt the water ebb and flow beneath me.

Something large was excited.

My mind raced and felt numb at the same time. What should I do? I wanted to leap in the water and search for her, but I knew that could only lead to bad things: if she was in the water and free, she’d pop up on her own—but if the beast had swallowed her…

My head spun. I was willing to do anything to save her, but there was simply nothing to be done.

With a jolt, I realized that I was about to share her fate. I wondered how it would play out; would I be impaled on dozens of teeth, or squeezed down a claustrophobic tube to be dissolved in prehistoric stomach acid?

Would it be better to end it right now, on my own terms?

Without thinking, I realized that there was only one reasonable approach. I knelt down, yanked the speargun from where I’d wedged it against the motor, and held it in my right hand while raising the pistol in my left. “Come and get me, you MOTHERFUCKER!” I screamed. “TIME FOR THE MAIN COURSE!” I slammed my foot against the hull, sending reverberations through the water. “If this is how it ends, MAKE IT MEMORABLE!”

A lump of water rolled toward the boat, rocking it precariously beneath my feet.

I waited. All fear was overwhelmed by an emotion for which I had no word. Vengeance was part of it, but vengefulness comes from powerlessness, so that wasn’t right. I wasn’t afraid to die, because the possibility felt too great to employ fear. Terror comes from the unknown, but I was quite certain that I was pissed.

“If I’m going to die via the wrong path of the food chain, then I want to make myself the most fucked up thing you ever ate, Nessie,” I growled. Then I knelt on the boat and slammed the butt of the pistol hard against it.

A low rumbling emerged from the water. My head and spine dropped to a deep freeze as my chest flared with hot passion.

The rumbling grew louder. The boat shook. An overwhelming sense of breaking ran through me as the water rose up before me, a great liquid bulb parting so close to the boat that it nearly re-capsized, and I looked up at one of the biggest creatures I’d ever seen. Its jaw hung low enough to swallow me whole as I stared into its teeth, looking for Chastity’s blood, afraid to look and terrified to turn away.

The pistol was pointed at its head before I realized that I was moving. I know that I fired, because my finger squeezed the trigger fruitlessly long after I’d emptied it of bullets. The creature was far too loud for me to hear a single shot; all I knew for certain was that the few remaining bullets had no effect.

I dropped the pistol into my waistband and aimed the speargun as the Mauisaurus dropped its head toward me. “So long,” I grunted, “and thanks for all the fish.”

I shot the single spear into the monster’s open gullet. The projectile flew high and deep into its mouth; the creature’s eyes bulged as its head snapped sideways.

But it wasn’t enough to spare me. The momentum of its head carried the attack directly to my chest, since the head was turned, its cheek found me instead of an open mouth. The collision felt like I’d tumbled off a roof, and I was flying into the water before I could flinch.

I grabbed the speargun with both hands as I splashed unwater. It was tethered to the metal rod inside its head with a long cord, and I was determined not to let it go.

I kicked against the water, but still felt like I was drowning. Each gasp was met with half a mouthful of water; I flailed.

But I still held on to the weapon.

Then it was nearly yanked out of my arms. I clutched it fast enough for it to lift me higher from the water, affording me a deep breath as I rose a few inches into the air.

The beast rolled its neck like a furious dragon, whipping back and forth so hard that I could barely keep the speargun in my hands.

Then it launched its head into a final, furious snap. The force was far too great for me to fight against it; the speargun disappeared from my hands as the predator pulled against the cord like it was retracting a lasso. As its head turned, I saw the source of its fury.

The spear had penetrated the roof of its mouth and poked through the back of its skull in a drippy, gory mess. The cord extended into its open mouth; the speargun dangled at the end like a deathly pendant. Blood poured from the back of its head and out its open jaw. Its neck flopped back and forth as it attempted to remain upright, but it was losing the battle for consciousness. I gathered that I had missed its brain stem, but not by much.

Its head lowered as the Mauisaurus sank into the water, one foot at a time. It didn’t fight anymore; no, its final moments were gentle attempts to fight against its sink as the creature seemed to wonder what possibly could have happened to itself.

Alpha predators are the least likely to understand change that does not benefit them.

The speargun disappeared below the water as the monster’s neck slipped into the water, inch by inch, until only the head remained.

I think that most of us want our final moments to be memorable, or at least dignified. This Mauisaurus had neither, only confusion remained as it glared in my direction, certain that it hated me but unable to remember why.
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For a moment, utter peace settled across the water as the predator’s head slipped below the surface. That silence was more gut-wrenching than the noise had been: noise meant life, and this sudden silence meant that I had nothing to distract from my obligation to accept what had happened.

“Chastity?” I whispered one last time.

Nothing.

My head felt vacant as I swam back to the boat and clutched its side. “Chastity,” I continued, not knowing what I was saying or why, “I’m… I’m just sorry. I was angry with you so often that I didn’t realize that I was wasting what little time we had, and how grateful I would be to get even a minute of it back.”

“Then fucking help me get out of here!” a weak voice reverberated from the boat’s hull. That was followed by series of spits and sputters.

I froze.

Then I dove under the edge of the boat, the world turning to darkness as I moved beneath its side. I reached all around, still not daring to hope that Chastity was actually still alive.

I felt wet breasts.

I pulled my hands back and surfaced into stuffy, pitch-black air.

“You have an established pattern of sexual urges at the least appropriate times,” she gurgled, “but could you please… help me out of here before I drown.” She reached out and wrapped both arms around me, molding her shaking body close to mine.

I wrapped one arm around her and dove beneath the surface, using my other arm to guide us back into the open air. Shimmering blue exploded into bright daylight as we popped up, gasping, as I grabbed the overturned motor for support.

“Don’t let me go,” she gasped.

For the first time, I could see Chastity. She didn’t look good. Her face was blanched, her hair wrapped about her in chaotic strands, her glasses were gone, and she couldn’t seem to breathe easily. Instead of grasping the boat, she clung weakly to me.

“What happened after you were knocked off the boat?” I asked, holding her tight.

“Couldn’t breathe,” she mumbled. “That thing… it hit my face, hit my diaphragm… thought I was going to die, but the briefcase is special. It floats, so I hung onto it as it rose to the surface. Couldn’t figure out why everything was dark at first. I—I wanted to help you, Mark, I realized that you were in trouble, but I could barely keep my head above water. I yelled a couple of times, but I couldn’t make my voice loud enough over whatever the hell you were doing.” She looked up at me with her coffee-and-cream eyes. In a rare moment, she seemed truly vulnerable. “Since we’re not being eaten, I’m assuming that thing is dead. Did things work out in your favor, just like always?”

I bristled and opened my mouth to tell her how wrong she was. “Well… yes, in this case it did, but—”

“Great,” she responded, “so how about using some of that fortune to get this boat overturned? I’d really like to get the fuck out of a lake that clearly wants me dead.”

I looked up at the boat. “I don’t know if it’s possible, Chastity. If we were on dry land, sure, but it would take the leverage of half a dozen people to flip this while treading water,” I sighed. “It would take a miracle to save this boat.”

“Professor!” Ling called from nearby.

Adrenaline raced through my chest as I spun in the water to see her swimming toward me. “Ling!” I yelled, “What are you doing here? The water isn’t safe!” I looked back at Chastity, wondering if she was strong enough for me to leave her and reach for Ling, but she seemed ready to faint.

“We couldn’t leave you!” Ling answered, drawing close as I extended my hand.

“We?” I asked as she drew even, slipping her fingers into mine. For a moment, I was lost in her dark eyes that reflected the shimmering water below.

“You didn’t think we’d just sit back and watch while that thing attacked, did you?”

I looked past her to see Daisy swimming toward us.

“Both of you?” I gasped. “Ling, that was incredibly dangerous—you didn’t even bring any weapons! If the Mauisaurus had killed me, it would have just turned on you next. There was no logical reason to come after me,” I insisted, my arms and legs working to keep both Chastity and me afloat.

“Professor, when have we ever behaved logically around each other?” Ling asked as she reached under the water and squeezed my dick.

My breath momentarily stopped as Daisy drew even with us. “Professor!” she gasped, wrapping her lithe arms around me.

I kicked harder as I worked to support both Chastity and Daisy at the same time. “Daisy,” I breathed, “I’m glad you’re safe, but you can’t risk yourself like that.” I pulled her close; she felt slight and frail in my arm. “Think of what would happen to Jessica and Sarah if you two didn’t make it out of the water.”

Daisy looked up at me, wet hair framing her wide, blue eyes. “Don’t judge Jessica for being slow. She’s swimming for two now.”

I gaped at her in confusion before looking back up at the water.

Jessica’s wet, blonde locks were closing in on us.

“All three of you…” I muttered. “Okay—Ling, take hold of Chastity and grab the boat. Make sure her head doesn’t go under. Daisy, hold on tight to this motor.”

Ling and Chastity gazed at one another in a moment of uncomfortable silence before going along with my instructions. I didn’t care about anyone’s feelings in the moment; I needed to make sure that the most important people in my life were safe.

I launched forward, arms outstretched, as Jessica moved toward me. We met a few feet away from the boat. I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind as we treaded water with our legs, our cheeks pressed against each other. I moved my palms across her stomach. “Safe?” I asked in a soft voice.

“We are now,” she answered, sliding her hands over mine and reaching back to kiss me. We remained still for a moment.

“You scared me,” I confessed. “At least Sarah was sensible enough to control herself.”

I felt Jessica smile against my face. “Are you kidding? She was the only one crazy enough to drag a weapon onto the water. Why do you think she’s behind the rest of us?”

I looked across the water in shock.

Sure enough, Sarah was approaching, her strokes slow and methodical as she pulled the katana in one hand.

I stared at Jessica, who understood the concern on my face. “I can swim the rest of the way back to the boat on my own,” she smiled.

I nodded and we parted as I swam out to meet Sarah.

She was coughing by the time I caught up to her. I took the heavy sword in one hand and wrapped the other around her. She clutched me tight, shivering and exhausted from the swim.

“Sarah,” I gasped, “why would you put yourself through so much risk? What would you have done against a Mauisaurus with a katana while in the water?” I squeezed her tight and kissed her forehead. “You’re always so logical.”

She looked up at me with large, brown eyes that I wasn’t used to seeing without glasses. Sarah looked ready to cry. “I can’t be logical about the way you make me feel,” she answered, leaning her head against my chest.
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I helped Sarah back to the boat, clutching the katana as we moved. “You’re all here,” I panted once we had arrived. “You all came for me.”

Five exhausted sets of eyes gazed from hollow faces.

I took a deep breath. “I didn’t think that I could flip this boat and put it right again,” I explained as I kicked my exhausted legs to stay above water. “But if all of us push together, we might surprise ourselves.”

Jessica and Daisy moved themselves to the small boat’s prow while Ling and Sarah grabbed the stern, near the motor. Chastity, who could barely tread water, moved aside.

“Okay,” I called, grabbing the middle of the boat, “one, two, THREE!” I pressed my palms beneath the edge, trying to move it directly upwards.

Nothing moved.

“Hard as you can!” I gasped.

But I saw no results. It seemed that everything I’d planned was based on false assumptions, and that it was ridiculous to hope for something that had no practical path forward.

Then it moved. An inch at first, then a few inches, and then the side of the boat was above my head. “Keep pushing!” I shouted as I moved my arms beneath its middle as the vehicle pivoted.

Sarah and Jessica moved from their positions to push alongside me. It got harder to turn as it reached the zenith of its sideways flip and we found that we were no longer underneath it.

Then momentum took over. Daisy and Ling continued to press as we pushed the boat from our fingertips. It splashed down in the upright position, full to the brim with water scooped up during the process.

I heaved in exhaustion as I placed the katana in the bottom of the boat. For a moment, the only sound was labored breathing.

Without a word, I moved behind Daisy and wrapped my arms around her waist. She yelped as I pulled her up, moved one hand to her ass, and vaulted her on board, far away from where I knew the katana lay.

She sloshed around in the vessel, grabbing the edge with both hands and staring down at me with a look somewhere between indignation and excitement. “Why’d you do that without getting permission first?” she demanded.

“You’re asking me that?” I responded, incredulous. “Start scooping water out. We’ve got a long way to go before all six of us can fit inside without sinking it.”

*

“I think that’s all we’re going to get,” Jessica sighed, exhausted. “It’s still a little wet at the bottom, but we’re going to have to live with it.”

I looked up at the five women. They all leaned against the sides of the boat, pale-faced and worn. Chastity pulled her glasses from her coat pocket and put them on with trembling hands.

“Are you sure?” I asked, the lake water sloshing around my chin. “I don’t think the boat was meant to carry six people, so I’m not getting in if there’s any risk of me sinking it.”

“You’re good, Professor,” Ling sighed. “Please just climb out of the water so that we can get out of here.”

Ling and Chastity pulled my arms as I swung my right leg over the side, rolling on board and landing on my back.

For a moment, I was still. The cobalt blue sky above was bereft of even the rumor of a cloud, and, while the day was hot and humid, I was perfectly cool after a long soak in the lake. Five beautiful women looked down at me from above, their wet hair dangling above me. Despite everything, I was glad to be there.

“What are you smiling at, Professor?” Ling pressed.

I shook my head. “Despite all of his planning, Stringer didn’t accommodate for this.” I sat up, leaning on my elbow. “You know that swimming out to me was completely crazy, right?” I shook my head. “I mean, that was beyond all reasonable prediction.” I looked at Jessica, Ling, Daisy, and Sarah one at a time, lingering for a few seconds on each. “Or at least, it would have been for anyone who didn’t know you.” I reached out and took Sarah’s hand in mine, rubbing our palms together before interlacing my fingers with hers. “And that’s what he couldn’t predict. My presence in this place fit a formula in which the four of you were supposed to play a minor role. He never imagined you taking center stage.” I squeezed Sarah’s hand as she smiled dreamily at me. “Even the suggestion seems crazy.”

A sudden splash nearly gave me a heart attack. I turned to see Chastity fishing her briefcase out of the water. I flinched, expecting her to become awkward and distant after me being so effusive about the women.

But her expression was inscrutable. We made intuitive eye contact and held it for several seconds without a word.

“That thing makes quite a floatation device,” I finally offered.

“There are many more secrets still,” she answered. “And Dr. Stringer is only going to get angrier as we unravel them.” She turned, clutching the briefcase close to her chest, and pulled on the motor’s cord. On the third try, it came to life again.

A bolt of adrenaline shot through my body.

We were finally doing it.

For a while, the island had been nearby, but this was the first time it felt close.

“Let’s head back to the beach before jumping into Stringer’s fun house,” Ling called over the buzz of the motor. “We left our guns and ammo behind for the swim, and I’m going to want them for whatever the hell comes next.”

*

“So explain to me exactly why you brought the katana to help me fight the Mauisaurus,” I asked Sarah as I stroked her hair. The wind caught several strands and spun them as the boat headed towards the shoreline.

She lifted her head up from where it lay against my chest before pursing her lips to one side. “I guess it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

I kissed her.

*

“You’re not afraid that I’m going to abscond with the boat, are you?” Chastity deadpanned as I disembarked into the knee-deep water.

I looked back at her, now sitting alone next to the dormant motor as the water soaked into my shoes. “We’re just going to grab the equipment from where the women left it on the beach. We’ll be back in two minutes. It’s not worth dragging the boat onto the sand, but someone has to stay and make sure it doesn’t drift.”

She stared back at me with a distinct “you’re missing the point, dumbass” gaze.

I rested my hands on my hips. “I’m not afraid you’re going to steal the boat Chastity. If you were determined to fuck me despite all resistance, you’d have done it by now.” I turned to look at the four women, who were walking out of the water and onto the sand. “God knows you’d have plenty of instruction and opportunity.”

*

“What the fuck happened?” Ling blurted.

My walk became a run when I saw that at the four women were standing statue-still, staring at the ground. “What are you all looking—”

But the question died in my throat as I saw what was on the sand.

The food bag had been shredded. Only crumbs remained, scattered amongst the haphazard tracks that splayed out in several directions.

“We were just here a few minutes ago,” Daisy whispered. “Who could have done this much in such a short…”

“The other bags!” Jessica gasped, wide-eyed. She and Ling spun and ran toward the trees.

“Wait!” I called. “Whoever did that is probably still close by!” I scanned the trees, but there were too many hiding places, too many shadows. Whoever wanted to be hidden was going to stay that way.

I wheeled around to find Ling with her shotgun raised.

“Still got it,” she sighed, relieved.

“Me too,” Jessica added, lifting her assault rifle.

Daisy followed behind, gazing all around with an anxious look etched onto her face.

“You’re okay,” Jessica explained with half a smile. She plucked my belt from the ground; Daisy’s Glocks were still holstered in it.

Gratitude washed over Daisy’s face as Jessica handed her the belt. The shorter woman wrapped it around her waist as Sarah stepped next to me, finding her wooden scabbard on the ground.

“The ammo’s all here,” Ling announced from her kneeling position by the bag. “Whoever took the food must not have seen it.”

“Or they got scared off just as they were about to grab our weapons,” Sarah added in a ghostly voice.

Everyone looked in a different direction; every knuckle turned white. I looked down to see the bamboo spear where I’d left it and scooped it up. “Come on. We need to leave this place.”

“Wait,” Jessica breathed as my circulatory system threatened to rupture my chest. She looked around with a wild glaze in her eyes as I tried and failed to observe every potential hiding place at the same time. “There!” she shouted, scrambling toward a bush. A second later, she emerged triumphant, holding the toiletries bag in one hand while still clutching the AR-15 in the other.

“Okay, we need those supplies, but it’s time to leave. Now,” I implored. Every hair on my neck was sky-high; we were facing a one hundred percent certainty that a threat was very near.

I relaxed the slightest amount as Jessica retreated from the bushes.

“Wait!” Daisy called, dashing toward a nearby tree.

“We have to move!” I instructed, moving after her.

“Not without this,” she countered, hefting the oversized camping backpack onto her shoulders. “There’s nothing left for us to find here.” She gazed directly at me. While her hypnotic blue eyes always drew me in, I kept enough focus to keep from getting lost.

“Professor,” Sarah called in a wary voice. “Do you think that an animal did this?”

“Of course,” I answered, breathless. “They took all the food, none of the supplies, and shredded the bags rather than opening them. We need to get out of here before they decided to do the same to our abdomens.”

“But… why are there human-sized footprints, and why does it look like these bags were torn open with a knife?”

I froze and stared at the shredded scraps of the food bag and the marks in the gritty sand.

She was right.

I could swear that my bones were freezing.

“Regardless, we—we need to get to the boat no matter what’s hunting us,” I stammered. “Guns ready, eyes open. Chastity’s ready with the boat, so let’s move.”

I kept an eye on the jungle as the four of them streamed past me, moving around a bend in the sand and heading back toward Chastity.

A single branch moved. It wasn’t the wind; every other leaf was still.

Something was watching us.

Hot and cold, fight and flight; contradicting emotions ran through me.

But the cool-headed professor won this round. We hadn’t survived this long by being stupid and initiating a fight with zero knowledge of the enemy was very stupid. Moreover, I had probably used a year’s worth of good fortune against the Mauisaurus and didn’t feel like rolling the dice again. Eyes glued to the branch, I walked backwards, following the women’s path. Not a single leaf shook as I retreated; that unnerved me almost as much as the shaking branch had.

I didn’t turn around until I felt the water rising up to my ankles and I knew that a hundred feet of open sand lay between the mystery watcher and me. Still clutching the spear, I wheeled in place and saw—

Nothing.

I knew that I couldn’t trust Chastity with the boat. She’d volunteered the possibility of abandoning us just to taunt me. Had she been waiting all this time to betray us?

“Professor!” Ling called.

I looked to my right to see the five of them sitting in the boat, looking stressed and irritated.

“You look like you’re feeling abandoned,” Chastity yelled. “You know that boats drift in water, right? That’s why I’m not exactly where you left me.”

My anxiety curdled into disgust, but I swallowed my words. With constant glances back toward the bushes, I sloshed over to the boat.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Chastity noted as I tossed the spear into the vessel and stepped in after it.

“Just start this thing up,” I ordered.

Chastity brought the engine to life as the rest of us stared at the beach. My muscles refused to relax their tension until we were gliding toward the island.

Just before the individual branches faded from sight, a wave ran through several of them, as though something were walking along the tree line, just out of sight.

*

“Are you sure that it’s safe?” Daisy asked before biting her lip.

“Sure that what’s safe?” I responded over the thrumming of the motor. I adjusted my seat in the boat so that I could face her.

Daisy wrapped her arms around her knees. “Well… we weren’t even sure about going forward, since we were so low on food. Before everything was taken, it would have been very difficult to hike all the way back to the compound to re-supply. But now we’re entirely out of food and moving farther away still. That means we’re confident that heading to the island is safer than turning back—right?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “The fact that nothing attacked us after the Mauisaurus gives me a lot of confidence. I think it was Stringer’s primary defense of this island. But no, it’s impossible to be completely certain of anything. The best we can do is choose the path most likely to keep us alive, then fight like hell to make it work for us.”

“And the sudden loss of our food—it just cemented this island as the most likely path for us?”

I wrinkled my brow. “Inasmuch as turning back is now extremely risky, since we have no food, then yes. The most practical apparent path is to land on the island and hope it has some answers.”

I looked over at our destination, now closer than it ever had been. The wind ran across my face as I stared into the blue noon sky.

For the first time in a while, things felt right.

“Right.” Daisy pressed. “So a mysterious and violent change has erased all doubt that we should risk going to this island.” Her wide, blue eyes drew me in, full of desperation. “I mean, well, doesn’t that seem like a brilliant plan if someone were trying to trick us into… going to the island?”

The sunny day seemed to drop ten degrees. I stared at what loomed before us, now just a few feet away.

“God damn it!” Chastity shouted as the motor sputtered. With a grrk-grrk-grrk sound, it faulted, struggled, and died altogether. She stood, bent over the motor, and grabbed the pull cord. With a furious yank, she tried to start it once more.

Nothing happened.

Chastity grunted. “To hell with this thing.” She jumped into the water, splashing some onto us. I might have cared if we weren’t already soaked to the bone. “Well?” she snapped, staring at us over her askew glasses, wet hair flailing wildly, “are you going to help me push?”

With a newfound sense of dread, I swung my legs over the edge of the boat and slipped into the water. Until now, it had been refreshing, even after climbing out and sitting in wet clothes; the day was hot enough that I didn’t mind being drenched. But now it felt foreboding, chilly, and downright wrong.

If this island was a trap, we were walking freely into it, because there was no other choice.

Sloshing through the water, I headed toward the bow of the boat. The lake was only about three feet deep at this point, so I moved through it easily enough—but the mud at the bottom was thick and gooey, forcing me to grip the boat’s edge as I moved. Everything now felt forced.

I moved forward.

Gripping the prow, I pulled the vessel behind me as the other four women slipped into the water. Daisy lowered herself in last, eyeing the shore with trepidation as her bronze thighs slipped underwater.

Together, we forced our way forward.

I kept pulling long after the boat ran aground. I suppose I didn’t want to face what the island held—Daisy’s words had gotten into my head. I kept trying to find a logical reason to prove her wrong; once I had conjured a satisfactory answer for myself, I would be able to relax the analytical part of my mind that would not stop itching until I’d scratched it.

That was a task that I couldn’t complete.

“The boat’s not going anywhere,” Ling said over my shoulder. “Come on, Professor. Let’s see what secrets were being so carefully guarded.”

My spine froze at those words. We were missing something, of that, I was sure.

“Professor?” Sarah asked, her voice timid.

I looked up at her.

“Is anything wrong?” She looked so innocent, so trusting, with the oversized katana strapped to her back and the hem of her dress floating in the water.

I forced a smile that was almost believable. “Nowhere to go but forward, right?”

She put half an effort into half a grin. I loved her more in that crooked smile than I had at any point yet; the red emotion ran through my core so quickly that I had to grab the boat for balance.

Yes, someone was probably fucking with us.

But we’d gotten very good at fucking with other people.

I threw the camping pack over my back before snatching the ammo bag with one hand. Then I reached out and grabbed Sarah’s wrist with my right. I looked down at her, letting the redness run its course. Yes, there was something to fear on this island, just as danger lurked in every corner of this place. But Stringer and whomever else was behind everything had come to fear us.

To fear me.

I kept Sarah close as we splashed our way onto the shore. Jessica, Daisy, and Ling were already standing on dry land, guns out and eyes wary. Chastity was standing off to the side, forehead crinkled and face gray as she examined the device.

Sarah and I joined the other three as we stared in every direction, trying to take it all in at once.

But there was too much.

Jessica’s breaths came low and shallow as she cradled the assault rifle in one hand and her stomach in the other. “Professor…” she exhaled, “what is this place?”

•     •     •     •     •

Ready for Part 7? Secure your copy right now! It would mean the world to get an honest, one-sentence review on Amazon. Our publication date will be moved sooner if there is a high quantity of Amazon reviews. Sign up right here to receive a free exclusive ebook that answers things from Chastity’s perspective, and get notified as soon as the next full novel comes out.
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