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 Prologue 
 
    I stopped with my fingers on the door handle, hesitant to go inside the hold once again. I hated this place. I hated the smell. I hate everything it represented. I hated what it had done to people I worked with.   
 
    But I hated most how it reminded me of failure.  
 
    The metal was cold against my fingers as I brought up my keycard with the other hand. I had long thought we did not have adequate security but had done nothing because I wanted to preserve a final option.  
 
    This final option. 
 
    They will kill me. I shook my head. But if I don’t do this, who will?   
 
    A lot had happened in just a few days. Much I did not want to think about but had been unable to get out of my mind.  
 
    I warned her. She didn’t listen. Now look what’s happened. 
 
     I firmed my resolve.  
 
    This is the only way.  
 
    A zampy cried out, a noise like a sharp bark. The monsters could not know what I was planning but we had made assumptions about them before that proved wrong so even though I knew it irrational to think they could read my mind I was not so sure. We didn’t know how they communicated with their zombie minions so I couldn’t rule out telepathy.  
 
    The zampys could sense my presence, even though the dungeon was windowless, of that I was sure.  
 
    These lizard monsters that resembled dinosaurs were far more intelligent than any of my co-workers supposed.  
 
    My bag was heavy with ammunition and my knockoff Colt .45 was carefully concealed inside my jacket. Nobody had ever thought to install a metal detector, as the remaining team leader I was above suspicion and had passed the guard without question. 
 
    The thought I would destroy my own discovery was unthinkable. 
 
    Thank you, Sharon.  
 
    I had planned every move and needed less than a minute to dispatch the monsters on the other side. They were behind bars so it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. 
 
    Easier really. I have no refraction issues. 
 
    It could all be over in a minute.  
 
    Yet I hesitated.  
 
    I had decided to stop this madness long ago. Each time I had tried, Sharon had foiled me or convinced me to do otherwise. 
 
    She cannot stop me now.  
 
    And that was part of why I was finally here. Sharon was now sequestered in a windowless padded room. She could only speak with grunts and groans, assuming she still knew what it meant to be human. 
 
    She could no longer use her brain. While I had already designated her a zombie, the higher-ups of Genizyz were not yet ready to accept the truth that was right in front of them. 
 
    Lurching like a dead woman walking. 
 
    “We have invested tens of millions in this program,” Jon Sohn, Head of Research and Development had told me. “We are not going to let an unexpected tropical disease stop us now.” 
 
    I had remained silent. He had taken my lack of response as assent.  
 
    What he had not known—could not have known—was the planning I had been doing for the better part of six months. His words had been irrelevant by that point. My internal debate ended when Sharon had converted to a zombie. 
 
    I should have handled this in the jungle.  
 
    Another of the zampys barked and I recognized his call all too well.  
 
    Wicked Rex.  
 
    He was soon joined by the others.  
 
    Their bark was like a dog, but louder and far more menacing than any thing I’d ever heard, save a zombie roar.  
 
    The zampys cried in unison, making me think of prisoners chanting for freedom. Their cries sent shivers down my back. 
 
    And who’s to say they’re not?  
 
    Nobody had tried to understand how they communicated because we had been too busy researching their other unique properties so Genizyz could commercialize their discovery, the pillage of the natural world some might call it.  
 
    I understood the zampys better than anybody. Sharon had started to ask her own questions right before the end.  
 
    My hand rested on the handle for a long time with my keycard hovering above the reader. Dread rolled through me when I finally disengaged the lock and opened the door. 
 
    The barking stopped. The zampys did not move.  
 
    I knew I was not the dominant animal as all eyes focused on me.  
 
    The hold was kept dark to mimic night.  
 
    The only light came from the open door. As I slid my hand into my jacket and wrapped my fingers around the butt of my pistol, I could not help but think of the first time I had encountered these infernal lizards. 
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    Two Years Earlier 
 
      
 
    Sweat ringed my neck and went down to my belly button. I could not remember a time when I had ever been so covered with my own perspiration. As I pushed away the leaf of a tree I had twice learned the name of but had now also twice forgotten, I trudged down the jungle path. 
 
     I will never do this again, I vowed. I should be in a lab. Let others collect specimens, I’ll do the analysis.  
 
    I sighed when a fat raindrop hit my face.  
 
    I knew what came next, as regular as a chime on a grandfather clock, or so it seemed. The first drop was followed by another and another as I shrugged into my camouflage poncho and pulled it over my pack. It would keep my gear dry and most of the rain would be kept from my already wet torso, but my pants were going to get drenched.  
 
    I pulled up the plastic hood and adjusted my ballcap while putting my sunglasses into a shirt pocket. The temperature dropped ten degrees but I sweated as I had before thanks to the waterproof covering that locked in my own body heat.  
 
    “Your rain slick is not all the way down,” Sharon said from behind, not quite but almost elbowing me to the side as she squeezed past on the narrow trail. “Adjust it or your pack will get wet.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, stepping back onto the path after allowing her to pass. I had long since learned it was better to give in than fight petty battles with Sharon, things went smoother when she got her way. “Thanks for letting me know.” My voice was more polite than I felt as I grabbed the back of my poncho and pulled it down. “We haven’t stopped for a couple miles and this storm is brutal.” I slapped a mosquito that was protected from the rain by my poncho sleeve. I had not intended for it to emphasize my point, but it worked out nicely. “Perhaps we should find cover and take a break.”  
 
    “This little storm?” Sharon gave me that condescending smile I had come to loath. “It’ll be worth it. It will be worth it.” Sharon pushed on, elbowing Jen out of the way as she did while I struggled to not make an obscene gesture at her back. It was not long before she had pushed past Bill and was once again at the front of our traveling party.  
 
    I could not fathom why I had ever agreed to come on this expedition in the first place. Originally, it had sounded like a fun opportunity when I had overheard a girl—Sandy—mention she was going.  
 
    Earn college credit while traveling in the Amazon jungle, hoping to spark a relationship with Sandy, what was there to not like? 
 
    Sandy and I had become acquainted but nothing had happened. I had not made a move. It was difficult to be suave when I was always covered in sweat, something I had not anticipated. The novelty of the exotic had worn off quick and I soon regretted my choice.  
 
    There are much better ways to meet girls, I thought as I stepped over a puddle. 
 
    A gust of wind made me shiver despite the fact I felt like I could not have been warmer. The poncho was sticky against my chest and arms. 
 
    A man screamed, driving away all other thoughts. 
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    The call came from up ahead and I froze to see what would happen next, but shook it off after just a second or two. Somebody needed help. I pushed past some palm tree fronds and increased my speed as I went uphill while the rain pummeled my face. When I stepped on a slick rock my boot slipped out from underneath and it was only by grabbing a nearby tree branch that I maintained my balance. 
 
    “You know who it is?” Sandy asked from behind gasping for breath as she did. Her voice was higher than normal. 
 
    “I thought it could be Eric.” 
 
    I did not know him well; he was quiet and kept mostly to himself. On our last break, I had noticed he had gone ahead. 
 
    Looking down to carefully anchor my boot on the rain slick trail, I pushed passed the slippery rock while carefully bracing my heel on top, and made it to the crest of the small hill. Max waited, looking down at the commotion, but making no move to help. 
 
    Figures, I thought as I pushed past. The man was as lazy as he was rude and I was not surprised to see him do nothing when somebody needed help. 
 
    I slowed because the mud on this side of the hill was thicker, but my boots had good tread and it was not long before I was down. I had yet to see anybody else from our group, but Sharon had just pushed ahead, so I figured I would soon run into her. I tried to remember who else might have been in front, but nobody came to mind. 
 
    I broke into a run when Eric screamed again, hoping there were not any more dips in the trail. 
 
    I shortly came around a bend and slid to a halt. Sharon was already there, bending over Eric as he lay on the ground. At first I feared he might be dead because it had been some time since I had heard him yell, but he moaned as I walked up. 
 
    Blood dripped into a puddle that had formed around him. 
 
    “How bad is it?” I asked as I knelt beside Sharon and examined him, water seeping in through the knees of my pants. 
 
    “It hurts!” 
 
    “It could have been worse,” Sharon said just as if Eric were not there, her voice detached and cold. She looked annoyed at the delay. She was hard-driving and hated when something got in the way of her plans, even when it was an emergency 
 
    Eric’s leg had been slashed from his thigh past his knee. 
 
    Blood covered his hands but as near as I could tell the leg wound was the only injury.  
 
    I slung off my pack muttering about the rain as I pulled out a strip of gauze and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. 
 
    “Cut his wound free,” I said without looking up. 
 
    Sharon gave me a look and for a moment I wondered if she was going take issue with my order, but after only a brief hesitation she pulled out a small knife from her pocket and cut away the pant leg. I fished out my own knife from my bag and used it to cut a piece of gauze that I wadded into a ball before dousing it with rubbing alcohol. Once this was prepared, I elbowed Sharon out of the way and cleaned the wound. 
 
    It was not as bad as it had first appeared. 
 
    I had thought tendons had been torn and exposed, but soon discovered it was not deep. The blood and ripped pant leg made it look much worse than it actually was.  
 
    “How bad is it?” Eric asked in between deep breaths. 
 
    “You’re going to live.” I nodded. “You should be up and walking in no time.” 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “This is too wet. I need rain protection.” I glanced at Sharon. “Can you take care of that?” 
 
    She looked like she was about to argue so I was preparing a response, but she stood and held her poncho out over the two of us, grumbling as she did. The poncho was dark and the lighting was already poor, so I slipped out my headlamp, strapped it on, and turned on the light. 
 
    By the time I had wrapped the wound with gauze and taped it up, the others had caught up. Even Max, though he stayed in back and looked bored. 
 
    “Not a bad job,” Harold said after he examined my work. He was the designated medic. I had acted without thought, in retrospect I should have waited for him. 
 
    I moved back to give him an opportunity to examine the wound. 
 
    “How deep?” Harold asked. 
 
    “Skin deep. Looks like his pants took the worst of it.” 
 
    “I will have to take the makeshift bandage off, but that should hold until we get back to camp.” Harold looked at Eric. “How did this happen?” 
 
    I had been so focused on dealing with the situation that the thought had not even occurred to me. Eric was pale and covered in sweat. 
 
    He shook his head. “I dunno. It just happened. One moment I was walking along, the next there was movement in the bush and my leg was on fire.” He nodded at Sharon who still held the poncho over Eric’s wounded leg. “She was right behind me, maybe she saw more. It was gone as soon as I yelled.” 
 
    I looked at Sharon, but she was already shaking her head. “I didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “It was just one scratch,” I said. “Almost like somebody had a knife. If it had been a jaguar or something, there should have been more claw marks. Are you sure you did not see anything more?” 
 
    “My leg was on fire, it was a bit distracting.” He grimaced. “It still is.” 
 
    Harold stood. “We need to get back to camp. Frank. Jim. You two come with us.” 
 
    I stepped back to give them room as they helped Eric up, I had been on the verge of volunteering when Harold had made his selection. I would have preferred to return with them, but resigned myself to finishing our march to the valley in our hunt for Sharon’s elusive lizard. 
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    We all watched as Eric, Harold, Frank, and Jim returned the way we had come. Harold and Frank walked on either side of Eric while Jim brought up the rear. I wondered if Harold had been annoyed that I had jumped to Eric’s aid, but if I had bothered him there was little I could do about it. I would do it again. I had limited medical training, but it was at the disposal of anybody who ever needed it. 
 
    Sharon gave us only a moment. “Back to it everybody. Eric is going to be fine. It’s just a scratch, nothing more.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what did that?” Max asked, looking around as if expecting to be attacked at any moment. 
 
    Eric had not pointed out where the attack had come from so I approached the most likely place and looked for tracks but found nothing. I made a slow circuit around the spot where we found Eric and similarly saw nothing of interest. 
 
    “Where was he attacked?” I asked. 
 
    “No way to know now,” Sharon said in answer to Max’s question. She then looked at me. “I did not see it. I just heard him screaming… and went to his aid.” 
 
    There had been something in her tone that made me think she had been about to say “screaming like a little boy,” but apparently, she had thought better of it. 
 
    She left. Bill followed a moment later and others in our group did as well. 
 
    “She is a cold one,” Sandy whispered from beside me. 
 
    I nodded as I watched Sharon disappear into the undergrowth. 
 
    “You should have seen her face when I found her with Eric. She was annoyed.” 
 
    “Uh, pardon me,” Sandy said, “I did not mean for my bleeding leg to get in the way of your plans.” 
 
    “Are you surprised?”  
 
    Sandy shook her head.  
 
    I dismissed the attack as a fluke thing, but I could not help wonder what had caused such a strange wound. 
 
    We spent most days traipsing through the rich undergrowth, following trails when they existed or using machetes to make our own when they did not. We had been here for weeks without serious injury. Dehydration was our most real enemy, despite all the rain. I had soon learned it was difficult to carry all the water I needed during such excursions. I had a three-liter water bladder but was always stuffing extra water bottles in the side pockets of my overstuffed pack.  
 
    Even though I had barely used my other supplies, I just could not imagine traipsing through the jungle without things like a rope, lighter, and other essential gear. My machete was momentarily stowed inside my bag because I was tired of cleaning off the rainwater, I would pull it out after the storm.  
 
    I had probably dropped ten pounds in the last two months and was on track to go another five. I did not mind the weight loss, but I was ready to go home.  
 
    Just three more weeks until I return to airconditioned labs. I never have to see the jungle again. 
 
    This internship was the last requirement before graduation. I would be working full time for Genizyz shortly after that.  
 
    It doesn’t matter where I go, I will always find people like Sharon. 
 
    While Sharon was something of an optimist, always positive that just around the corner we were going to discover a new species, she was also opportunistic, clinging to every scrap of control she could. She was desperately trying to make a name for herself by bringing back a substantial find. 
 
    Something Genizyz could exploit for profit.  
 
    I did not care as long as I graduated.  
 
    I thought it unlikely we would return with a commercially viable discovery. Sharon had high hopes that a new species of miniature moth we had found was going to secure funding to return to this section of the rainforest but I doubted it. The moth had no unique properties and was plain ugly.  
 
    We needed something that sizzled with possibility. 
 
    “I think you’re Sharon’s favorite,” Sandy said from behind. I did not need to look back to see her smirk because it was evident from her tone. She had been teasing me about Sharon more frequently because she could tell it got under my skin. I suspected she did this to subtly convey she was not interested. 
 
    “Don’t tell the others,” I said in a conspiratorial voice, “but we have been hooking up when nobody is around.” I just played along rather than let it disturb me. “She wants to make Bill jealous.” 
 
    Sandy’s laugh was muffled by the rain. “At least there is something you like about this trip. A little late-night action is enough to cheer anybody up.”  
 
    “If only,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    I stepped in a mud puddle and sank up to my ankle.  
 
    “Great,” I said, pulling my foot out of the squelching mud while wondering what new and interesting creature I would find on my foot the next time we stopped for a break.  
 
    Maybe it will be a slug nobody has discovered. I will let Sharon claim credit and we can call it the Sharon Slug. 
 
    “You’re supposed to step over,” Sandy said lightly as she hopped across the same spot. “At least you don’t have a severe cut on your leg.” 
 
    I stamped my boot and did not respond. 
 
    We hiked until noon, the energetic and enigmatic Sharon leading the way, forcing herself to stop every so often to wait for the rest of us to catch up. Once we did she was off again after only a minute or two, practically running as if to make up for the lost time dealing with Erik’s wound.  
 
    “Is it wrong to hope a jaguar mistakes her for a deer?” I whispered to Sandy at the next stop after Sharon had left us behind again. That earned a punch that stung, but it was, however, mitigated by a smile that crept up her face.  
 
    “Say that louder,” Sandy said, “I dare you.”  
 
    I shook my head as I gulped down some water and tore the plastic from a sausage. It was sopping wet by the time I took my first bite.  
 
    We did not rest long, Sharon had long since disappeared down the path.  
 
    Come and get it guys, I thought, hoping a jaguar hunted nearby.  
 
    A normal person might have moved slower in the rain, but Sharon seemed to increase her speed.  
 
    When the rain finally let up shortly after one in the afternoon, it felt like the only dry part of me was a tiny spot on the small of my back. The rain had leaked in through my open hood and down my shirt. The poncho made my temperature increase until I felt like I was walking through a muggy greenhouse.  
 
    “Time for a break slow pokes,” Sharon said when we caught up to her. She wore a smile that betrayed an enthusiasm I doubted I would ever feel about anything. 
 
    I took off my poncho and set my pack down on a rock to keep it from getting muddy. The pack itself was water repellent but it would not have held up to the downpour we had just waded through. 
 
    My poncho was drenched and my pantlegs were caked with mud to my knee and wet to my thigh. Sandy stopped beside me and leaned her pack against my own.  
 
    “Did you ever think it would be this muddy?”  
 
    I grunted and shook off my poncho as best I could before rolling it up and strapping it to my pack. After that I swapped out my socks, putting the wet ones in a plastic bag before stuffing them back in my pack. 
 
    “It’s funny,” Sandy said from beside me while doing the same. “I never appreciated dry socks before, it’s the little things, you know?” 
 
    I nodded. “If only I did not have to put them right back into muddy boots.” 
 
    “All right, people. Ready?” Sharon was as buoyant and bouncy as ever. She had also changed into a dry top that seemed to act as a catalyst. I would have thought a fifty-year-old woman would have had less energy than me, but she gave most of us who were half her age a run for our money. 
 
    “Come on guys,” Sharon said, “pick up those feet! We are almost there.” 
 
    I held out a hand and pointed up the hill while looking at Sandy. “After you.”   
 
    The members of our group seemed revitalized by the rest and we made better time. The sun occasionally poked through the dark canopy above but even though it was early afternoon I doubted we would make it back to our basecamp by dark.  
 
    A movement drew my eye, but when I looked it was gone, the bush shook at the creature’s passing.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Sandy asked excitedly. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “It looked like a lizard, a large one.”  
 
    She smiled when I looked at her, letting me know she was making fun of Sharon and our current expedition. 
 
    Half an hour later we were at the top of a hill and there was a rare opening in the undergrowth that allowed me to see a green valley below.  
 
    It was majestic. 
 
    I forgot my wet clothes, my muddy shoes, and took in the vista. It was only enhanced when Sandy glanced back.  
 
    As I followed I noticed something from the corner of my eye but when I looked there was nothing there. Not even moving branches this time.   
 
    “The rain is giving me hallucinations,” I muttered. The temperature of the valley dropped several degrees as we descended. I welcomed the change but it also felt cold.  
 
    “Step lightly,” Sandy said.  
 
    I saw what she meant a moment later. 
 
    A dead anteater lay in the path, ravaged by many different mouths. Its glassy eyed stare and torn abdomen made me look around, afraid there might really be a jaguar in the area. 
 
    Would one hunt a human? I wondered, looking into the wide expanse of green and thinking of what I had seen disappearing earlier.   
 
    I studied the anteater and wondered when it had died. The creatures of the rainforest were good about helping along the decomposition so it could not have been long.  
 
    What’s that on its legs?  
 
    I stooped to examine the carcass. Most of what I had first taken as bites turned out to be sores. They were bleeding, oozing sores.  
 
    I stepped back from the animal and caught up to the others, hoping that whatever had made the animal sick could not transfer to humans. A few minutes later we stopped in a clearing I recognized as manmade.  
 
    We had arrived at our destination.  
 
    “Form teams of two,” Sharon said, “and spread out.”  
 
    I only payed attention with half an ear as I pulled out a dry shirt and swapped it for the wet one. A breeze touched my bare skin, making me want to shiver, but it was an urge I suppressed. The dry cotton felt good and I was glad to be half as wet as before.  
 
    “Vince,” Sharon said to me, “you stay with Sandy to watch the gear.”  
 
    I nodded. It was no surprise, Sharon didn’t think much of my field skills, but neither did I. Sandy did not look happy but managed a tiny smile to show that it was not being saddled with me that made her disgruntled.  
 
    As the others disappeared I pulled out a small folding stool from my pack and set it out, motioning for Sandy to sit. I would not have done this for anybody else.  
 
    I pulled out my poncho and plopped on the ground before she had a chance to protest. Her ears were a smidge red as she sat but she mumbled a thank you.  
 
    We waited in silence with our notebooks. Once I was certain Sharon and the others were gone, I took out a novel. Sandy started to work in her book, I knew from past experience she was either writing her thoughts or making a sketch.  
 
    She was not much of an artist but was better than me.  
 
    A rustling sound on the edge of the clearing drew our attention.  
 
    A small lizard emerged.  
 
    It cocked its head to the side and chirped. I had never seen anything like it except in a museum.  
 
    It appeared to be a living dinosaur. 
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    It was shorter than a foot and walked on hindlegs, though that was not the only thing that reminded me of a dinosaur. Another strange thing was that it had four nostrils. When I saw that it had one claw in front that was much larger and longer than the others, my first thought was this could be the creature that harmed Erik, but that had been several miles away and it was too small. 
 
    Unless it has a big brother. 
 
    Sandy muttered a curse. My insides churned while I studied the little guy as I slowly came up to a squat.  
 
    Sharon hadn’t told us much about the lizard she was looking for, other than that it was bigger than most. I had not imagined anything larger than an iguana, this was far smaller and differently proportioned. I initially doubted the specimen in front of us was her quarry but as it moved, I started to wonder if this was just a baby.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder just to make sure a larger version was not coming at us from another way. The lizard cocked its head, blinked, and took several steps in our direction while not showing the slightest hesitation. 
 
    Sandy slowly moved up her pad of paper. I got the idea she was planning to make a drawing. 
 
    I’ll do better than that.  
 
    I pulled out my cell phone—it was useless for communication here—but worked well as a camera and I made sure to charge it when the generator was on. I opened my phone by tapping the screen, brought up my camera app, and hit the video button.  
 
    The lizard hopped, reminding me of a bird.  
 
    I held still, torn between watching and making certain I got it all on camera.  
 
    Walking on its hindlegs had certainly gotten my attention. The four nostrils made me sure we had discovered a new species. I glanced at Sandy who grinned like a kid at Christmas.  
 
    I smiled in return. 
 
    The others were going to be jealous we had made such a significant discovery while watching their gear.  
 
    It all of the sudden became worth it.  
 
    The long days trudging through the humidity, mud, and rain. The nights where I felt like I was being eaten alive by mosquitoes while trying to sleep, even after spraying myself generously with bug spray and hiding underneath a mosquito net. 
 
    Our names are going down in history. This will make Sharon mad with jealousy. I chuckled quietly, checking to make sure my camera was still going.  
 
    Then the strangest thing happened.  
 
    A baby capybara wandered out of the bushes, stumbling as if drunk. It was followed by two more. These also moved in the same manner, walking as if every step were difficult and they were in danger of toppling over. I had only seen the animals a few others times but they typically moved with an energetic bounce. 
 
    These seemed like the walking dead.  
 
    “Ah, cute.” Sandy stopped drawing and just soaked in the moment with the largest smile I had ever seen on her face.  
 
    I was no longer as enamored.  
 
    Something struck me as off. The baby capybaras should not have been walking like that. The lizard did not even look back at the other animals, never mind the fact they were more than double its size.  
 
    The capybaras were likewise not concerned about the lizard.  
 
    “They are together,” I whispered as the realization dawned on me even though it seemed impossible. 
 
    “What?” Sandy muttered from the side of her mouth.  
 
    I did not answer. It was a crazy hypothesis and even though I did not have real evidence something in my gut told me I was correct. The creatures moved as a herd. The lizard and capybaras were together.  
 
    A capybara took a step forward and almost toppled over, its ears flicking as it caught itself at the last moment. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said looking up from the camera and examining the face of the closest rodent. It had a sore on its face similar to the dead anteater. I studied the lizard but saw no sign of disease.  
 
    It was one thing for a small lizard to approach us, like a squirrel looking for a handout, but three baby capybaras? All without fear? We were too far from civilization for any of these creatures to be domesticated.  
 
    “This is not good.” 
 
    “Hush,” Sandy said as she started to draw again.  
 
    The lizard made a chittering sound and the capybaras came closer.  
 
    A chill ran down my spine. 
 
    It looked like the lizard had given them an order that they had obeyed. Impossible, sure, but that was what it looked like.  
 
    I stood, expecting my sudden move would scatter the animals but they did not react. I focused on the eyes of the capybaras.  
 
    Something was off there too.  
 
    I could tell this even though I had little experience with them. For lack of a better comparison, they reminded me of the dead anteater’s eyes.  
 
    Why?  
 
    The capybaras were past the lizard.  
 
    “Sandy, we need to move. Now.”  
 
    “It’s okay. They’re not used to seeing humans.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s it at all. They should be afraid, yet they are fearless. Look at their eyes.”  
 
    Sandy shook her head and kept drawing. 
 
    I feigned an attack on the closest capybara, acting like I was going to kick it, but it did not even blink.  
 
    I was certain, more certain than I had been about anything. These creatures were not acting normal. The lizard looked at me, cocked its head and chittered again. The capybaras came my direction. The baby rodents were half the size of an adult but considering their abnormal behavior, it was difficult to not feel panic rising in my chest even though they were small.  
 
    I grabbed Sandy’s arm. “We have to go.”  
 
    “When was the last time you heard of a capybara attacking somebody?” 
 
    “Something is very wrong about all this.”  
 
    She shrugged off my hand.  
 
    I stepped back, uncomfortable at how close the animals had come. As I shuffled into the jungle the capybaras followed me, ignoring Sandy who unconcernedly drew the lizard, seemingly oblivious to what was happening with the rodents.  
 
    Giving up on convincing Sandy that we were in— 
 
    It did not feel like danger, at least not yet.  
 
    It felt more like a situation.  
 
    The capybaras still came after me, their feet moving as if they were liable to trip.   
 
    I stopped backing away, turned, and walked straight, looking over my shoulder to make sure Sandy was fine before disappearing into the foliage. They moved right past without looking at her. I spun and charged to within a foot of the plodding animals but they did not react, not even when I threatened to kick them again. 
 
    Not a one blinked.  
 
    They lacked instincts. They kept coming when they should have scattered.  
 
    As I walked back into the undergrowth my heartrate increased. I suspected they would attack if they got close. After I led them into the jungle, I gave them a wide berth and returned to Sandy, hoping I might have five minutes before the bumbling creatures came back.    
 
    Sandy was no longer on my stool. She knelt with a hand out to the lizard. It chittered, but kept its distance, dancing back and forth as if agitated. It was the first sign of nervous behavior it had displayed.   
 
    “This is not working.” She reached into a pocket and fished out a granola bar. She opened it and broke off a small piece.  
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” I said.  
 
    “Where did you go?” Her voice was so quiet it was barely audible. She gave me a wicked grin. “I thought the capybaras had gotten you.”  
 
    I did not answer as I considered the best way to respond to the problem in front of me. Sandy did not recognize the danger and I somehow needed to convince her to be more cautious. 
 
    I am not imagining things. That lizard told the capybaras what to do, however impossible that seems.  
 
    My instincts told me I was correct. I had witnessed the capybaras act as if they had been ordered. It defied all logic, but I knew what I saw.  
 
    “Be careful around that little guy. You should leave him alone. His bite might be venomous.” 
 
    She turned to me. “Please—”  
 
    The lizard jumped. I thought it was going for the food but it bit her forearm.  
 
    Sandy screamed as the little devil bit again. She flung it off but it landed on its feet. I kicked, hoping to send it flying into the jungle, if not kill it, but it dodged and bit Sandy’s leg just above her ankle.   
 
    I grabbed the stool. It collapsed as I grabbed one leg, holding it like a bat. I swung but the creature jumped out of the way. Cursing, I spun and lashed out with my foot, unfortunately kicking the lizard up onto Sandy’s shoulder where it bit her again.  
 
    Muttering an apology, I grabbed it by the tail and swung it into a moss-covered tree. Before it could move I hit it in the head.  
 
    I held it down with the end of my stool as I pulled out a pocketknife that I opened one-handed. I was glad I had not put it in my pack during the rain as I had with the machete. After making sure my hand was not within range of its teeth, I pressed down on its neck with my sharp blade and removed its head.  
 
    Sandy moaned, sending a shudder down my back. I had not yet acknowledged that the baby capybaras looked like miniature walking zombies, but her discomfort sent that idea home. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, approaching as I wiped my knife on some leaves, closed it, and put it back in my pocket. Even with its head cut off, I did not trust the lizard to stop attacking, but a glance showed my concerns were unfounded. Its tail flicked and the severed head worked its jaw, but the little menace was dead.  
 
    Sandy shook her head. “I’ll be okay, they might be small but they sting.”  
 
    I examined them. They each had barely scratched the surface, she bled but it was not bad. 
 
    “Are you feeling woozy?” I asked going back to the lizard and turning the head with my boot to look at its mouth. “It might be poisonous.” Its little teeth were razor sharp.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay. They aren’t deep, they just sting, that’s all. They’ll soon heal.  
 
    I bit my lip and nodded, thinking it was best to not state my concerns aloud. There was no way to know that Sandy was going to be okay until sufficient time passed. I pulled out my first aid kit from my pack while wondering if the capybaras had been bitten too.  
 
    “Want me to bandage those for you?”  
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    Once I had Sandy squared away, I knew we still had hours before the others returned so I took a quick circuit around the clearing to make sure there were not any other lizards or weird acting capybaras. I had my machete so if I found another lizard, I had a way of easily dealing with it. 
 
    I fixed a large tree in mind as I went on patrol. Our situation struck me as odd. The others had gone out, searching for new life, when all we had to do was wait.  
 
    It had found us.  
 
    There was something wrong with this picture though I could not pinpoint what that was.  
 
    While we were in the Amazon rainforest, a place where new creatures were sometimes discovered, the serendipity was strange. Particularly since we had waited in a place that had been used as a camp by a previous expedition. 
 
    I was only a third of the way through my circuit when a capybara walked out in front of me. It was one of the babies I had seen before, I could tell by its pattern of sores. It now foamed at the mouth in addition to making erratic movements. 
 
    It lumbered toward me so I took a step back. 
 
    “Where did your siblings go?” I asked wondering if it had rabies and thinking that was why it was acting weird. Just like before, it continued to come towards me without the slightest hesitation. 
 
    It moaned, just like Sandy had a few minutes before.  
 
    I stepped backward, looking for something I could use to fend off the animal. If I did not move it would soon be at my feet.  
 
    It made me wish I had my stool to keep it at bay. I pulled up my machete, but made no move to attack. I envisioned getting blood on my hand and decided that was not the best approach. I had used rubbing alcohol to clean my pocketknife, just in case.  
 
    Instead of heading back to the clearing I went the opposite direction, making sure to keep the tree in view as the capybara followed.  
 
    “Could you hurry it up?” I was starting to become concerned for Sandy, afraid I would find her moaning and covered in sores when I returned. The capybara groaned again, foam dripping from its mouth.  
 
    I could not shake the fear she would soon be moving like the capybara and have the same glassy stare. I took as long as I dared to lead it away.  
 
    Finally, I marked the position of the tall tree and pushed ahead before going around the long way and returning to the clearing, using my compass to make sure I was on course.  
 
    Sandy was back on the stool, drawing in her book, the dead lizard laid out on a piece of paper in front of her.  
 
    “It’s quite the find.” She looked up. “I think we should call it Sandicus-Vinceraptor.”  
 
    I nodded but did not smile while studying her exposed skin, the words barely registering. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Never better.”  
 
    “Does the skin around the bites hurt?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Is there swelling?”  
 
    Sandy growled. “Leave off, okay. I feel fine.” She gestured toward the bandage on her arm. “A small price for the discovery of the century. I think we just found a living dinosaur. This little guy looks like he stepped right out of a movie.”  
 
    “Have you heard of a dinosaur with four nostrils?”  
 
    “It’s not like anybody has ever seen one, right? Maybe all dinos had four.”  
 
    I normally found her enthusiasm inspiring, but at the moment it was getting in the way.   
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, more to end the conversation then to register agreement.  
 
    While there were striking similarities, I had trouble believing we had stumbled onto a creature like this that had been hiding in the Amazon all this time.  
 
    It should have been found long before now.  
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    The others were gaping at our find when Sharon and Bill returned. I could not help but feel satisfied that Sandy and I had made the discovery, not Sharon. Especially when she had come here looking for a lizard.  
 
    The others did not bother to hide their jealousy. While I sympathized with them because they had been working in the jungle while Sandy and I had sat around, I could not help but take momentary pleasure in Sharon’s troubled face. 
 
    She approached with a thin line on her lips as she loomed over the lizard carcass in the fading light.  
 
    “Why is it dead?” She asked, looking at me. “We have plenty of crates where you could have put this creature. Alive. There was no reason to kill it.” 
 
    “It bit Sandy four times,” I said evenly. “It kept coming when it had the opportunity to leave.” I spat. “I would kill it again.”  
 
    Sharon shook her head and studied Sandy. “She seems fine. Better you get bitten bloody than lose a valuable specimen.”  
 
    My heartbeat raced so I took several breaths to calm myself. I had planned to mention my encounter with the moaning capybaras and my suspicion about their connection to the lizard, but decided now against it. Sharon was not happy about our find. I did not need to make it worse by presenting theories she would dismiss as wild. 
 
    What do I really have besides supposition and some sick rodents?  
 
    “Next time you find something unique,” Sharon said as she pulled out a pen and began to prod the dead animal, “I prefer you die than it.”  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said.  
 
    No chance of that.  
 
    The others spent far more time hovering around the creature than necessary, we only had a few hours of daylight left and I hoped we would head back for the night instead of staying put.  
 
    By the time Sharon finally packed up the specimen I was on the verge of a panic attack, though I did my best to keep the others from knowing by biting my tongue and not speaking as they argued about staying or going.  
 
    We finally decided to go because Sharon wanted to put the carcass on ice. 
 
    I was last in line as we filed out so I could keep an eye on Sandy who was just in front of me. If she started to develop sores like the anteater or capybaras, I was going to tell the others about my suspicions.  
 
    They won’t believe me but at least I won’t have a guilty conscience.  
 
    The sun was setting as we trudged out of the valley. I never wanted to see another zombie capybara again.  
 
    I am going to stay at camp if Sharon wants to return.  
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    It was dark and I was having a hard time focusing on the ground because I stared at Sandy’s back as we walked, the light from my headlamp keeping her fully lit in front of me. I kept checking her neck for sores, but so far it was clear.  
 
    The four lanterns that were set around the perimeter of our camp were lit as we trudged in.  
 
    Jill stood from a chair where she had been reading and greeted us with a smile.  
 
    “Dinner has been done for hours. Mike, Harold, and the others even managed to leave some for the rest of you.” 
 
    “How’s Erik?” Sharon asked. She almost looked like she cared, but I could not forget her disdain from earlier. 
 
    “He is fine,” Harold said, stepping out of Erik’s tent. “He is resting. He’ll be fine in the morning though he will be stuck in camp the rest of this trip.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief as I went inside my tent, slung off my pack and set it on my cot. I pulled off my wet shirt and shrugged into a dry one as quick as I could. The shirt stuck to my skin because my torso was still damp and it was only with considerable effort I was able to pull it all the way on.  
 
    By the time I joined the others, Jill was ladling stew from a large pot into dishes.  
 
    Sharon had set the plastic container with the specimen on the only table, carelessly setting a large plate of bread onto the ground so she could open the box and spread out the dead lizard’s body.  
 
    “Hush, you’ll see why,” Sharon had said when Jill started to complain. “This is more important.”  
 
    Bill raised an eyebrow but did not make a comment as he accepted a bowl from Jill and blew on a spoonful of stew. He was the only one that was about the same age as Sharon. He was the opposite of her in many ways. She was outgoing, he was quiet and reserved. She jumped to conclusions; he took time before getting there. 
 
    I looked around for Sandy but did not see her.  
 
    Sharon talked as if she were the one who had discovered creature, nobody else in the group bothered to correct her. At first I cringed, but I decided I did not care if she stole credit.  
 
    I was more worried about what would happen to Sandy. The soundtrack of the moaning capybara had accompanied me while we hiked. I had been jumpy, turning many times at nothing, but being in the back of the group meant that nobody else had noticed.  
 
    While the others looked on I waited in a camp chair where I had a good view of Sandy’s tent. I kept expecting her to come out, smiling and energetic like she had almost every night before, but she did not, even after waiting more than fifteen minutes.  
 
    I finally approached her tent.  
 
    “Sandy, are you in there?”  
 
    My heart jumped into my ears when I heard a groan.  
 
    “Are you okay?” It was difficult to keep the panic from showing in my voice, I formed a fist, afraid I would have to tell the others what I suspected. My fear only intensified when she groaned again.  
 
    “Can I get you anything? There’s still some stew, I can bring it to you.”  
 
    “Yeah, how about you get me a can of shut-the-heck-up and go away?” She groaned again. 
 
    My pulse slowed and I let out a small sigh as I honored her request, thinking she was just tired and in need of rest, and tried not to think much of her words.  
 
    I was unsettled, though.  
 
    This was the first time she had ever been rude.


 
   
  
 

 6  
 
    The others were up late into the night examining the lizard while they kept it cold on wrapped dry ice. Sharon had carelessly tossed food onto the ground when commandeering the ice, leaving Jill to restock it into another cooler. When I had seen her plight I had gone to help but she had already finished picking up the contents.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “Should have got here sooner, sorry.” 
 
    While Jill was the official cook for our team, the rest tried to do our part. All except for Sharon. When I saw Jill cleaning the dinner dishes a few minutes later, I helped out. The hot soapy water felt good against my hands. 
 
    Several were about to start dissection of the lizard until Sharon intervened and insisted it wait until we arrived at a proper facility. In another situation I might have been glad for Sharon’s stubborn adherence to protocol—one of the only things upon which we agreed—but I could only think about Sandy. I was not at all comforted that I had gotten her to speak to me from the tent.  
 
    The groans reminded me of zombie capybaras.  
 
    Am I making a connection where there isn’t one to make?  
 
    I did not know.  
 
    My brain told me that all I had were a few correlations that could easily be unrelated. She could just be having a hard time dealing with the bites. 
 
    I did not know that the lizard had exerted control over the capybara babies, but it was obvious that the capybaras had not been afraid of the lizard. While it seemed they had responded to the lizard’s chittered order, I could not ignore my mental state at the time. I had been on high alert and might have misread the situation.  
 
    I mumbled goodnight to the others but nobody seemed to notice as they were too busy studying photos of the creature—the carcass had been vacuum sealed and carefully stored in a cooler—and arguing about its significance.  
 
    If their analysis was to be believed it would not be long before Genizyz sent back a much larger team with better resources to turn this area of the Amazon jungle upside down. 
 
    That did not seem a good idea to me but I did not argue the point. I needed to know what was going to happen to Sandy. My tent was dark when I entered and I shined a light into every nook and cranny looking for a lizard, even though I knew it unlikely I would find one.  
 
    While we had been on the move it had been easier to not let my fears of the unknown affect my actions, at least to the extent others might notice. But it was another story now that I was alone in my dark tent. I opened my backpack and carefully unpacked it, setting all the contents on my cot as I did. 
 
    Perhaps it was a little paranoid but it was not unreasonable to think a lizard could have stowed away when I was not looking. It also made sense to air out my bag since it had rained so heavily. 
 
    “I must be losing my mind,” I muttered under my breath as I rocked back on my heels and surveyed the contents.  
 
    The encounter had been real. The aggressiveness of the little monster had been real. The only explanation I could come up with was that we had set up in the lizard’s territory and that it had felt the need to defend itself.  
 
    Was its bite venomous? Was that how it turned the baby capybaras into zombies? 
 
    After examining the inside of my pack and finding it empty and dry, I slowly repacked my bag and set it in a corner, putting the small coil of rope on top as I usually did. I had not had occasion to use it yet, but that was one thing I made sure to always have easily accessible.  
 
    I went over every inch of my tent, tossing my sleeping bag, turning over my cot, and shaking out my clothes.  
 
    By the time I was done I should have felt relieved but I did not. My anxiety was only heightened.  
 
    Relax, I tried to tell myself, we found that little guy miles from here, and given how predatory it was, the Amazon should be overrun with the creatures but it isn’t.  
 
    I bit my lip so hard I became afraid I might have drawn blood and sure enough, a moment later I tasted it. 
 
    I could not shake the feeling that something was wrong with our discovery.  
 
    If we had been in another part of the rainforest, perhaps, but Genizyz had been coming here for years, somebody should have discovered it long ago. 
 
    Maybe there were natural predators that maintained the lizard population, keeping them from spreading.  
 
    I stepped out of my tent, careful to zip it shut so that nothing could get in. Everybody, other than Sandy, still sat under the awning, looking at blown up pictures of the lizard on their tablets or exchanging theories about what it was and how Genizyz would respond to the find. Sharon had taken thorough photographs and shared the pictures using a USB drive. I’d overheard one of the others mention that there were more than three hundred. 
 
    I shook my head as I turned my back towards them and walked into the dark, thinking that the muffled hum of the generator was going to run all night.  
 
    It was a poor waste of resource.  
 
    The next supply drop would not be for a few days. At the rate they burned the fuel we would be sitting in the dark on the last night.  
 
    When I was outside of camp, it seemed the whole world had changed. The sounds of my groupmates were still there, but I could hear the noise of the forest. The call of a monkey. The growl of a jaguar somewhere in the distance. And the constant shuffling of leaves rubbing up against one another.  
 
    Some of it was probably the breeze, some was no doubt caused by wandering animals.  
 
    I shook my head as I pulled out my headlamp from a pocket and slowly surveyed the surrounding area, half expecting to see a dozen little capybara eyes shining back at me.  
 
    There was nothing.  
 
    The more I waited, listening to the constant sounds of the rainforest, the antsier I became.  
 
    When a particularly large gust of wind caused the branches to stir above my head, I jumped and looked up, only to see a bird I did not recognize fly away.  
 
    I clicked off the light and sat in silence for almost half an hour before returning to camp. The others were still going strong but I was happy to see they had switched off the generator and were now relying on battery powered equipment.  
 
    As I stepped into my tent I growled when remembered that I had forgotten to charge my phone. I pulled it out as I slipped inside and sat on my cot.  
 
    It was still at over sixty percent battery, if I turned it off for the night I would have plenty of power to get through the next day.  
 
    Just as I was about to shut it down I remembered that I had made a video of the lizard.  
 
    Sharon will be angry when she learns of this, I thought thinking of the others staring at pictures of the dead creature. I was glad I had evidence to bolster my claim should I decide to push the issue. I would not reveal it until I made my official report.  
 
    The others would be mad I had withheld, but when I was the only source of the video, there would be no doubt who had made the find. 
 
    I plugged in a set of earbuds and watched the recording. As the creature came on screen I could not get over how much it looked like a miniature dinosaur. 
 
    When the capybaras appeared several moments later a feeling deep inside my gut told me my analysis was correct though I really did not have a logical rationale to explain it.  
 
    These large rodents had been under the control of the lizard.  
 
    It did not make any sense and I would be hard-pressed to prove it without tangible evidence or experimentation, but I would never doubt again. 
 
    The lizard chirped and the capybaras focused on me. The video continued for only a little longer before I slipped the phone into my pocket as I left the clearing, cutting off the picture but not the sound. When I paused the video, I realized it went on for several hours.  
 
    I listened while looking at the black screen. I had recorded the attack on Sandy and even my muttering as I lead away the baby capybara.  
 
    I skipped to the end, hoping it had still been running when the others had returned. A small smile crept onto my face when I realized I had a recording of Sharon when she learned of our discovery.  
 
    I was elated.  
 
    If Sharon did try to steal it, I had concrete proof Sandy and I had been the only people to make the find.  
 
    Sharon did not come off well in the recording, it could not have been better unless I had videotaped her expression when we had informed her of our discovery.  
 
    The recording ended.  
 
    I must have shifted and somehow stopped it.  
 
    I had felt doubt start to niggle its way into my mind when Sharon had chastised me for killing the lizard, but having just relived the fight with the small terrorist, I did not regret my decision.  
 
    I pulled out a USB drive, connected it to my phone, and backed up the video. Even though I was in high alert, it helped that I still had enough sense to backup evidence of the discovery.  
 
    If all my fears were over nothing, I had hard evidence.  
 
    I put the USB drive into a waterproof bag, stuffed it into a hard container, and buried it in the bottom of my duffel bag. I toyed with the idea of keeping it in my pack but if something happened while we were out on patrol, I wanted to make sure my backup was in a separate location.  
 
    After I pulled the mosquito net over my cot, I found it difficult to sleep. It was not until early morning that I slipped off.  
 
    My dreams were filled with zombie capybaras and dinosaurs.  
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    The adult capybara tore a chunk from my neck. When I went to cover the wound with my hands, they came back covered in blood. A nearby lizard chittered, I could somehow tell that it laughed at me. I turned to yell at the scornful animal but found Sandy instead.  
 
    “You must settle down,” she said. “You are going to wake the others.” When I tried to talk to her, lowering my voice to sound reasonable, she was already gone, a misty fog taking her place.  
 
    Panic tore through me like a flood. 
 
    I awoke with Sharon yelling outside my tent.  
 
    “Get up! Get up! Get up! If you’re not out in ten minutes, I’ll come in and drag you out in whatever you’re wearing!” She moved on and yelled something similar at the next tent.  
 
    It took me several moments to orient to reality.  
 
    I touched my neck just to make sure there was no wound and was relieved to see my neck was intact. After a sharp intake of breath, I pushed out of the mosquito net and set my feet onto the tent floor only after looking to make sure nothing was there, something I would have done even without the events of the previous day. We had been advised to always check our shoes before putting them on, and more than once, I had dumped out critters. 
 
    Sharon’s threat was not an idle one. She had done it before. Luckily, not to me.  
 
    I pushed open the mosquito net after another careful glance at the floor. The first week I had crushed a large ugly bug with my bare foot. It had not been poisonous, but I had been vigilant ever since. I hated creepy, crawling things. It was just another reason I counted down the days until I got out of this place.  
 
    As I rubbed my eyes I experienced peace.  
 
    The fear and doubt of the night before fled when I saw the sun light the top of my tent. 
 
    I even chuckled at the thought Sandy might turn into a zombie or that I had encountered zombie capybaras the day before.  
 
    Everything was okay.  
 
    And quiet.  
 
    I stretched, glad for the sleep I had managed to get.  
 
    And for the first time since arriving, I was anxious to get outside and see the others. Sandy was always one of the first. She would greet me with a smile and everything would be okay.  
 
    I was also going to be more positive about trudging through the jungle all day. Sharon had allotted just the one day for the valley and we were off to climb a mountain, going the exact opposite direction from where we had found the lizard and capybaras.  
 
    There was much to be happy about. 
 
    The morning air was brisk but I knew that was just because I had become conditioned to the climate. Sweat had already formed on my brow as I made my way to the communal area under the awning, pulling over a folding camp chair as I did.  
 
    I was the first out other than Sharon. Not even Bill was up this morning, who was normally an early riser. A wry smile crossed my face when I imagined Sharon pulling him out of bed and into camp. I doubted even she had the gumption to try that. 
 
    “Glad to see you beat everybody up,” Sharon said with more than a note of sarcasm as she came out from her tent while wrapping a handkerchief around her neck. I mumbled something that was incoherent, but did not clarify.  
 
    Somebody—presumably Sharon—had already put water on to the stove and it was at a rolling boil. I got my bowl, emptied in several packets of instant oatmeal, and ladled in hot water.  
 
    While I waited for it to absorb I looked at Sandy’s tent in what I hoped was a casual way. If Sharon caught me staring, she was the type to say her thoughts out loud. In addition to being an annoying person, she also had no filter. She had already implied more than once something was happening between Sandy and myself.  
 
    It’s strange Sandy likes to tease me about Sharon and Sharon likes to tease me about Sandy. 
 
    I stirred my oatmeal. 
 
    “Good news, I don’t think you heard,” Sharon said as she retrieved her own bowl and mixed up a packet. “We voted after you went to bed. We are returning to the valley.” 
 
    My head snapped around. I was instantly awake. “What now?” 
 
    “Everybody was impressed by”—her lips made a curious shape as she spoke and I had the distinct impression she was posturing to eventually claim credit for the find by carefully wording things now— “the discovery and we want to catch a living specimen.”  
 
    I hesitated, but only for a moment. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. That thing was fast. If we get into the middle of a group of them and it is not going to be comfortable for anybody.”  
 
    Sharon laughed. “Sandy is fine and this time you can stay with me and Bill if you like, so if you are attacked, you’ll have help.” A grin crossed her face, reminding me of a large child mocking a smaller one. “The lizard was the size of a large rat, surely, you’re not afraid of such a small thing, are you?”  
 
    I took a bite of oatmeal in a bid for time, realizing afterward that it was still too hot as it scalded my tongue. I did my best to keep my discomfort from showing.  
 
    Sandy had not mentioned anything about capybaras and I did not want to seem paranoid so I kept my mouth shut.  
 
    I doubted anything I could say would make Sharon change her mind, the others would go along with whatever she wanted. As she continued to smile, the mocking became even more apparent as I took another bite, this time after blowing to cool it down. 
 
    There had been no point in sharing the observation before and I had nothing to gain by saying anything now. If anything, it would only make them more curious to return. 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “It seemed to have a thing for Sandy, anyway. Never touched me.” I glanced at Sandy’s tent, hoping she would come out soon.  
 
    I would feel a whole lot better when she did. 
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    Breakfast came and went. All the others awoke but Sandy still had not stirred. Once breakfast was cleaned up I called to Sandy from outside her tent but received no response.  
 
    “We leave in ten,” Sharon yelled from the middle of camp.  
 
    I approached the frustrating woman. “Has anybody checked on Sandy?” 
 
    Her eyes glittered with amusement. “She’s fine. I poked my head in this morning. She’s feeling a little under the weather and won’t join us today.”  
 
    Sharon paused as if waiting for something. I got the feeling she hoped I would ask for permission to stay but I was not going to do that. I knew exactly how it would go, what she would say, and that I would be hiking into the jungle anyway. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” I left without waiting for a response, feeling Sharon’s eyes bore into my back with every step.  
 
    I went to my tent and zipped it shut.  
 
    The calmness I had felt upon waking was evaporating. We were going back to zombie valley and Sandy had not stirred in close to twelve hours. I was unable to shake the feeling that bad things were going to happen today. 
 
    Had I really laughed off the zombie capybaras? 
 
    “Three minutes people, we leave in three minutes.” Sharon’s voice made me cringe. How I hated that woman. 
 
    I looked around the tent, wishing I had something better than my machete. I usually kept it in my pack most of the day because of rain, but this time I strapped it to my side. 
 
    It was better than nothing. A gun would have been better, a shotgun ideal. 
 
    What was I going to do if I ran into another zombie capybara? Was I going to hack it do death? Would that be wise? What if I got blood on me?  
 
    That was probably how the disease spread, though I had seen no sign of infection on the lizard. 
 
    Unfortunately, I only had the machete and my pocket knife. We had been instructed to not bring firearms. I now regretted not sneaking one through. 
 
    As I pulled my pack over to the entrance and stepped out of the tent, I tried to convince myself that two blades would be enough but my internal speech felt false and patronizing. 
 
    The group was soon ready. 
 
    I was last to leave, taking a final look at Sandy’s tent before following the others. Why could I not shake the feeling that when we returned, Sandy and Eric would have overrun the camp, turning Mike and Jill into zombies too?  
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    By the time we descended into the valley I was covered in sweat but for the first time since coming here I barely thought about it. As we had drawn close I had been on constant alert, looking every which way for trouble. The more I thought about it the more convinced I became that Erik been attacked by the same type of lizard as Sandy. 
 
    I did not like to think about where this could lead. I had sworn yesterday never to return, but here I was. The wind disturbed some leaves and I nearly jumped out of my boots; I was in the rear again so nobody else had seen.  
 
    There was a break in the undergrowth and even though it was a bright day with a clear sky—from that particular vantage point right before the descent into the valley I could see for miles—my insides were made of ice. The day before I had enjoyed the view, but that was not the case this morning.  
 
    It’s because I woke up in a world where there are dinosaurs who can turn capybaras into zombies that obey orders.  
 
    When I thought of the laughing dinosaur from my dream, I shivered and involuntarily looked around, reaching for the handle of my machete, just to reassure myself it was there. 
 
    While my thoughts were dark, they were as close as I could come to dealing with the truth. As I plunged down the trail after all the others I tried to set aside my fear, hoping to maintain a rational state of mind.  
 
    I remembered tricks people used in times of great stress or fear and tried them but none seemed to work. The terror and panic kept returning, it felt like a primordial ooze crawling up the back of my spine and into my brain. 
 
    The dead anteater was gone.  
 
    I stopped to examine the surrounding area but found no sign of the carcass. This was not really surprising, considering all the animals in the jungle, yet I could not help wondering where it had gone. 
 
    It seemed like it was only a few short minutes later before we stopped in the clearing where Sandy had been attacked.  
 
    “Let’s keep it close for the next hour,” Sharon said, putting down her bag and pointing at the large tree I had used for a landmark the day before. “Spread out and see what you find.” She looked at me with a sardonic smile. “If you need to pick a partner, feel free.” 
 
    Her words guaranteed I went alone. Sandy was who I usually partnered with anyway. As the others set down their gear I hesitated, expecting the zombie capybaras to come out of the grass at any moment.  
 
    After several deep breaths, during which I ignored a disdainful look from Sharon, I took off my bag and set it beside the others. The rest were already wandering off.  
 
    “Get going,” Sharon said to me, pointing in a direction. “Nobody went that way.”  
 
    “Are you staying with our stuff?” I asked. 
 
    “Got a problem with that?”  
 
    I shook my head and was doubly glad I’d left the backup of the video in my tent. I had thought of volunteering to stay, but if she wanted to do it herself, I would not convince her otherwise, at least not without a lot of effort. 
 
    Grudgingly, I pulled out my machete and trudged off in the direction she had indicated. I did not like leaving behind my pack but it would only get in the way as I tackled the undergrowth. Even if Sharon went through it there was nothing of value.  
 
    I was a little surprised nobody had asked if we had a video. If Sandy had been feeling better she might have mentioned it. It would be my secret for a little while longer.  
 
    Despite my misgivings about leaving my pack, I also wanted my sodden back to dry as best it could in this humidity. 
 
    Several steps later the clearing did not exist. It felt like I was alone, even though there were at least ten others in close proximity. When I tried to push through the leaves, I had to use my machete to hack through.  
 
    My sides heaved by the time I was on the other side, but I was glad for the distraction and less afraid. I had bested that tiny dinosaur yesterday. 
 
    I am a mighty hero, that thing never stood a chance. I chuckled quietly. 
 
    A breeze blew against my wet shirt and it felt good against the hot humidity. When I came to a fallen tree I was tempted to wait for the end of the hour but something drove me on. 
 
    We were dealing with a new form of life and even though there was the terror of the unknown there was also a feeling of exhilaration. 
 
    Sandy and I—assuming she did not turn into a zombie —would bask in the glory of discovering a new animal. And if the way the others talked was any indication, it was possible we had found the closest living relative to the dinosaurs. It was one thing to think it myself, it was another to know the others did too.  
 
    It would have been exciting if I would not have been so worried about what we would return to at the end of the day.  
 
    When I came to more undergrowth that I could easily have gone around, I brought up my machete and hacked my way through. The exertion gave my body something to do while distracting my mind and would help wind down the clock.  
 
    I grabbed the branch of a tree with one hand, chopped it off, and tossed it to the side. Perhaps it was only primal instinct but there was something good about doing that.  
 
    A tune came to mind and I started to whistle.  
 
    If Sharon had been nearby she would have chastised me for the noise, but the hacking was already plenty loud, what was a little more? 
 
    And who cared what Sharon thought?  
 
    I had bits of green and slivers of wood all over me by the time I had cut my way through. I took a step forward and my foot slipped. I would have fallen if I had not swung my machete into a tree trunk. 
 
    Once I was on stable footing I looked at what had almost caused me to fall.  
 
    It was slick, like glass, and looked like the windshield of a car.  
 
    It was solid black and half buried in the ground.  
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    I cleaned off the object as quick as possible, glad to have something to distract me from the Sandy and Erik situation as my curiosity came up with all sorts of possibilities to explain what I had found.  
 
    The more of the object I uncovered, the more I was reminded of a sloped, yet opaque, car windshield. I tapped it with my fingernail, expecting to hear a hollow sound, but instead there was a dull click.  
 
    It was solid, whatever it was. 
 
    Curious, I tried the blade of the machete against it, thinking I could easily scratch it or break off a peace, but it resisted harm, even when I brought up my oversize knife and swung it down in the way somebody would use a hammer. 
 
    It only jarred my arm.  
 
    The noise reverberated through the jungle so I did not try again. 
 
    I continued to clear back the ground, exposing more of the object. It was not long before I discovered it was far bigger than a windshield. The time passed like a racing cheetah while I worked to excavate. Despite my initial observation, I had been open to the possibility it was naturally occurring obsidian or something similar, but the more I uncovered, the less that was likely.  
 
    While it was curved, it was also so smooth it was almost soft and had exact dimensions as if it were man-made.  
 
    I dug like a man possessed. When I checked my watch and saw I had ten minutes before I was supposed to return, I sped up, trying frantically to uncover the secret.  
 
    Just when I uncovered what looked like an edge, a whistle rang out and I was faced with giving up or having them come look for me.  
 
    I decided to go back because I did not want to share this find just yet, if at all. I had a vague notion about covering it up and returning later, but I knew that meant I would have to come on a separate expedition and I had no intention of returning to this jungle. 
 
    I was the last to show up. Sharon pointed at me first.  
 
    “What did you find?” Her eyes narrowed as if she expected me to withhold something. I looked around the group and for some reason I could not explain, told a lie, even though I was afraid my deception would be obvious. 
 
    “Nothing. I found nothing.”   
 
    My falsehood went over without any red flags. Sharon did not frown or otherwise indicate she might suspect me before asking Carmen to report what she had found.  
 
    Not even a follow-up question, I did better than I thought. 
 
    Carmen’s words might have hit my ears but they never made it to my brain.  
 
    My mind was back in the cluster of trees.  
 
    What was that thing? How did it get here?  
 
    Was it a drone? A fallen satellite?  
 
    The smooth side had given no indication of propellers and the little I had uncovered made me think it was far bigger than a drone. 
 
    If it’s not something like that, how else did it get there? It’s in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    I would slip back when given a chance, the curiosity was too much to bear and I was looking for anything to distract myself from the zombies or dinosaurs, so I focused on this.  
 
    “I found a dead capybara,” Carmen said, her words cutting through my thoughts like a hot knife through butter. My head snapped over and I waited for more but that was all she had to say.  
 
    I opened my mouth, intending to ask a follow up question but thought better of it. What was Sharon going to think if she learned I’d seen capybaras that had exhibited zombielike behavior and had failed to report it?  
 
    I shook my head and forced down the question because I knew she would not have believed me anyway. Or her jealousy would get the better of her and she would ignore it. Carmen had explored the area immediately adjacent to mine. If I wanted to learn more, I could look for the body myself. She finished her report without saying another interesting word, as did the rest.  
 
    Sharon frowned once we were done. “I had hoped we would find more. We must keep looking. Report any strange tracks or droppings, make sure to take photos and collect samples. The lizard is likely ground dwelling but it is small enough we ought to examine trees. Go out and check them. There are more of these things around, I shall have a live specimen. We’ll come every day if we must.” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering if I should follow Carmen and ask her to show me the capybara body, but I was certain there would be sores.  
 
    Why verify something I knew?  
 
    Especially when I had another question to answer.  
 
    When we returned to camp I might ask Carmen if she had taken any photos to verify my analysis. Or if I could think of a way to discreetly ask if the creature had appeared sick, I might try that too.  
 
    Perhaps they were not zombies as I feared, but just almost dead. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I once again stood outside the cluster of trees. I waited, wondering if perhaps my take on Sharon had been wrong. If she suspected something, I did not want her to follow me into the thicket.  
 
    I gave up after several minutes. I only had an hour to learn as much as I could about the strange and unidentified object.  
 
    As I pushed through the undergrowth and looked down with fresh eyes, I knew with a certainty this was not naturally occurring. It was too smooth. The exposed side was perfect like it had been machined or cast.  
 
    Setting aside my machete, I pulled out my knife and jabbed it down point first several times with all my strength, not the cautious attempt I had made before. If it had been obsidian, I should have been able to do something to the surface.  
 
    The substance was unmarred.  
 
    I went to work digging with my machete and knife. It was time to unearth the find.  
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    As the blade of my machete hit the object—still without damaging it in the slightest—I chuckled darkly, wondering what an archaeologist would make of my attempt to unearth it. There was much we did not know about the past. Maybe I had found an ancient artifact. If that proved true I could add an archaeological find as well as a biological discovery to my credentials. 
 
    This trip might just be the best decision I ever made. 
 
    In the back of my mind I knew I was not following proper scientific protocol, but I was driven to know more by a primal urge, similar to a thirsty man who had seen a mirage in the distance and who was not going to stop until he found water. 
 
    A fine scientist I make, I thought as I hacked into the ground and removed a chunk of moist earth. For once, it had not yet rained so it wasn’t as muddy as it could have been. My blade glanced off the side of the black object, ringing out as it did and leaving no damage at the point of contact.  
 
    The continued lack of harm only made me spin more theories. I stabbed the blade down and pulled it back, and did it again and again. 
 
    I was soon covered in sweat and had dug down almost a foot on one side, excavating an area that was about three feet long beside the object.  
 
    I had still not come to the end, what I had first taken for the edge turned out to just be my imagination. From what little I had revealed, the object appeared to be a sphere. I kept having to move my area of excavation further away from what I thought of as the middle. Everything I had exposed was still smooth. Using a tree as leverage for my feet, I pushed against it, hoping I might make it shift, but it did not budge.  
 
    I stabbed the blade into the earth and worked as hard as I could.  
 
    Ten minutes later I had dug down another six inches without the object showing any sign of ending. After a break to examine my handiwork, I cursed as I resumed my efforts, trying to move as fast as I could.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I cringed when I recognized Sharon’s voice and shrugged while I went on digging, hoping she would just move on and leave me alone, a vain hope to be sure. 
 
    The vegetation moved as she stepped through. When her shadow fell over me, I looked up. The explanation I had been framing died on my lips. Her mouth was agape. Saying that I had found an interesting rock wasn’t going to fly. 
 
    “What is that thing?”  
 
    I stood. “At first I thought it was a rock or something, but it was far too—” I searched for the right word “—well-formed to be naturally occurring.”   
 
    “You were holding out.” She pointed a finger and then poked me in the chest. “I knew the moment you spoke, that is why I decided to check on you. You are a terrible liar. Never play poker.”  
 
    “You ever see anything like it?” I asked ignoring the accusation while thinking of the zombie capybaras and what might be happening to Sandy and Erik. 
 
    “No, never. This is surreal. First the mini dino and now this. Have we wandered into the land of the lost? UFOs and dinosaurs. Is bigfoot about to jump out so he can make an appearance too?” 
 
    UFOs, dinosaurs, and zombies.  
 
    She went to UFO far faster than me, and while I was tempted to go there with her, I knew it was likely explained by something closer to home. 
 
    “I was thinking a drone or a satellite.” I was about to suggest it could be an old car of some sort, but who was I kidding? There were no roads and what I had already uncovered proved that unlikely. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Her eyes widened. “Perhaps.”  
 
    I resumed digging as she studied the object. I was starting to become uncomfortable, but assumed she had often fantasized about unearthing incredible things and was just letting her imagination get the best of her. 
 
    Underneath that driven exterior was a logical woman, it would come out sooner or later. 
 
    “How about you help me excavate? It really—” I was about to say that it helped take my mind off the zombie capybara babies, but changed course. “It tickles my mind. I must know what it is.”  
 
    “Yes, of course. The others are due back in a few minutes, I’ll bring them—” I felt a hand on my shoulder, her nails digging into my skin through my shirt. “What are you doing? Why are you digging with a machete? Put that down this instant. In fact, you’re hardly the right person to be doing this. That impatient attitude—”  
 
    I stopped her cold when I swung the machete into the object. My blade rang out but the specimen was fine.  
 
    “It is solid. Not even a scratch.”  
 
    “You step away this instant!”  
 
    I chuckled and went back to digging. “Bring the others, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”  
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    Sharon left to round up the rest after several more admonitions to be careful. I ignored them all as I continued to dig, occasionally stopping to knock my machete against the object just to spite her. I hoped she could hear it from where she was. The excitement was starting to take hold and overpowered my fear and discretion, the last thing I should have been doing was trying to push Sharon’s buttons, but I did not care. Her observations of the potential import of this find matched my own, if not her conclusions. 
 
    I dared not hope I had indeed made another once-in-a-lifetime discovery. 
 
    After this I will be able to write my own check at Genizyz. I smiled. Maybe I’ll write a book. Working title: Dinos, UFOs, and Zombies in the Amazon. Yeah, I just might. 
 
    The more I worked the more I tried to tell myself it was the remnants of a fallen satellite but in the back of my mind I knew that did not make sense. It did not look like any satellite I had ever seen, but I did not know enough about such things. There was likely a logical explanation for this, but it was difficult to not get excited. 
 
    The tension was building to the point that I thought I was going to burst. It was good to have an all-consuming question that did not involve Sandy or Erik or impossible zombie rodents or prehistoric lizards.  
 
    It must have been watching for a few seconds at least, because when I felt odd and looked up, it did not blink or make any sudden movements.  
 
    It cocked its head to the side.  
 
    My mouth fell open as my fingers tightened around the handle of my machete. The excitement dissipated and I found myself thinking of a dream I had once had where I had been scared and unable to run. 
 
    It felt like that. 
 
    The little lizard’s big brother was right in front of me, looking over a snout with four nostrils. 
 
    It made a sound that reminded me of the chirping the smaller lizard had made, only louder and deeper. 
 
    And far more menacing.  
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    “Hello.” Once the word was out of my mouth, I regretted it. I say hello, I thought, it jumps on me and slices my neck before gutting me like a fish and eating my entrails.  
 
    The creature’s eyes blinked as it sniffed, testing the air. I had never before read an expression on the face of an animal, but something about the way it gazed down at me told me it was just as curious about me as I was of it.  
 
    Was it afraid? 
 
    Its nostrils flared and its lips pulled back, showing sharp teeth. 
 
    Curiosity gives way to hunger, I thought in almost a detached way. Why yes, I would be good to eat and delicious too.  
 
    Our eyes locked onto one another. A staring contest of prey and predator. Though this guy could not have been more than three feet high, it was well positioned to attack me, particularly because it had a couple of feet on me from its perch.  
 
    Three feet? Might as well be ten. That thing scares the life out of me. 
 
    I was not without defense.  
 
    I held a machete. At eighteen inches long, it was better than my four-inch pocket knife. Could I strike before it tore out my neck?  
 
    Had it seen what I had done to its younger brother?  
 
    Could I get its jugular before it got mine? 
 
    It opened its mouth, muscles tightening, as if it were about to pounce. My instincts screamed to move the blade so it was in front of me, but I refrained because I feared it would be the provocation needed for it to pounce. Moving so slow that I felt like a sloth, I brought the machete up.  
 
    Its snout shot into the air and it sniffed.  
 
    At that same moment I heard a voice from behind.  
 
    Sharon.  
 
    The lizard hissed and was gone. 
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    I almost collapsed from fear when Sharon pushed through the trees and stood above me. Adrenaline coursed through my body and I would have been shaking if I had not already been kneeling. It was the only time I had been happy to see her. I put a hand against the object to brace myself, hoping that nobody would notice. I was not going to inform the others of the encounter until I could do so without my voice shaking.  
 
    Maybe not even then.  
 
    “Vince has made a most interesting discovery,” Sharon said, nodding at the object. “Two in as many days. If he makes another, I get to claim it as my own.”  
 
    The others chuckled, but I did not join them. Somewhere in the back of my mind I realized I should have been grateful she at least recognized my involvement with the discovery of the lizard, but I was only happy to be breathing.  
 
    I inhaled sharply; it was an involuntary movement.  
 
    Somehow, I had forgotten to breathe while under threat from the creature. The sudden intake of breath caught the others off guard. I would have stood but I was not about to try with all of them watching.  
 
    “We have to go,” I said. My words came out a hoarse whisper. “It’s not good we’re here. We’re not prepared.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Sharon said, motioning to Bill while rolling her eyes. “Unfold those shovels. We have an excavation to do.”   
 
    I thought of the dinosaur—what else could I call it?—which had come within seconds of killing me. If Sharon had not appeared at that exact moment, I would have been a goner for sure.  
 
    I wondered if I would have been like one of the capybaras, following the oversized lizard like a zombie.  
 
    How is Sandy? Erik? 
 
    As the others moved to follow Sharon’s orders, I considered what I could say to make her reconsider.  
 
    I doubted she would believe me if I claimed there was another lizard that was several times larger than the little guy we took home with us yesterday, especially after my attempt to hide my most recent discovery.  
 
    After I had composed myself I walked around to where the lizard had been perched, looking for tracks. If I had anything to show, I would tell her about what had happened.  
 
    There was nothing.  
 
    It was as if I had seen a ghost. 
 
    That was not a hallucination. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, I grabbed a trowel—the larger folding spades were already claimed—and started to work at the top of the embedded object all the while checking over my shoulder to make sure the lizard did not return.  
 
    My curiosity about the full dimensions of this mysterious object was dampened, but not gone, I just hoped the creature would leave us alone as long as we were in sufficient numbers.  
 
    We were far larger than it and even if there were several around, I doubted they would bother us if we stayed in a group. 
 
    That little guy from yesterday did not seem to know what we were. The big one could make no sense of me either. If Sandy were here I would tell her, she would believe me. 
 
    When I tried to dig, my hand shook so bad it took me five tries before I was able to get the shovel past the grass and vines.  
 
    Thankfully, nobody seemed to notice.  
 
    It was almost half an hour before I calmed down. There was still a part of me that wondered if it had all been in my head since I had not been able to find tracks, but I knew deep down it had been real. 
 
    Eric could not have been attacked by the smaller lizard, the larger was tall enough to have skewered Eric’s leg. 
 
    An hour later we were all still digging when I spotted a seam on the side of the object. 
 
    Such was my mental state that I did not notice the discovery until I had unearthed almost six inches below the line. When it dawned on me that I was looking at an impossibly straight vertical line, I put down my shovel and rubbed my finger along the side.  
 
    At the top I wiped away dirt and found a connecting horizontal line. Feverishly, I continued to excavate along the seam, my curiosity getting the better of me and pushing out my fear of the lizard. 
 
    As I worked, my mind was awhirl with all the possibilities. When I had first stumbled on to this I had known it was man-made.  
 
    Now I had proof. 
 
    But how did this get all the way out here? 
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    We returned to camp much later than we had the previous day. Despite my find of what now appeared to be a door in the buried object, I was anxious to check on Sandy and put as much distance between me and the dinosaur, so I traveled at the front of our party, something I had never done before.  
 
    This did not escape Sharon’s notice.  
 
    “Sandy is fine,” she said. “Those bites were small and will heal before you know it. She’ll be up and moving when we return.”  
 
    All I managed was a grunt in response. I considered telling her I thought Erik had been attacked by a larger version of the same creature but remained silent.   
 
    Sharon shook her head and pushed ahead, elbowing me out of the way as she did. It was a subtle thing. I was fairly certain it was something she did to further establish her dominance as leader of the group. 
 
    Perhaps she felt threatened because I had made several significant discoveries when all she’d found was an ugly moth. 
 
    I shook my head but kept my thoughts to myself. She could be the leader of the free world for all I cared, I just wanted Sandy to be okay.  
 
    When I thought of the baby capybaras I increased my speed until I was right behind Sharon.  
 
    The dig had gone well and while we had not yet unearthed the object, it looked as though we would find it was spherical all the way around. We had yet to fully uncover the seams but everyone agreed with my assessment that it could be a door.    
 
    “That’s quite the specimen you discovered back there,” Sharon said without turning around. She must have noticed how close I was because she spoke normally, assuming I would hear. “I’m going to request an extra helicopter on the day of our extraction just so we can take that thing with us. A truly rare find.”  
 
    “Uh huh.” I peered pass Sharon’s shoulder and was relieved when I saw the unnatural colored tents of our camp. I was ready to push past her, but she must have sensed what I was about because she increased her speed.  
 
    Shrugging, I followed her into camp. Mike and Jill were both where we had left them. Mike on his tablet and Jill reading a book.  
 
    “You’ll never guess what we—”  
 
    I cut Sharon off. “How is Sandy?”  
 
    Mike and Jill exchanged glances. 
 
    “Sandy?” Mike asked. “We thought she was with you.”  
 
    I did not respond as I went to Sandy’s tent and pawed at it in an attempt to get her attention, almost going so far as to open the zipper but stopping short of doing so.  
 
    “Are you in there?”  
 
    Sandy groaned but made no other response. By that time Mike, Jill, Harold, and Sharon had pulled up beside me.  
 
    “She did not come out once,” Jill said in a hushed tone as she exchanged a glance with Mike. There was something they were not telling us, but judging by her blushing face, I doubted it had anything to do with Sandy.  
 
    “Not even to the latrine?” I asked. “What about Erik?” 
 
    “He’s fine, just sleeping,” Jill said. 
 
    “You didn’t leave camp, did you?” I asked. 
 
    Another exchanged glance, it was shorter this time, and more on the part of Jill. Mike was doing his best to avoid eye contact with her or us.  
 
    “Answer the question,” Sharon snapped.  
 
    “We slipped away, but not for long.” Jill folded her arms and studied the ground.  
 
    “You were supposed to stay in camp.” Sharon looked between the two of them. “How long were you gone? Be precise.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes, no more,” Mike said, while at the same time Jill said, “An hour.”  
 
    “And what were you doing?”  
 
    Jill’s face was now bright red. Mike cleared his throat.  
 
    “We were tired of being left in camp and just wanted to do a little exploring.” She must have noticed Sharon’s disbelieving look. “We were jealous of Vince’s find.”  
 
    Sharon let out an exasperated sigh. “You two need to keep it together. Today was your last time watching camp.” She looked at Harold. “You’re going to take over.”  
 
    “That’s for the best,” he said. “I’ll do a better job keeping an eye on our wounded than these two yahoos did.” 
 
    Jill nodded while turning beet red and Mike took the pronouncement as well without argument.  
 
    Sharon leaned in toward the tent. “Sandy, are you okay? Do you need us to bring you something? Food? Water?”  
 
    Sandy groaned, sputtered, and managed to say one word.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Sharon shrugged. As the others wandered off, I remained outside for several long minutes, listening for any other sound that might give me an indication of how she was doing. 
 
    All was quiet.  
 
    Her one-word response had been gruff but the others had taken it without question. 
 
    Of course, they had not seen zombie baby capybaras following a strange prehistoric lizard.  
 
    Nor had they seen that guy’s big brother. 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair and stalked off to my tent where I stayed all night, choosing to have granola bars for dinner rather than join the others.  
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    Three days passed with little to report though I was on constant alert and barely slept. We had further unearthed the object. This had been no easy task and taken considerable effort. In a normal situation a scientific expedition would have taken weeks or months to do something like this, but a feverish anxiety had overtaken everybody and we wanted to dig as quick as possible. Once we had uncovered ten feet, we had tried to move it but had been unable to do so, even with every member of the away team pushing on one end.  
 
    We had fully uncovered the seams and exposed a rectangle that was the right size for a door, but there was no handle that would give access to whatever lay inside. Everybody had a theory about what the object was made of and what it might be, but we had been unable to prove anything.  
 
    Saving the big question for later, we focused on its makeup. The prevailing theory was that it was some sort of metal but there were others that thought it could be a rock. I could not make up my own mind, and depending on where I looked could see it either way.  
 
    The mass had to be significant and I doubted Sharon’s idea of pulling it out with a helicopter would be viable. 
 
    I had not made any new discoveries nor seen any more dinosaur-like lizards or zombie capybaras.  
 
    Nor had I seen Sandy.  
 
    Others were now worried about her as well, but they thought she was sick and would just get over it. She had apparently been out of her tent once to use the latrine, grab some water and a little food, but nobody had seen her since.  
 
    The others had spent most their time with the space ship—that was what we had taken to calling it, even though we did not believe it alien in origin—or talking about it. When they were tired of that, they pontificated about the dinosaur. Any other thought of undertaking an expedition to another location had evaporated as a possibility. I had started to do occasional patrols around the excavation site, looking for baby capybaras while hoping to avoid the giant lizard. I figured that the lizard would not get close while there were so many people around.  
 
    I kept my machete in hand just in case because I was not under any illusions what would happen if the creature wanted to ambush me. 
 
    By all appearances Sandy’s condition had not improved and Erik’s had worsened. I was thinking the time was fast approaching for me to report to Sharon my concerns about Sandy and Erik, the other larger lizard, and the baby capybaras.  
 
    I was shy about doing so emptyhanded and was hoping to discover at least a sick baby capybara that I might exhibit as evidence. The last thing I wanted was to have Sharon and the others write me off as crazy and suspicious because I was making assertions I could not prove. 
 
    If I produced a live specimen we could compare Sandy and Erik to the capybara.  
 
    Even though we had not fully uncovered the spaceship, Sharon had insisted we start a full excavation of the surrounding area, hoping to unearth other artifacts. Our working theory was that this was an object of curiosity from an ancient civilization. We were planning to dig in a ten-foot radius out from the ship. It was a difficult task as there was vegetation and trees in the way but we still had several weeks before the end of our expedition.  
 
    We had already torn up the area as best we could while skirting the trees.   
 
    On the one hand it seemed a waste of effort. We had nothing to indicate there would be anything else other than the spaceship, but on the other, I was dying to know the origin of the object.  
 
    Three days, I mused as I started another circuit just outside the excavation site, and still no sign of the capybaras.  
 
    I figured that could be significant but had no idea why.  
 
    The forest was quiet as I stopped to wait, wondering if I should just give it up and focus my energy instead on the excavation.  
 
    A little break doesn’t hurt. 
 
    Sunlight broke through the trees and vines and thick plants. My pantlegs were wet with water as where my arms from brushing against the plant life.  
 
    Even though it was warm, I shivered.  
 
    The hairs on my arm stood on end and I spun, afraid something might be watching me. The shadows made me pause as I rotated in a full circle while scanning my surroundings. I could not shake the feeling I was being watched.  
 
    I decided to push on, thinking of how Sandy had said little more than two words since that first encounter.  
 
    I must find something before bringing this to the others. 
 
    It was impossible to avoid the plant life, the damp leaves imparted their moisture to my shirt and pants as I passed.  
 
    Was it even possible to be dry in a rain forest?  
 
    It did not seem likely. Between the perspiration and the rain, it felt like I had been covered in moisture the entire time I had been here, even while I slept.  
 
    The nervous energy continued to build in my chest, even though I was not seeing anything that made me think there was danger nearby.  
 
    I brought up my machete, hoping that the reminder of the heavy blade in hand would give me some measure of comfort but it only heightened my tension.  
 
    One step after another I returned to the excavation, moving to slide past an overgrown bush instead of hacking at it with my machete. I could see the pavilion over the top of the other side.  
 
    I pushed past a large fern and came face to face with the lizard, it was kept from view of the others by a vine covered fern.  
 
    It hissed and without forethought I took a swing.  
 
    I was never one of those boys who got into fights on the playground. I had never hurt a living thing in my life. I suppose it was instinct that made me move, slashing at the creature. I might have been fast but it was faster.  
 
    My blade cut through air. 
 
    It had been there one moment but gone the next, disappearing into the undergrowth like a ghost. I brought up the machete while spreading my feet so I would not lose my balance if I needed to attack again, but it did not return.  
 
    That was not my imagination. 
 
    As the seconds became minutes, I stood in the same spot, afraid the slightest move might be interpreted as a provocation and bring out the monster.  
 
    Daring little fellow. The ship was just on the other side of the fern. 
 
    I had gotten a much better look at its teeth. They were sharp and could probably crunch through some of my smaller bones. Its front claw was undoubtedly the source of Erik’s wound; if not this one, another of similar size.  
 
    It seemed like it had been waiting to ambush me, almost knowing that I sometimes patrolled the edge of the excavation.  
 
    My quick thinking with the blade had taken it off guard.  
 
    My heartbeat was already pounding, but it only increased when I realized I had just brought up my machete before coming face-to-face with it. 
 
    Sweat dripped down my skin.  
 
    If I had ignored my instincts I would have been dead.  
 
    After several long moments, I tore my feet from the ground and headed to the pavilion, surprised again at how close the lizard had been willing to come.  
 
    I was done looking for capybaras.
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    Everybody was gathered under the pavilion even though it no longer rained. They were distracted so I avoided awkward questions about where I had been.  
 
    They didn’t notice I was almost attacked just right over there. 
 
    My heart stopped when I saw that Sharon held a small soft cooler filled with eggs.  
 
    Five of them. 
 
    Even without being told, I knew they were the progeny of the lizard I had seen, the size and shape made me think of dinosaur eggs.   
 
    I was not the only one.  
 
    “I have never seen anything like this,” Sharon said, looking at the box with wonderment, holding it up close and obscuring everybody else’s view. “First that small lizard and now this. Have we stepped into a land lost in time?” She looked at the spaceship. “Or is it something else entirely?”  
 
    Others responded to her words, but I tuned them out as I studied the eggs.  
 
    “Put them back,” I said my voice almost a whisper. I spoke louder. “We must put them back. We don’t know what they are. We do not know how they will react when they find their eggs missing.”  
 
    My words interrupted several different conversations and drew all eyes in my direction.  
 
    “What’s that now?” Sharon asked with an incredulous look. “It sounded like you think we should put them back.”  
 
    “We know nothing about these creatures. What if they have paternal instincts? It will notice its missing brood. We must return them and observe the nest from a distance, waiting to see what comes.”  
 
    Sharon bristled. “Not every discovery on this trip has to be yours—”  
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t understand. This is not about credit. This is not about furthering our exploration. This is about survival. These creatures could rip us apart. That lizard I killed was mean and probably just a baby. These eggs came from something twice its size. We do not want to make them mad.”  
 
    “You’re talking nonsense. We are not putting back our chance to return with live specimens of your find. Living animals of this significance will surely warrant further funding for a return exploration. No. My decision is final. We’re keeping them.”  
 
    She took a moment before speaking again and nodded as if thinking something important she did not say aloud. I doubted it was significant, I thought she was just trying to prove her importance by appearing to think about things at a higher level than the rest of us. 
 
    “We must move up the date of our extraction. The specimen you collected, this spaceship, and now these eggs practically mandate we do so. We must get that specimen’s body back in as good of condition as possible.” She paused. “These eggs need to hatch in a lab.”  
 
    Leaving early was probably for the best, but what good was an early extraction if none of us were alive to go because the parents of those eggs came looking for them?  
 
    Something told me they would come for their eggs.  
 
    “You did not see that lizard when it was alive. It studied me as if trying to figure me out. I would not go so far as to say it was self-aware, but there was intelligence behind those eyes. If you had seen it, you would say we should put the eggs back.”  
 
    “I didn’t get a chance, did I? Whose fault is that?” Sharon handed the eggs to Mike, who judging by his triumphant look, appeared to be the man who found them. “We are leaving with the eggs and that is final. I can’t help feel there might be things you know but aren’t saying. Care to enlighten us?”  
 
    I realized my hands were balled into fists and uncurled them.  
 
    “This is a mistake, Sharon. It is a good idea to call the extraction team early, but taking these eggs is pushing our luck.”  
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement.” She looked at her watch. “Let’s pack it up for today and head out.” After a wistful look at the spaceship. “It’s a shame we can’t move it, perhaps we could have it airlifted if we can dig it out in time.” She let out a sigh. “These eggs won’t keep. I’ll radio out first thing, once we get back to camp.” 
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    I was the last to know we were in trouble because I hiked at the rear that late afternoon. 
 
    Sharon was at the front and I wanted nothing to do with her. Mike was right behind her with the eggs so it seemed prudent to put as much distance between them and me. 
 
    It was not until we were halfway back to camp that I realized being in the back might be more dangerous. By that time, it was too late to do much other than grasp the handle of my machete a little tighter and close the distance between me and the next person.  
 
    When my foot slipped and I almost went down, I spun in place after finding my balance, afraid the lizard was about to come out of the forest to rip open my abdomen. When nothing happened, I increased my speed, occasionally using the tip of my machete to balance against a tree when I started to feel myself slipping.  
 
    Sweat trickled down my face as I came around a bend and saw the closest member of our group. My heart pounded when I saw it was Mike. I had not remembered him falling behind Sharon. He held the small cooler in front of him as if he carried gold. 
 
    In my mind’s eye I saw a lizard jump out of the shadows, land on Mike, and tear out his jugular, all in one smooth motion.  
 
    I had been in a hurry before but now wondered if it might not be better to let Mike get further ahead. 
 
    The machete scared it off once before, but I doubt it will again.  
 
    It had been afraid because I had surprised it, the next time would be different. 
 
    I thought of its smaller brother, how it had given Sandy and me an appraising look. These creatures were smart.  
 
    I kept Mike within sight but stayed well back from him. If he was attacked for his foolhardy decision to carry the eggs, I did not want to be a casualty too.  
 
    A scream cut through the late afternoon like the call of a hunting animal, only it was visceral and vaguely remnant of a human, though it was something more tortured.  
 
    I quickened my speed, assuming Mike—who had just gone around a curve out of view—had been attacked, so I was surprised when I saw he was still very much alive, standing in the middle of the trail.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Mike asked.  
 
    I was about to make a sarcastic reply when the cry came again, cutting off the words that had started to form on my lips.  
 
    I continued on, pushing past him. I had wanted to get ahead of Mike, but could not help wonder if I had just put myself in more danger.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19 
 
    The Amazon jungle can hide many things and grows like mad. During the short time our camp had been in place, the vegetation had grown immeasurably on all sides and throughout camp. Continual effort was required to fight off encroaching vines and undergrowth to keep the place from being overrun.  
 
    If we had not been there to maintain it, I would have expected our camp to quickly disappear.  
 
    The screams made me want to run the other way, but I had no better place to go and knew what lay behind in the oncoming dark. I had no illusions of my ability to live in the wild, even without prehistoric animals in the mix. If we had been in the mountainous regions of Colorado I would have had a better shot of surviving but certainly not here. I would not last a week without the others and a regular supply drop.  
 
    Our campsite was not visible until I was almost on top of it, but I was familiar enough with the area to know I was close.  
 
    When the screaming stopped, I did too.  
 
    I had known I was headed into a tenuous situation, but now, I had no information. At least the scream had given me a direction to go. 
 
    I waited, hoping Mike would catch up, but he did not.  
 
    He probably did the smart thing and turned around. 
 
    I moved again, shaking my head and gripping the handle of my machete.  
 
    That lizard was not going to run a second time if it came at me again. I doubted I would know it was there until I was bleeding out on the forest floor. 
 
    I mentally prepared for the worst, thinking my teammates would be dead, killed by Sandy, the lizard, or both.  
 
    A breeze shifted the plants in front of me and I caught a glimpse of a red tent. Nothing else moved. That last ten yards were some of the longest of my life. I expected to find somebody, but the tents were still and my teammates were gone.  
 
    Or so it first appeared.  
 
    As I shuffled into camp I noticed somebody’s legs sticking out from underneath the folding table.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    When the leg twitched, a sense of relief washed over me. At least they were still alive. I approached with my machete up and recognized Jill’s boots. 
 
    I looked forward when I heard movement in the jungle beyond where she lay but there was nothing, only some branches twisting in the breeze. I expected that whatever had attacked Jill was nearby and about to come for me.  
 
    Why did I come? 
 
    The wind made the canvas awning shift overhead, creating a rubbing noise against the aluminum poles that sent chills down my spine.  
 
    My heart leaped inside my chest, threatening to escape on its own if I did not have sense enough to run. As I took several deep breaths to calm myself, I forced my feet to move so I could get close to Jill before speaking. Luckily, I did not see any sores on her exposed skin.  
 
    Where are Sandy and Erik?  
 
    Both their tents were quiet and undisturbed.  
 
    “Can you hear me?” I asked, feeling sheepish as I went to a knee beside Jill while wondering if she could still be alive. Her torso was torn in several places and a chunk of her throat was missing, making me think she had been attacked by the lizard.  
 
    The movement I had seen appeared to be an involuntary muscle spasm.  
 
    Her eyes sprung open as she roared, hands lunging for my neck. 
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    I jumped back and lashed out with my machete before I realized what I was doing. My blade missed her hand by inches but I was already out of reach, having sprung backward further than I thought possible. 
 
    “Sorry…”  
 
    The words died on my lips as Jill roared again and chased me. I ran, knocking over a stack of coolers. As they tumbled over, the carefully packed body of the small lizard spilled to the ground.  
 
    Take that Sharon.  
 
    It felt like sufficient revenge for Sharon’s theft of the eggs though I recognized the loss would hurt me as well. 
 
    The thought was gone in an instant as I pushed past the undergrowth and soon left the camp behind. Jill had not followed, or if she had, it had not been for long.  
 
    If it had been five minutes or an hour, I could not say, but I soon turned to face the direction I had come from, grasping the machete while struggling to catch my breath.  
 
    I listened, expecting to hear sounds of pursuit, but did not hear anything to indicate Jill was coming after me.  
 
    Zombie. 
 
    What else could she be?  
 
    Her throat had been torn open. The bleeding had largely stopped yet she still moved. I had a sinking feeling in my chest when I thought of how Jill had been wounded.  
 
    It had to have been Sandy or Eric.  
 
    They had changed to zombies. 
 
    It had been more than four days since Sandy and Erik had holed up in their tents. Jill had been with us all day and had become a zombie in a matter of minutes upon returning to camp. 
 
    I was missing something.  
 
    I don’t know that Sandy and Eric are zombies, maybe it was all in my mind.  
 
    When I heard branches breaking on my left, I raised my machete. Even after I saw it was Mike, I did not lower my weapon as I examined him for wounds. His bags were gone.  
 
    At least he dumped the lizard eggs, I thought, hoping they had all been destroyed in the confusion. Regardless of what had happened to Jill, Sharon was going to insist on taking back those eggs.  
 
    “Are you bleeding?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” He swallowed. “I saw Jill attack you.” 
 
    I shook my head, offering no comment or criticism about how he had hidden when I had gone into camp, it had been the smart thing to do.  
 
    “Have you seen the others?”  
 
    “No. Jill looked like a zombie to me. Is that how she looked to you?”  
 
    I don’t know, I was too busy running for my life.  
 
    Sarcasm was not going to help. It certainly was not going to get us home.  
 
    I nodded toward camp. “We need to call out. Did you see a radio?” 
 
    We had two: a primary and a backup. None of us had seen the backup, but Sharon had told us she had one in her personal belongings. The primary was kept in a box by the generator near the coolers. I could not remember seeing it when I knocked them over.  
 
    “I didn’t think to check. When you ran, I circled round.” He gave me a scrutinizing glance. “Glad you made it away.” 
 
    “We have to go back.” I looked at him. “Do you have a weapon?”  
 
    “I dropped my bags near camp, my machete was inside.” He fished a knife out from his pocket and held it up, unfolding it to show a three-inch blade. I kept my mouth shut, deciding that reprimanding him for dropping his machete was not going to do us any good.  
 
    “That is where we start. Your bag. You must have a weapon.”  
 
    He gave a nod and followed me into the undergrowth.  
 
    Mike was a decent fellow. Perhaps he was smart enough to recognize I had not asked about the eggs.  
 
    Hopefully he did not put it together until after we found his belongings and I had stomped the cooler until there was nothing left.  
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    Mike managed to get ahead of me. He now pointed the way forward as he stopped to crouch beside a thick plant that probably hid him from the oncoming direction. I crept up beside him and looked over the top of the bush, spotting his bag on the other side.  
 
    I swallowed when I noticed the cooler was missing.  
 
    “Where are the eggs?” I asked in a voice that was much louder than I intended, wishing I had taken a moment to collect my thoughts before speaking. If he had not thought I was coming after the eggs before, he did now. 
 
    He shrugged as if confused but also relieved. “Gone. I left them here.” He glanced at me and must have figured out I was furious. “Probably works out better that way, seeing as how you did not want us to keep them.”  
 
    I nodded but did not voice my thoughts. Even though there was no sign of Sharon, I assumed she had taken them.  
 
    We don’t want them to leave the Amazon.  
 
    “Let’s get your machete.”  
 
    I motioned for him to go first and followed after, checking all sides as we moved to make sure nothing was waiting to come at us from out of the brush. When he arrived at his bag he pulled the zipper. A small sound, innocuous enough that on most days I would not have given it a second thought.  
 
    My heartrate increased as I waited on high alert, afraid the zombie would hear.  
 
    A clanging came from camp, but nothing charged us. The sound stopped a moment later. Sweat formed on my forehead but it was not because of heat or exertion. 
 
    I slid forward while Mike rummaged through his bag. I did not know why he did not have the machete within easy reach, perhaps he had been more concerned about keeping it dry. I had done something similar but it now seemed unthinkable to me to not keep it at hand. 
 
    I would never repeat that mistake. 
 
    The clanging started up again, sounding like an alarm. I doubted a zombie would have the presence of mind to make that sort of noise, at least for the purpose of communicating.  
 
    I edged forward, only looking back when I heard Mike approaching.  
 
    He had a machete in one hand and a hatchet in the other. I gave him an approving nod, not bothering to wonder why he had left both behind, I just wished I too had a secondary weapon.  
 
    When we arrived at camp, we found Sharon beating a wooden spoon against a pot. She motioned for us to get closer without missing a beat.  
 
    “It’s safe!” Sharon cried when she spotted me, as if there were not a zombie nearby. “Come on back!”  
 
    As we came around the side of a tent, I saw she stood over Jill’s headless corpse.  
 
    There was a hurling noise from behind and I turned just as Mike emptied the contents of his stomach into a bush. I remembered the shifty looks he and Jill had exchanged. I could understand his discomfort, even if I did not respond in the same way.  
 
    Sharon thrust the pan over her head and increased the tempo before resting it on the plastic camp table behind her.  
 
    I nodded at Jill. “Your work?”  
 
    Sharon gave an affirmative nod. Despite our circumstances, and the dread and horror, she appeared to handle the situation without a problem.  
 
    “Was not easy, either.” She pointed at a nearby ax that was covered in blood. I shook my head but did not comment on that or the mess on her shoes. Hopefully, the zombie causing contagion could not be transferred through skin contact. 
 
    I approached Jill’s body. It was in almost the exact same place it had been when I had first discovered it. 
 
    “You saw me?”  
 
    Sharon nodded. “I came at her from behind when you fled.”  
 
    From behind. Figures.  
 
    I nudged Jill’s leg with my foot while holding the machete ready but the corpse was still. I was not oblivious to the note of scorn in Sharon’s voice, I just decided to ignore it. Pointing out that she had not warned me about Jill was not going to get us out of the jungle. 
 
    “The radio.” I went to the spilled coolers and rooted around, carelessly tossing them aside along with our non-perishable food supplies.  
 
    “Gone,” Sharon said, “I think one of the others took it.”  
 
    “The backup?”  
 
    “I’ll dig it out if we need. The others will have to return, there is no place for them to go.”  
 
    “We must call out.” As I spoke I noticed the soft cooler beside Sharon’s tent.  
 
    Less than ten steps and I can smash every single egg.  
 
    Sharon must have guessed my intention because she moved between me and the cooler. I did not let her action phase me.  
 
    “What happened when you arrived at camp? Was that Jill screaming?”  
 
    Sharon nodded. “She was attacked by Sandy, but you already suspected that, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Where is Sandy?” I looked around. “And Erik?” 
 
    Sharon cracked a wicked smile. “What haven’t you told me? I have a feeling that if I had not followed you, I would never have learned about the spaceship.”  
 
    For a brief moment I considered telling her the truth, opening up about the zombie baby capybaras and the large lizard, but I dismissed the urge when I remembered how Sharon had witnessed Jill’s attack and done nothing to help me.  
 
    I did not owe her anything.  
 
    That sick little smile of hers during this most unusual time was enough to remind me of that.  
 
     “Get the backup radio,” I said. “I have a feeling the others are not coming—”  
 
    A disturbance from the undergrowth drew our attention as a figure stumbled out, hand in front of their face as if to shield it from branches.  
 
    Bill looked from Mike to Sharon to me. “Am I glad to see you g—”  
 
    Something attacked from the shadows, jumping onto his back. It grabbed his hair with one hand, the other going toward his neck. It opened its mouth and took a bite, pulling out a chunk of flesh from between his neck and shoulder. 
 
    Sandy.  
 
    I barely recognized her. The lustrous dark brown hair had fallen from her head in clumps. There were cracks and sores all over her skin as if flesh rotted on her still moving body. 
 
    She had wide eyes, but they were bigger now, their doe like appearance reminding me of something from a horror movie.  
 
    She growled, her teeth dripping in blood.  
 
    I brought up my machete. Mike held up his hatchet. Sharon fumbled for the ax, the handle slipping from her hands. She moved to grab it but it fell through her grasp.  
 
    We all looked at Sandy as she perched on top of Bill like a bird of prey. I expected her to go for Sharon next as she was closest. 
 
    I shifted, wondering what I would do if she did.  
 
    I need Sharon for the radio, I thought more reluctantly than I wanted to admit. I also had a feeling that if I let Sandy attack Sharon without trying to intervene, I would regret it.  
 
    Sandy roared and charged Mike, who at first looked like he was thinking of running for it but decided to meet the attack, his hatchet held up and his machete out.  
 
    “Stay back!” Sharon yelled, but it was too late. They were on a collision course from which there was no return.  
 
    Mike swung down as Sandy tackled him.  
 
    By that time Bill was on his feet and looking around as if hoping to find a weapon. He was in the shadows and I was not able to assess the damage he had suffered.   
 
    Mike’s hatchet fell from his hands as Sandy went for his neck. I stepped forward, intending to intervene, but hesitated. Sandy held Mike down as if he were light as a feather though he was bigger than me and Sandy was the smallest in our group, her hands latched onto his arms and held him in place though she was half his size.  
 
    What can I do? 
 
    He struggled to throw her off but it was vain, he could not move. It was as if he had been nailed to the ground.  
 
    I took a step backward, keeping a careful eye on Bill as well as Sandy, while trying to decide how I could best help Mike.  
 
    Bill had found a metal cooler. He held the heavy box over his head, aiming for Sandy’s back.  
 
    I shook my head. “That’s—” A hand went around my mouth.  
 
    “Forget about them,” Sharon hissed in my ear. This was surprising to hear from her, given the rumor about her and Bill. “They are as good as gone. Jill was bitten too.” Sharon made a ticking sound. “A few seconds later and she was a monster.” She motioned with her head at the corpse. 
 
    I nodded but had not given up on finding a way to deal with Sandy or rescue Mike. I tried to avoid looking at what Sandy had become; every time I saw her appearance I was shocked anew. With great difficulty I put aside the turmoil I felt at seeing her in such a state, at least for the time being. 
 
    Sharon released me when she believed I was not going to intervene. 
 
    Looking from the plastic folding table to Sandy, I considered my chances of using it to leverage her off Mike. It was flimsy but if I came at the right angle it might just work. 
 
    I took a step forward and Sharon grabbed my arm, pulling me back toward a tent as Bill almost attacked Sandy but stopped at the last moment. He had waited and was obviously struggling with something.  
 
    Was it a moment of indecision or was he in too much pain to throw the cooler? 
 
    His eyes followed Sandy.  
 
    “Stop gawking,” Sharon hissed, trying to pull me again. “They fight now, but they’ll soon all be on the same side.” 
 
    I tore my eyes from the scene unfolding before me and yanked my arm free. “Still believe we’re going to find the other radio?”  
 
    Sharon bit her lip. “Good point.” She went toward her tent.  
 
    As she disappeared I eyed the cooler with the eggs.  
 
    My assumption was accurate that she would prioritize them, but she had forgotten them in the heat of the moment. 
 
    Keeping a careful eye on Sandy and the others while also checking to make sure Sharon was not about to step outside, I edged forward until it was right in front of me. My intense focus on destroying the eggs distracted me from any thought of rescuing Mike. 
 
    Bill still hesitated, his eyes no longer on Sandy as he stared into the distance, seeing something that was not there.  
 
    I brought up my foot.  
 
    Do this and you’ll destroy one of the most significant discoveries—  
 
    The thought came from the back of my mind but I ignored it as I snapped my boot down, satisfied by the cracking eggs underneath. I stomped several more times until it was impossible any survived. Broken egg leaked out the sides.  
 
    I jumped on it twice more for good measure. 
 
    Afterward I spun and lunged for the table, but Mike no longer moved. He was covered in blood.  
 
    I was too late. 
 
    Sandy was still on top of him, but I did not dwell on the situation for long.  
 
    I should have done something. There had been a few seconds where I might have helped but I had hesitated.  
 
    I would not make the same mistake again.  
 
    Unfortunately, that would not help Mike. 
 
    Bill’s face changed.  
 
    It was difficult to describe but I knew in my gut he was no longer the man I had barely known.  
 
     I disappeared into the shadows, hoping the new Bill monster would not be right behind with Sandy and Mike fresh on his tail.   
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    I scratched on the back of Sharon’s tent in what I hoped was a quiet attempt to get her attention, listening for the monsters as I did. Sandy roared and somebody scrambled. It was followed by a crash.  
 
    Did Mike escape? Guilt swept through me. I thought he was dead. 
 
    He could not have long. Had I given up on him too soon? I felt bad for not going to the rescue and hated that I had already written off both him and Bill.  
 
    Had that been a mistake? 
 
    “Are you there?” I asked through clenched teeth and in as quiet a voice as I thought Sharon could hear. I did not receive an answer right away and was about to head into the undergrowth when she spoke.  
 
    “It’s gone,” she said quietly, her voice showing more anxiety than I had heard from her before. “Gone!” This last had been louder than was safe and I figured she had just drawn the attention of the monsters. 
 
    “What?” I cringed at the volume of my own voice and wondered if it was indeed time to run.  
 
    I pressed my machete into the tent, watching it indent the fabric as I did.  
 
    “I’m coming in,” I whispered as I grabbed a handful of the material. After I pierced the lightweight fabric, I made a slit big enough for me to step inside. It might have been faster to hack my way in with a chopping motion but that would have made more noise. 
 
    “Where is it?” I demanded, tearing the hole bigger as I did.  
 
    Sharon’s tent was a mess, her clothes had been tossed all over. The cot was one big jumble of suitcases and bags.  
 
    “It’s gone.” She held up a bag. “It should have been here but it’s gone.”  
 
    Judging by the state of her tent, I was inclined to think this was true. I had only caught a peek inside once before and her space had been immaculately kept.  
 
    I peeked out the door.  
 
    Bill had disappeared. Sandy looked like she was distracted by something. I nearly jumped when I saw Mike moving in the shadows like a human.  
 
    How was he alive? He had been covered in blood. 
 
    I backed away from the door not wanting him to see me, fearing he would shortly turn to a zombie.  
 
    “We don’t have a minute to waste,” I said, grabbing her arm as I spoke inches from her ear to keep my voice as quiet as possible.   
 
    She glanced at me and for the first time I saw fear on her face. I was uncertain how to respond to the raw emotion. She had always been in control, seeming to know what to do and how to act.  
 
    “Out we go,” I said refusing to let her hesitation stall us.   
 
    Sharon nodded as I moved to the torn opening. I was about to pop out when I heard scuffling just outside the main entrance. I motioned at Sharon, but she was already moving, grabbing a bag from her cot and slinging it over her shoulder.  
 
    I stepped through. Sharon came right after, as she did Bill peered in through the door. I could not tell from my perspective if he was still himself. 
 
    “No time to waste.” I dashed into the jungle, trusting Sharon would follow. When I glanced back, she was right on my heels.  
 
    Bill stuck his head out the hole I had made, when he saw us he tore through. 
 
    My moment of doubt ended when he roared. 
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    It appeared we had outrun the zombies but it was difficult to say for sure. The jungle could hide a jaguar so well we might walk right by one without knowing how close we had come to danger.   
 
    That was how I felt as Sharon and I made our way through the forest. It had been an hour since we had left camp and we had been fortunate enough to stumble upon the trail we had used earlier in the day. 
 
    After a heated but quiet argument we had decided to hike several miles out from camp before we stopped to assess our situation. It was a fancy way of saying we did not have the slightest clue what we were going to do next.  
 
    “You’re sure you packed the backup radio?” I asked as we walked, trying to keep both fear and anger from showing in my voice.  
 
    Sharon gave me a glare that might have scared me if I had not spent all afternoon being chased by actual monsters.  
 
    Monsters that would kill if given the chance.  
 
    And turn me into a zombie. 
 
    “I am sure. Somebody must have gotten it, but who would have done a thing like that? We kept the main radio accessible to all. There was no reason to steal the backup.”  
 
    “Humans are unpredictable.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Sharon spun and poked a finger into my chest. “You knew about Sandy, didn’t you? You knew all along she was going to become a zombie. Would you care to tell me how?”  
 
    I licked my lips and thought about denying it, but in the dying light I could see Sharon would not buy it.  
 
    “Capybaras,” I said with a sigh of resignation. “Baby capybaras, in fact. The lizard I killed was flanked by baby capybaras that were covered in sores.” I looked away, uncertain if I should say what I had in mind but decided to get it out. We had been chased by zombies, perhaps the next part would be more believable now. “They appeared to respond to his orders.”  
 
    Sharon furrowed her eyes, her voice was cold. “And you did not think to tell me any of this?”  
 
    “Would you have believed me if I told you I had been attacked by baby zombie capybaras on the orders of a lizard? Even with indisputable proof, you would have a hard time considering such a radical notion.” I looked at her carefully to gauge her reaction. “I saw a lizard that was more than double the size of the one I killed. I think that’s what attacked Erik.”  
 
    Sharon seemed unfazed. Perhaps she had seen one or assumed the eggs had come from a creature larger than the one I had collected. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said at last. “It does sound a little unlikely, doesn’t it?” Her face seemed at odds with her forgiving tone, but I could not tell because she was covered in shadow in the fast fading light.  
 
    “It dang well does.”   
 
    She started moving. I did not follow right away. As tempted as I was to abandon her, we needed each other to survive. She was not happy to be stuck with me either. I would not have been her first choice, but she would not have been mine.  
 
    Does she wish for Bill? I wondered with a shake of my head, thinking of how easily she had given up on him. She’ll walk away from me without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    We stopped when full dark set in and looked at each other, each at a loss for what to say. Sharon opened her mouth to speak but she was cut off by a scream.  
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    My instinct was to run to the aid of the person in trouble but Sharon grabbed my arm. Her grip was stronger than I would have thought and I became concerned her nails might draw blood, but I pulled my arm free and touched my flesh. It seemed okay. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Her voice was a low whisper but there was something else as well.   
 
    Fear?  
 
    Her face was white and her eyes were wide. It was a surreal moment as I looked at the woman who had carefully spent the majority of her time crafting a strong image that I now knew was a lie.  
 
    A few monsters had ripped it apart. It was good to know she was like the rest of us. 
 
    I did not know how to respond. I had been afraid for days. I felt like saying welcome to the party.  
 
    “That person needs our help,” I said. 
 
    “They’ll be a zombie by the time we get to them.”  
 
    I shook my head. “We don’t know that. It took Sandy more than three days to convert.” 
 
    “It took Jill less than a few minutes.”  
 
    I nodded, wondering what Sharon had been doing when Jill was attacked. More details kept surfacing. Sharon had accused me of withholding information, but what was she keeping back? Had she suspected something was happening with Sandy or Erik? Had she disappeared at the first sign of trouble, abandoning Jill? 
 
    Sharon did have a valid point about how fast Jill had become a zombie. If she could show fear I could admit when she said something that made sense.  
 
    “It appears the conversion of a human to a monster is increasing at an exponential rate,” Sharon muttered quietly under her breath. Even in the low levels of light I could tell that color had returned to her face.  
 
    It was good to see the calm and rational Sharon, even if she was still cold.  
 
    Not something I would ever say to her, of course. 
 
    “Regardless of how fast they’re changing, that sounded human.” I shook my head when I thought of how quick I had given up on Mike. I should have tried harder, with both him and Bill. “If we don’t help, it is one more zombie we have to avoid. I would rather have another ally.”  
 
    “We’re dead if you do.”  
 
    I trudged off. “It’s worth the risk.” 
 
    A moment later I kept my face forward and hid a sigh when I heard Sharon following me. I did not want her to know how glad I was she had decided to come along. While I feared she might one day stab me in the back—at least metaphorically—at the moment I thought I could trust her to tell me when a zombie was coming from behind. 
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    The scream had come from the direction of camp, so rather than cut through the undergrowth we stuck to the trail. It was difficult to navigate the jungle under the best of circumstances, traveling at night made it all the worse.  
 
    As our eyes adjusted to the low-level of light we moved without a problem until full dark set in, at which point I was forced to pull out my flashlight.  
 
    “Not a good idea,” Sharon said when I told her why I was rummaging through my pack. “Might as well set off a flare.”  
 
    “I can’t see very well, can you? I don’t think we have a choice. I’m not going to be much help if a snake bites me. Aha, here it is.” I pulled out the headlamp, strapped it to my head and flipped it on.  
 
    The area flooded with light. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I knew it was too bright. It was indeed a beacon. 
 
    “Turn it off!” Sharon snapped, reaching for the lamp. I was faster, pulling it from my head while flipping the switch. I did not know what Sharon would do if she got her hands on it but I was not about to find out. I stuffed it into my pocket, her eyes were still adjusting to the light so she could not see what I had done. I turned to keep that pocket from easy reach as I rifled through my pack and pulled out a roll of athletic tape. The first week here I had rolled my ankle and had to wrap it for several weeks.  
 
    I tore off a couple of pieces and did not respond to Sharon’s questions as I pulled out the light and used the tape to cover the lens, leaving only a thin horizontal line at the center.  
 
    When I clicked it on, the light showed through the tape, but not nearly like before, the light coming through the slit was plenty to show the way. 
 
    “It will keep us from stepping on a snake,” I said in a quiet murmur. 
 
    Sharon’s lips were tight and I thought she was about to argue, but she shrugged. “Good enough, I suppose, as long as you turn that off the moment we hear something.”  
 
    “Deal,” I said, slinging on my pack and starting down the path just as the person screamed again. Instead of putting the light back on my head, I hung it from my neck so it pointed down. This earned an approving nod from Sharon. The light bounced as we moved, but at least I was not about to step on a snake that would kill me in two steps.  
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    By the time we reached our camp the moon was overhead and provided enough light that I had switched off my headlamp. We had not heard a scream in several minutes, but the last one had undoubtedly come from here. Even without the moon I would still have turned it off it because we were at ground zero. There was no telling what might lurk in the shadows. 
 
    “Look at that,” Sharon said, pointing to the coolers I had knocked over earlier. They were stacked, even the one Bill had picked up and almost thrown at Sandy.  
 
    I tried to not look smug that there was at least one more survivor, justifying our return. 
 
    We haven’t seen Erik, Carmen, Jen, Max or Harold, not to mention others. There was a good chance much of our crew still lived.  
 
    “Perhaps you were right,” she said softly. “Maybe they have a radio.”  
 
    I nodded while surveying camp. We were hiding behind some trees, hoping the shadows were enough to keep the zombies from finding us.  
 
    Day one of running from zombies and we know nothing about them. 
 
    Did they hunt by smell? Or sight alone? 
 
    Does the spaceship somehow fit into all this?  
 
    Was it merely a coincidence that it had been found near the dinosaurs or was there a connection? There was not much we knew about the object, other than the fact it appeared heavy, was possibly spherical, and clearly unnatural.  
 
    Where does the door go? I wondered, thinking of the rectangle on the side.   
 
    Sharon and I waited for a long time, the night sounds moving all around us. From the shelter of my tent the evening noise had not usually bothered me and had rarely kept me from sleep. All the hiking we did saw that I slept well, but as we sat waiting to see who might be in camp, the sounds of nature loomed large.  
 
    The slightest rustle of leaves made us both turn, but it was nothing. It did not get easier the longer we waited. It was not until we been sitting for several hours that I realized it was a good idea to shift so we were not both facing the same direction. We had sat so we could monitor camp. One of us should watch the opposite direction.  
 
    After a hushed conversation with Sharon, I began to move, intending to make the necessary adjustment. I had studied my immediate surroundings and thought I could complete the maneuver without standing.  
 
    The night stretched on and it seemed my small incremental movements were painfully slow.  
 
    Sharon’s hand lashed out like a snake and grabbed my arm.  
 
    I looked where she pointed.  
 
    It was Sandy.  
 
    She had emerged from behind the coolers.  
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    The dark covered the sores on her face and her missing hair, but despite it all, knowing she was a zombie and was the one who had started this reign of terror in our camp, I wanted to go to her. I wanted to ask how she was doing. 
 
    The shadows make her seem normal. 
 
    Sharon’s hand fell from my arm and for the briefest moment I almost did. My brain sent the instruction to my feet. I barely stopped myself from getting out of a crouch.  
 
    Sandy did not look as raw as the creatures we had dealt with earlier. She waited by the coolers before ambling out of the shadows in the same struggling gait the baby capybaras had used.  
 
    It was the same walk as the other zombies. 
 
    Any desire to check on her wellbeing evaporated. I was glad I had not given away our position.  
 
    Am I insane? I wondered. She attacked Mike and Bill. 
 
    The monster stopped at a tent. It was several seconds before I realized it was mine. My breath caught in my chest. Did she remember something? Had she been drawn there by memories of me?  
 
    Instead of reaching for the zipper to gain access, she clawed at the fabric with her torn hands. 
 
    Any thought she might still be in there fled. If she could not remember something as basic as how to open a tent, there was no way she remembered me.  
 
    She continued her struggle to get inside and just when I thought she would give up, she managed to tear a small hole. She examined it before continuing her frenzied effort.  
 
    If she had been human, she would have realized she needed to focus on the hole she had already created, it should have been easy to gain access after making a tear.  
 
    That was not what she did.  
 
    She clawed at the tent as if not recognizing the significance the hole represented. By sheer brute force she made other tears and before long had clawed a hole big enough to get her head inside.  
 
    That was all it took, one look and she moved onto the next.  
 
    “I don’t think they hunt by smell,” I whispered so quietly that Sharon shook her head to indicate she had not heard. I shuffled closer and repeated myself, my lips accidentally brushing Sharon’s ear. I would have normally recoiled in horror but my instincts kept me from making a sudden move. She too looked as is if she would have done the same but had constrained herself for the same reasons.  
 
    After wiping her ear on her shoulder, she turned to mine, and while keeping far enough away to avoid contact, whispered back.  
 
    “We should assume nothing.”  
 
    She had a point.  
 
    When Sandy arrived at the next tent she started clawing her way inside, even though the zipper was partially down.  
 
    She had no memory of her previous life, as difficult as that was to believe.  
 
    Sandy tore in before long, much faster than it had taken on the last tent. While it was tempting to think she had learned something, I was not going to rule out two other factors: luck and quality of the fabric.  
 
    I had paid top dollar for my tent but some of the others had brought cheap tents that barely kept out the rain, most of those had been reinforced with tarps. While this one did not have a tarp, it had belonged to Jill. Much of her stuff had been cheap so it was a safe bet the tent was too.  
 
    Sandy checked inside and moved to the next. 
 
    She went from tent to tent in our camp as we watched in silence, each of us just as intent on staying quiet as much as learning about the monster. All thoughts of turning to face the other direction had fled.  
 
    Sharon’s tent was last and Sandy just stumbled in through the open door instead of clawing her way through. Sandy’s approach on Sharon’s tent had been a direct path to the door. She found the hole on the back side and came out that way before circling into camp. 
 
    I had not thought Sandy would find anybody but was still relieved when she completed her search. We’d been there for most of the night, watching as she looked. It was nice to know the person who had fixed the coolers had avoided detection.  
 
    We just needed to find them. 
 
    As Sandy ambled about without a clear objective, I held my breath and noticed that Sharon did the same. The bushes where we hid were a little more than five feet from the edge of camp.  
 
    Now that Sandy had no place else to look, there was no predicting what she would do next.  
 
    Her movements were slow. When Sharon made a sharp intake of breath, my heartrate increased. The pounding in my chest seemed to echo around the clearing as we watched to see if Sandy had heard.  
 
    I finally had to breathe as well, not realizing I had held my breath since Sharon had inhaled. I took control, letting it out carefully and inhaling at an even slower rate, painfully aware of how much I wanted to breathe but also not wanting to make any more sound than necessary. 
 
    Sharon looked at me askance, making me even more self-conscious, by the time I had filled my lungs I needed to breathe again. Sandy still wandered the camp as if expecting to find us, even though she had examined it thoroughly.  
 
    Signs of low mental activity? Could she tell we were nearby but did not have the ability to pinpoint our location? 
 
    My eyes wandered to the trees.  
 
    Or perhaps the human who had rearranged the coolers had climbed a tree and Sandy could tell they were there.  
 
    I was starting to make a careful examination of the trees when Sandy came around from behind a tent and shuffled in our direction. I was midbreath when this happened and stopped, afraid my breathing had given us away. Judging by the look I received from Sharon, she apparently had the same thought.  
 
    We stayed still as statues.  
 
    Any moment now she is going to break off and go the other way.  
 
    I counted to fifteen. 
 
    She kept coming.  
 
    She isn’t charging, she probably doesn’t know we’re here yet. Sandy and Jill had moved fast when they attacked. If she had found us she would not be limping.  
 
    I refrained from shaking my head. Unless she is capable of deception.   
 
    The attack came from behind.  
 
    Bushes moved. Branches broke.  
 
    Sharon and I responded in different ways. I brought up my machete, intending to meet the monster while Sharon backed away. 
 
    The zombie lurched and was kept at bay by a low hanging tree branch. 
 
    At that same moment Sandy charged from the other direction.  
 
    Sharon tore down the trail as I backed away, almost tripped but recovered and spun.  
 
    Sandy went after Sharon as the other monster roared. I doubted it was anything compared to a lion, but it was the scariest thing I had ever heard.  
 
    I ran.  
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    I dashed straight through camp and was about to alter my course to avoid a tent until I realized it was Sharon’s. I went through the door and out the hole without slowing down, bursting out the other side and almost tripping as my feet snagged. Throwing out my hand, I managed to stabilize myself by taking hold of a tree branch.  
 
    The zombie roared. 
 
    I had not been able to identify who it had formerly been. The thick vegetation kept me from increasing my speed, so I looked to the trees because the monster was right on my heels. It had got untangled faster than I anticipated. 
 
    The jungle was too thick to keep up my speed.  
 
    There was only one option.  
 
    The limbs were long and the tree was high. I jumped, grabbed a branch and climbed. 
 
     The creature tore through the tent and found where I had gone seconds later. By that time I was ten feet from the ground, hoping the zombie could not follow.  
 
    I went higher, not even thinking about the fact I saw tennis shoes in the branches above.  
 
    “If that thing can climb,” Jen called down, “I’ll kill you.”  
 
    “Nice to see you too,” I said. “Glad you’re alive.”  
 
    The zombie came to the bottom, looked up at us, and howled before trying to take hold of the bottom branch. Jen growled when the creature latched on but it slipped and fell with a thud.  
 
    When it came back up I saw it was Bill. 
 
    “That’s a positive sign,” I said, relieved it did not appear to have the dexterity needed to climb a tree.  
 
    “Don’t count on anything yet, fool. He slipped, that’s all.”  
 
    “I just spent all night watching Sandy claw her way through tents instead of using doors. I’m fairly certain they don’t function like normal humans. He won’t climb the tree.” It was funny to hear how confident my voice sounded because I did not feel that way at all.  
 
    “I’m pushing you out if he can,” Jen said. “Why couldn’t you find a different tree?”  
 
    I smiled, trying to take it as a joke even though she sounded serious.  
 
    Bill latched on again but as it tried to climb, it slipped and fell. It was difficult seeing that creature look up at us through Bill’s eyes.  
 
    I had been so preoccupied with just trying to survive that it slowly dawned on me that I could see Jen’s face.  
 
    Morning had come.  
 
    It had been a terrible night, but at least I could now see again.  
 
    The monster did not give up as the sun creeped up the horizon, it kept trying but would not get far before falling to the ground. The noise fell into the background as I debated what to do next. I did not think the zombie was going to tire anytime soon.  
 
    It was mechanical, the way it kept attempting to climb the tree. It was similar to how Sandy had methodically clawed through tents.  
 
    I adjusted my perch, looking for Sharon. I glanced at the monster, expecting to see that Sharon had been turned and would join Bill at the bottom. She did not appear and neither did Sandy.  
 
    Part of me was disappointed.  
 
    Surely, I did not wish harm to Sharon?  
 
    My view of camp was blocked by a branch, when I shifted to get a better look, I earned a glare from Jen.  
 
    “It’s bad enough you brought one,” she said, “do you need to attract more?”  
 
    “You have a better vantage point,” I said. “Can you see Sharon? Did you see where she went?”  
 
    Jen shook her head. “I was too focused on some idiot who ran directly toward me and climbed my tree.”  
 
    Couldn’t she let it go?  
 
    “I’m sorry, but to be fair I didn’t notice you were here until I was halfway up. By that time, it was too late.”  
 
    “Whatever.”  
 
    “We need to distract the monster so we can escape.”  
 
    “And go where?”  
 
    “We can call for help if we find a radio. We could be out before nightfall if we act fast. We just need something to distract the monsters so we can look through camp.”  
 
    “Sharon’s radio is missing.” Jen’s voice was flat. Her words made me think she had overheard us earlier. Sharon’s tent was not even a stone throw away. It was my turn to show a little emotion.  
 
    “How long have you been up here?” My voice was raw and on edge. 
 
    She shrugged. “I saw everything.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have suggested we join you in the trees?” 
 
    “Not my fault it took you until morning to look up.”  
 
    “We could have used your help. At the very least you could have called out when a monster was close.”  
 
    Jen remained silent, but I could tell by the way she refused eye contact that I had struck a chord.  
 
    Had she seen Bill sneaking up on us? 
 
    We sat in silence before I remembered the coolers.  
 
    “Did you rearrange the coolers?” 
 
    Jen shook her head. “That was Mike.” She looked at me, apparently to gauge my reaction. “Yeah, he’s all right.” I wondered if she could tell I had mixed feelings about how I had handled that situation. 
 
    I stared as Bill continued its routine down below. It latched on, started to lift its feet to climb, its hands would slip, and it would fall. The whole process started over again. I counted five repetitions while looking for variations though there did not appear to be any. It was as if it really were a machine.  
 
    There had to be a way to make use of it.  
 
    I looked at the trees closest to us, wondering if I could shimmy over to another.  
 
    Maybe if I jumped.  
 
    Shaking my head, I decided it was too far and not worth the risk.  
 
    If I get down fast enough— 
 
    But what then?  
 
    I had no safe place to go. I would have to run from Bill when I needed to look for a radio. I did not like our chances of hiking out with zombies on our tail.  
 
    Not to mention prehistoric lizards, I thought, glad we hadn’t had to deal with that as well.  
 
    “You could drop and run,” Jen suggested brightly, “he’ll probably chase you, that would keep me safe.” Her tone was lighter than before so I assumed she was joking this time.  
 
    “Nah. Eventually it will learn to climb. I want to be here when that happens. If I need a distraction, I’ll just pull you over.”  
 
    She smiled but didn’t show teeth. 
 
    Bill continued, never making progress or changing. It would have been fascinating to watch if I was not its quarry.  
 
    I shimmied down the tree trunk.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Jen demanded.  
 
    I was glad to hear she was worried but did not answer as I inched closer to the monster.  
 
    Bill looked up. It was the first time it had broken its infernal loop. Its eyes locked onto mine. There was no recognition on its face.  
 
    “Why do you want us so bad?” I asked. “Are you hungry? Are you compelled to turn somebody else into a zombie?” 
 
    It briefly looked confused as if trying to understand before roaring. When it lunged, I climbed. It was a good thing too because the monster’s fingers brushed my shoe. A second or two slower and it would have latched on for sure. 
 
    Instead of returning to its former loop, it roared and jumped again, hands scraping wildly. 
 
    “You just made him angry you fool.”  
 
    I watched, curious to see if I had caused a different loop.  
 
    The monster kept jumping, its fingernails scraping the bark of the tree. At first the lines were just scratches but they started to become deeper.  
 
    I felt a jab in the arm. Jen had crawled down and leaned over to get my attention. 
 
    “No more fool stunts, got it?”  
 
    I shook my head but did not respond. 
 
    “I’m serious. You are not going to fall down there. Got it?”  
 
    “You sound worried.” I meant it as a joke but she took it as something else.  
 
    “Don’t get any ideas, Romeo. One zombie down there is bad enough. I don’t need two.”  
 
    “Furthest thing from my mind.” Her poke gave me an idea. “We’re going to need a stick.”  
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    The longest branch I could procure was six feet. It was long enough to do what I had in mind but not as long as I would have liked. I used my machete to clean off the branches which took longer than I expected because my blade had become dull, particularly from using it to dig out the spaceship.  
 
    I should have sharpened it.   
 
    After I severed the large branches, I trimmed it of leaves and made a point on the smaller side. 
 
    “I don’t know if this is going to work,” Jen said. “For one, we’re not certain you’ll be able to reach his eyes and for another, you might make him so mad he’ll forget he can’t climb trees.”  
 
    “It’s this or wait to see if Sharon rescues us.” I looked at her. “I’m not holding my breath, are you?” 
 
    Jen shook her head and let out an exasperated sigh. “This is a stupid plan.”  
 
    “Come up with a better one. Until then, this is what we’re doing.” 
 
    “This is what you’re doing.”  
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Once it was as sharp as I could make it, I slid my machete between my belt and pants and shimmied down the tree, realizing as I did that if the monster had been holding back, I had entered into the zone where it could reach me.  
 
    I dismissed the thought as I held onto the tree with one hand, braced my leg against another branch and prepared to attack. The monster stopped to look at me but returned to its futile attempt to climb. It had managed to claw enough bark that it was down to the wood in some places.  
 
    Several minutes passed while I waited for my heartbeat to slow. I also wanted the monster to get back into its rhythm. When I looked into Bill’s face I could still see the man. His cheeks were bloated but the eyes were the same as before, he was just dead behind them.  
 
    I lowered the stick in small degrees to get it as close as possible before initiating my attack.  
 
    Would it feel pain?  
 
    More likely it would be irritated. I assumed that after it adjusted to the loss, it would return to its loop, giving me an opportunity to attack again.  
 
    When the stick was finally in position, I waited for the monster to finish a loop. As it stepped up to the tree, I lowered the stick and jabbed. My aim was true and it went right into the eye with a sickening sound I would never forget.  
 
    The monster howled, which I expected, but then my other hand slipped and I toppled from the tree.  
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    I landed with an oomph, my sharpened stick breaking underneath me. The monster roared, its one good eye flaring as I sprung to my feet and pushed it back with the broken branch. If it would not have been for its lost eye, I might not have made it away—of course, if it would not have been for my foolish attack, I would not have been in this position—but its vision was off.  
 
    Bill took a step back, tripped on a root, and toppled over.   
 
    In the back of my mind I thought this was interesting and I wondered about the utility of the creature’s eyes, and the pain it might be feeling, but did not have time to think about it further. If it had control of Bill’s eyes, did it have control of Bill’s brain as well?  
 
    I considered racing back up the tree but it was a no-win scenario. I needed to do something different. I sprinted away. The tree represented safety. Companionship. 
 
    I left it behind.  
 
    I rushed into the unknown instead, hoping I could outrun and outwit zombies. I did not bother calling to Jen because I knew she would not come down. 
 
    After Jill had become a zombie she had not followed me for long but that might have been because of physical limitations, Sandy had done a number on her. I doubted Bill could run faster than me but some of Sandy’s movements while she had clawed at tents had been frantic to the point of unreal, so it was not safe to assume anything. I made it to camp before I heard pursuit.  
 
    So much for hoping Bill would stay at the tree.  
 
    I stopped in the middle of camp, and while I could hear the zombie fast approaching, took a moment to examine my surroundings, briefly wondering what happened to Sharon.  
 
    I wanted us all to survive, Sharon too.  
 
    Bill came through the tent even though I had come the long way around, showing that it might have some reasoning capabilities or could at least remember things. Or perhaps it had just taken the most direct route to my location, heedless of whatever was in the way.  
 
    Assume it’s smart until you know otherwise. 
 
    “Sharon?” I said, quietly but there was no response. I spoke louder. The zombie already knew where I was, so there was no need to hide. “Sharon, are you out there?”   
 
    Bill came out of the tent. I turned to run but stopped and looked back at the rapidly advancing monster.  
 
    Now that it had located me with its single eye it sped up.  
 
    “I’m not running.”  
 
    I looked for a weapon, thinking I might find Sharon’s ax. If I removed its head… 
 
    The ax was gone.  
 
    I brought up my machete as I noticed the white plastic table from my peripheral vision. The blade would do more damage, but I would get blood all over me.  
 
    I ran for the table and picked it up, swinging the far end into the monster, causing it to howl in frustration.  
 
    A zombie always died in the movies if its head was cut off or it was blown to smithereens, but I had no illusions about my ability to sever its head in a single move with my machete. It did not work that way in real life, at least not with a machete as dull as mine.  
 
    The table took the monster in the gut, knocking it back several steps. I could not tell if I had affected its breathing, or if it even breathed at all. I pushed forward, shoved, and almost knocked it off balance. 
 
    It roared, clawing at the table while trying to get me. When it tried to go around, I shifted and kept the table in between.  
 
    I could keep the monster at bay, at least until I made a mistake. I now just needed a way to destroy it.  
 
    It roared again, its fingernails scraping in an annoying fashion along the textured tabletop.  
 
    I pushed hard, hoping to force the monster to the ground. I had a half-baked notion of tackling it while it was down and whacking at its neck. The monster did not fall, even after tripping on the supporting cord of a tent stake, which was probably for the best because that would have been messy.  
 
    I pushed again. The animal sound that came from Bill’s former body was unreal, as if it had come from the gaping maw of a much larger monster.  
 
    If only I could secure it long enough… 
 
    My eyes settled on the tent behind Bill, focusing on a hole Sandy had made.  
 
    I shoved, and shoved again.  
 
    When I was sure everything was lined up, I pushed with all my strength, aiming the monster toward the torn opening. It was smaller than I would have liked, but it could work if Bill went in at the right angle. 
 
    The front table support caught on something and I flew on top, giving the monster its first real opportunity to get me.  
 
    I slid off just as it reached my arm, the dead fingers brushing my skin and making me shudder. When the monster climbed on top I upended the table, knocking it off. Afterward, I kicked the table while it was suspended in the air, hoping to bash the monster’s head but did not come close. The monster came around as I righted it. I spun, ramming it into Bill’s middle while barely avoiding a swipe.  
 
    Keeping a firm hold of my makeshift plastic weapon, I spun on my feet, trying to reposition. It took hold of the table and was dragged as I moved, keeping me from doing what I had planned. My machete was still clutched in one hand, pressed against the side of the table. I could not use it because I needed that hand for support.  
 
    I reversed direction, pushed the zombie, all the while afraid it would just let go and lunge for me. There was little I could do in that scenario, luckily it had not yet thought of that.  
 
    A table leg caught and jarred me to a halt, causing me to almost fall on top of the monster. I was only saved because I pushed off and fell onto my rear.  
 
    Pain flared up my backside as I scrambled to my feet, noticing that we had turned around.  
 
    The zombie was lined up with the hole I had aimed for earlier but the table was flipped over on the ground with the legs in the air. As the zombie straightened, I charged. By the time I realized what I was doing it was too late and I was forced to carry through with my assault. I jabbed the monster with the machete and hit it with my bare fist.  
 
    It fell into the hole, its legs dangling for a split second before ripping through the rest of the fabric on their way to the ground.  
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    As I watched the zombie fall a wave of fear washed over me, it was a little surreal that it hit me afterward. If I would have thought about it, I would not have done what I just did. It had been too risky.  
 
    The monster could have bitten or scratched me. It should have killed me.  
 
    It began to thrash as I stood.  
 
    I yanked on a tent stake but it refused to come up. After another unsuccessful attempt I just cut the cord. The zombie fought to get on its feet, but it had got wrapped up in something inside the tent that kept it down. That would not last long. I dashed to the next stake and cut the cord, checking my surroundings while doing so.  
 
    All was quiet except for the zombie.  
 
    If I would have been hoping for help to appear I would have been disappointed, luckily I harbored no such delusions. As I ran to the next stake, I considered yelling for Jen, but decided it was a waste of time.  
 
    Wouldn’t it just be my luck that while I’m yelling, another zombie gets me from behind?  
 
    A mirthless smile crossed my face as I cut loose another stake.  
 
    By that time I only had several left, but something was wrong. The tent was not collapsing on itself as I had planned.  
 
    I located the tent poles and saw they were fastened to the tent, the stakes just kept the tent in place. I slashed at where a pole was affixed, loosening it and seeing the tent buckle. I moved to the next just as the zombie stood, its hands fighting against the collapsing ceiling.  
 
    Quickly, I cut through the support for another pole and ran to the next as more of the ceiling fell.  
 
    After I cut the final support, the whole structure collapsed. The zombie struggled against the fabric that now engulfed it.  
 
    I grabbed one end of the tent and pulled, but something kept it from moving. In all the confusion I had forgotten there were still several stakes I had not yet taken care of. 
 
    Several quick slashes later and I was able to pull the tent sideways, wrapping it around the zombie. It roared, but it was different. It sounded frustrated.  
 
    The zombie howled again, the sound seeming to hold a note of fear as well, but that might have just been my imagination.  
 
    I circled the monster, pulling the tent until I wrapped it around. It struggled, moving faster than I had seen it go all night, as if it did not know it was a grotesque reincarnation of the dead that lacked proper control of the body it had stolen.  
 
    I pulled it from its feet with a solid yank.  
 
    As I looked around to make sure there was not another zombie, I spied a hammer at the side of another tent.  
 
    Where were you two minutes ago?  
 
    I probably would have still cut the cords rather than pull up stakes but it would have been nice to have the option.  
 
    After sliding my machete behind my belt, I picked up the hammer and hefted it. The weight felt good in my hands but I would have preferred a shotgun or something else I could have used from a safe distance. When choosing between my machete and the hammer, the choice was clear. The machete was the superior weapon.  
 
    But it was messier, increasing the chance that I too would become infected with— 
 
    A virus?  
 
    It was too early to say what had caused the metamorphosis from human to zombie.  
 
    My eyes focused on the thrashing figure, it’s hands and arms moving in such a realistic fashion that I was tempted to think of it as human.  
 
    I was about to leave when an idea occurred to me. 
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    I yanked up stakes with the hammer and used them to secure a rope over the monster. Five minutes later the zombie continued to thrash about, but it was fastened down. I did not think it would hold for longer than a couple of hours, but that might be enough time to find Sharon, coax Jen out of the tree, locate others survivors, and find a radio so we could call for a ride out of this madness.  
 
    And what if we can’t? What then?  
 
    We were hundreds of miles from civilization and I did not like our odds of making it out of the jungle on foot. The helicopter had covered a lot of rainforest and even if I convinced Sharon and Jen and the others to come along, I did not give us good odds on surviving.  
 
    There were two radios, I thought, we just need one.  
 
    The zombie roared and struggled against its bonds. I held my breath, expecting it would loosen one of the stakes and get free. 
 
    Several minutes passed while it struggled and I was relieved the stakes were still in the ground. I was just thinking of taking the rope from my pack to further secure the monster when I heard rustling from behind. 
 
    Raising the hammer while I spun, my heart threatened to rip out from my chest. The blood pounded through my body like it was timed to a beating drum. 
 
    Sharon stepped out and gave the captured zombie an appraising look.  
 
    “You caught one?” She did not wait for my response. “I underestimated you.”  
 
    “Where have you been? We could have used your help hours ago.”  
 
    Sharon looked around and raised an eyebrow. “We?” 
 
    “Jen,” I called, more loudly than was probably safe. “It’s the safest it’s been, you can come down.” 
 
    “Jen.” Sharon’s voice was flat, making me wonder if she had something against her. “She survived.” 
 
    “Yeah, she was hiding in a tree.” I glanced at Bill and started when I saw that one of the stakes had come loose.  
 
    Taking three quick steps, I put it into the ground a foot to the side of its former position. Jen had joined us by the time I was done.  
 
    “What now?” Jen glanced at me but addressed Sharon. 
 
    “We need a radio,” Sharon said. “Somebody stole the one I had in my tent. Know anything about that?”  
 
    “Max took it,” Jen said after a moment of hesitation. “He had it in his pack last I saw.”  
 
    “And when was that?” Sharon’s voice had an edge. I could tell she wanted to grill Jen about the radio’s disappearance but was trying to restrain herself. I frowned, angry that Jen had kept this critical information back until now. 
 
    “When he was bitten by a zombie, I think it was Eric. If we find his bag, we should find the radio. I doubt zombie Max had any use for it.”  
 
    “We could have called for help by now if—” Sharon did not finish her thought, but she glared at Jen for a second or two longer before surveying camp. “What kind of bag?”  
 
    “It was black with a cartoon duck.”  
 
    I nodded. “I remember it.”  
 
    We spread out, each going to a different section. I gravitated towards my tent and stepped inside while ignoring the hole Sandy had made. As I examined my space I wondered if I had anything useful that was not already in my pack. I could replace everything else.  
 
    Pulling out my big duffel bag, I rifled around inside. Based on the fact that Max and Jen had gone through Sharon’s belongings, I was not expecting to find my money roll but when I grabbed a particular roll of socks and felt the hardened wedge of cash, I heaved a small sigh of relief.  
 
    I buried the money deep within my pack. When we got out I would need it. I put my USB drive beside it. In addition to the other video, I had made several of the spaceship and backed those up as well.  
 
    Was the spaceship a satellite from another country? Russia? China? I wish we could finish the dig.  
 
    Just as I was about to leave I spotted a first aid kit under my cot. I put that in too and after a moment’s hesitation packed a change of clothes. The extraction point was six miles away—assuming we found the radio—but I was now ready to leave at a moment’s notice.  
 
    When I noticed a bottle of hand sanitizer, I slipped it into my pocket, thinking it might be useful to have a backup to my bottle of rubbing alcohol if I was exposed to anything that I thought might change me to a zombie. 
 
    In other words, zombie blood or a lizard bite.  
 
    When I stepped outside I could not see the others, but I heard them as they moved.  
 
    I listened for several seconds to ensure they still sounded human. Even with the limited experience of only the last twenty-four hours it was obvious they were.  
 
    When I found a pack inside the next tent I felt a dash of hope until I recognized it belonged to Mike. Even though I doubted the radio was inside, I dumped out the contents and went through his belongings. When I saw his mobile phone I hesitated for just a moment before slipping it inside my pack.  
 
    Mike was probably dead or walking around and dead. I did not believe he could have survived Sandy’s attack despite what Jen had said. His family might appreciate having his phone. There would be pictures and other personal information they would want.  
 
    I froze mid-step when I stepped back outside.  
 
    Max’s black bag was twenty feet in front of me.  
 
    It was on the zombie formerly known as Max. 
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    I slid out from the tent, careful to keep from brushing against the fabric as I did. The zombie had its back to me and was looking at something I could not see. Drool came from Max’s mouth, its sore covered arms twitched as it tried to hold still. It was strange behavior but I did not dwell on it. 
 
    My eyes focused on the cartoon duck.  
 
    If Jen was right, all we needed was that bag.  
 
    Of course, the pack is still on a zombie. Figures.  
 
    I edged to the side to see what it was looking at but before I could make it out I heard another groan. 
 
    David, now a zombie, scooted forward, not yet having caught sight of me. I slowly lifted the hammer from a loop in my pack. One zombie was a handful. Two would make things far more difficult.  
 
    All thoughts of trying to get Max’s backpack fled. 
 
    It was just a matter of time before one or the other noticed me. My best option was to go back into the tent, hoping to escape their attention. I made each step carefully.  
 
    When I arrived at the door, adrenaline coursed through my body to such a level that I could not remember being so alert in all my life.  
 
    Too bad I’m likely to die in the next few minutes, I thought, at my mind’s present speed I would have no problem figuring out some of these questions about the zombies. 
 
    With a final look over my shoulder, I stepped into the tent, managing my pack so it did not brush up against anything to give away my presence.  
 
    Once inside I was tempted to stay but knew I did not have long.  
 
    I pulled out my machete and pushed against the fabric with one hand while I gently pierced the wall with my blade.  
 
    Once I had it all the way through, I moved it down, cutting each thread one at a time. I winced at any sound, convinced I would soon have both zombies closing in on me.  
 
    I pulled up my machete when I had a hole big enough to step through. I looked out. 
 
    Sandy waited for me on the other side. 
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    Sandy did nothing for the briefest moment—looking human enough to remind me of why I had come on this ill-fated expedition—then she roared and charged. I backed into the tent, cutting into a perpendicular wall, my machete ripping the thin fabric. The hole was not big enough, but I pushed through and tore out as the zombie entered the tent. 
 
    My machete was already moving as I exited, cutting the support for the closest pole. When it did not fall, I hacked at the pole and the tent itself, grabbing onto the pole with my free hand and yanking. After the tent started to collapse I went for a cross pole. This time I cut the bottom support and just pulled it out. 
 
    As the structure folded in on itself a hint of a smile formed on my lips. I grabbed the tent and yanked it to the side, ripping up several stakes. As I watched the zombie topple, I could not help but make a satisfied grunt.  
 
    It was short lived. 
 
    My actions had drawn the attention of the other two. They charged, moving far faster than their strange loping motions suggested was possible.  
 
    I ran into Jen when I backed away.  
 
    “I should have stayed in my tree,” she hissed.  
 
    I did not answer but kept my eyes focused on the oncoming monsters. David crossed the tent I had just collapsed. Sandy grabbed David’s ankle, causing the monster to topple on top of her. It might have been entertaining to watch their wrestling match but Max was coming fast and had no obstacles.  
 
    I backed away, pushing Jen with me as I did. She latched onto my arm and pulled, intent on getting me to speed up but I was not going to do that.  
 
    This was our best chance to get the radio.  
 
    “Come on, he’ll get us both!” Jen jerked my arm but I broke free.  
 
    “Go, go, go!” I did not watch Jen as she took off, looking instead at Max and hoping it would follow me. I ran, thinking the maneuver would secure its attention.  
 
    As Max howled I leaped over the tent where I had secured Bill and landed on the other side. I put a knee on the ground while taking hold of a rope I had staked down. I had lined things up so that Max would cross over the top. 
 
    When it did I would use the ropes to tangle it up even though it risked freeing Bill.  
 
    David and Sandy still fought each other. I hypothesized neither knew yet the other was a zombie or if they did they were in such a frenzy it did not matter.  
 
    I wanted to put Max and Bill in the same position. Hopefully by the time the zombies figured out what I was doing I would have the radio. 
 
    Max did not even look at me as it chased Jen, even though she had already disappeared into the jungle.   
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    I let go of the ropes, checking to make sure that I had not loosed the stakes before I chased after Max. Bill growled but was held secure. If Max caught Jen and turned her, I would never forgive myself for convincing her to come down from the tree.  
 
    True to form Sharon has disappeared, I thought as I scanned the camp. Where did she go? I was beginning to doubt she had handled Jill all by herself though I could not come up with a different explanation.  
 
    The woman might have been our leader, but when we needed her, she was not around. My guess was she had gone into hiding.  
 
    Max disappeared into the vegetation ahead. I increased my speed, feeling strangely disoriented to be chasing a monster instead of the other way around.  
 
    Leaves slapped my arms as I ran, pushing vines and branches alike out of my way.  
 
    Why had Max not come for me?  
 
    I had been right there.  
 
    Had some part of the zombie maintained its memories?  
 
    Jen and Max had spent time together, as far as I knew it had not been anything serious, but perhaps some part of the monster’s vestigial memories drove it to chase her.  
 
    Max had been standing still when I had left the tent.  
 
    Had it been watching Jen?  
 
    I came from behind a fern and found Max on top of her. I charged, swinging my hammer into the monster’s side and pushing with the weight of my whole body. 
 
    The force of my blow knocked it off.  
 
    Jen was still alive, I had gotten to her in time. She did not appear wounded. I stepped over her and hit the zombie again. Blood flying from the walking corpse caused me to wince but I did it again, hoping I could not get infected just by getting some of the creature’s blood on me.  
 
    Again, I attacked the monster as it tried to get to its feet, kicking its legs out from underneath and pushing the hammer onto its back while pulling out my machete.  
 
    Two quick movements later and I had severed the shoulder straps of the pack. Something grabbed me from behind and I spun, keeping my hammer on top of the zombie while bringing up my machete.  
 
    Jen stepped back. “It’s just me.”  
 
    “Get the bag,” I said, “I’ll keep it at bay.”  
 
    Jen tried to swipe it but Max, clawed at her and she ran the other way. I grabbed for the pack but it slipped through my grasp.  
 
    It was still connected to the struggling monster. 
 
    Max twisted out from underneath my hammer and was on its feet before I could stop it, lunging for Jen. The backpack hung by the waist strap. In all the chaos I had not noticed it was still fastened.  
 
    “Can’t stop thinking about Jen, can you?”  
 
    The monster did not acknowledge my words or glance my direction. I had drawn its cold blood, yet all it could do was chase her. Max must have had some crush on the woman for it to show on this side.  
 
    As far as I knew she had not rebuffed any of his attempts but maybe the man had been so obsessed with her that part of it had made it into the memories—or at least the instinct—of the resulting monster.  
 
    I followed as leaves whipped at my arms. A quick glance did not show that any blood had gotten on me, but I would not take it for granted. The first chance I got I would examine every square inch of my body and clothing, using liberal amounts of rubbing alcohol to clean up.
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    Jen had apparently run back through camp, heading for her tree. When Max disappeared behind Sharon’s tent I decided my guess was not far off. Bill was still where I had left him but a stake had come loose.  
 
    As much as I wanted to pound it back into the ground, I was not going to let Max out of my sight until I rescued Jen.  
 
    When I came to Sharon’s tent I went inside, intending to go out the back. I saw movement in the corner of my eye and spun, brandishing both the bloody hammer and the machete.  
 
    It was Sharon.  
 
    I did not lower my weapons. I tried to tell myself this was because she might have become a zombie but I knew deep within that it was because I no longer trusted her.  
 
    I would never trust her again, considering how she had twice disappeared when things had heated up.  
 
    This was cowardice.  
 
    I spoke through clinched teeth, forcing myself to lower my weapons.  
 
    “Did Jen come through here?” 
 
    Sharon shook her head. A decent person might have volunteered additional information. She had no doubt heard something when Jen had passed but she did not feel the need to offer it up.  
 
    I stared at Sharon and she met my gaze, unashamed of her behavior.  
 
    “I have a lead on the radio,” I said after a pregnant pause. “If you want to escape this foul mess, I suggest you help.”  
 
    I did not wait for a response as I went to the torn opening and looked out. If I shifted in just the right way I could see that Jen was back up in her tree. Max was hidden in the undergrowth but I could hear him shuffling around the base.  
 
    “Come on,” I said without looking back. “We can finally get out of this zombie infested jungle if we work together.”  
 
    As I stepped out of the tent I heard a roar from back in camp. I had forgotten about Sandy and Dave.  
 
    I dashed after Max, conscious that I had had likely drawn the attention of the others.  
 
    The radio was everything.  
 
    Nothing else mattered.  
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    I was not surprised when Sharon did not follow me. For all her show, when push came to shove, she cowered in a tent while people died. She might have done a decent job at organization but this was not leadership.  
 
    I put Sharon from my mind and raised my hammer and machete, creeping forward as fast as I could while being careful of where I put my feet, not wanting to make any noise to give away my position. I could hear sounds from back in camp and had little doubt the zombies were the source.  
 
    The noise gave me a small comfort because it sounded like they still fought each other.  
 
    I shook my head when I thought of how Bill had loosened the stake. With time he would escape, I just hoped to be gone before that happened.  
 
    The sun was already halfway up the morning sky. As I took another step it dawned on me that it had been a long time since I had drunk anything, and even longer since I had eaten.  
 
    I forced myself forward, pushing away thoughts of food and drink as best I could.  
 
    When I had first come to the rainforest, I had found the constant sounds of wildlife disconcerting. Now, as I stalked toward the zombie in front of me, I was comforted by the noise that helped cover the sounds of my own passing.  
 
    After dealing with zombies, I would have even preferred to come face to face with a jaguar. At least if that scratched me up and left me wounded, I would not turn into a monster.  
 
    And if it kills me, I won’t get up and terrorize those left behind. 
 
    The wind dusted the back of my sweat soaked neck. The straps of my pack rubbed my shoulders. The vegetation crunched silently under my feet with each step.  
 
    I came through the undergrowth and found Max at the bottom of the tree, clawing at the same place Bill had before.  
 
    Are they on the same wavelength?  
 
    Max’s back was to me. I was relieved to see his pack was still attached, dangling from his waist. I had watched to make sure it had not fallen off as I had chased after him.  
 
    I spotted Jen in the tree and was about to wave when she made eye contact. She mouthed something I was not able to make out but that was probably for the best. Judging by the look on her face she was not happy with me or the choices I had been making.  
 
    Sliding forward, I swapped the machete to my right hand and held the hammer in the left. My plan was to make a smooth cutting motion to severe the last remaining strap of the pack.  
 
    After I had the bag I was going to run. It might have been safer to go up the tree but I was not about to get cornered again, even if it meant I had to go for miles.  
 
    Once I stole the bag, Max might chase me for a moment but he would more likely just keep clawing at the tree once I got away.  
 
    When I was five steps from Max, I checked to make sure there were no other zombies headed my way. I expected to see Sandy and David come out of the dense foliage, but it was quiet. I continued only once I was sure I was in the clear.  
 
    As I made the final step that would put me close enough to cut the strap, Max turned and growled.  
 
    I stepped forward, pushing him with the hammer like it was spear while swinging at the strap with my machete. I missed and cut into a pocket of Max’s cargo pants.  
 
    It roared as if offended I had harmed its clothing, it clawed at me while I shoved it with the hammer. It tripped on a root and almost lost his balance. I shoved it again and swung with my machete, finally severing the strap and sending the pack to the ground.  
 
    I stepped back, glancing over my shoulder to make sure I was not about to trip. I assumed Max would have no attachment to the pack and would come after me.  
 
    Max climbed to its feet, let out a roar, and charged, just as I wanted.  
 
    “Get the pack and take the radio to Sharon,” I yelled up to Jen as ran. “She is cowering in her tent but she is the only one who knows how to work it.” 
 
    I glanced back when Jen jumped out of the tree. When I saw how she landed I feared she might have hurt herself.  
 
    Then she looked at me and roared.  
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    I ran into the jungle. My heart raced in my chest as the branches tore my arms. I had wondered briefly if Max would attack Jen, but the two chased me as one. After I had lost them in the undergrowth, I circled back to the tree and to my great relief found the pack where Max had dropped it.  
 
    I unzipped the bag and emptied the contents, tossing them to the side like they were useless possessions. When I pulled out Max’s phone I was about to toss this as well until I remembered that I owed it to his family to take it back.  
 
    After slipping it into my pocket I continued to dig. As I got near the bottom, fear began to take hold that I would not find the radio, that Jen had been wrong.  
 
    It’s not like I can ask follow up questions.  
 
    My hand touched hardened plastic when I pushed past a jacket that I feared was the last remaining item in the pack. As my fingers wrapped around it, I recognized it was the right size for a portable radio.  
 
    I held my breath while I brought it out. 
 
    The radio, at long last.  
 
    I tossed the pack to the side. I had the only thing that mattered. A way out of this nightmare. 
 
    As I looked in the direction of camp, I wondered if Sharon was where I had last seen her. It sounded like the fight between Dave and Sandy was over.  
 
    Perhaps they had figured out that the creature on the other side was another zombie.  
 
    I hesitated for a long couple of minutes, wondering if I should go back for Sharon despite the fact I did not know how to call our contacts. Surely somebody would respond to an emergency call.  
 
    She had shown her true colors by going to ground when things had gotten difficult.  
 
    I sighed.  
 
    Even if I could have lived with a decision to leave her behind, I needed her to work the radio, and we needed to find the others who were still missing. I had only seen her use the radio a couple of times and could not remember the call signs.  
 
    I do not even know our location. 
 
    I headed towards her tent, wishing I had paid better attention when she had used the radio.  
 
    As I stepped inside I almost hoped she was gone. After my eyes adjusted to the lower light I thought she might have left until I saw movement underneath her cot.  
 
    Thanks for the help. 
 
    “Here’s the radio,” I said quietly. “You ready to get us out of here?” 
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    Sharon looked at the radio with greedy eyes, any trace of fear disappearing from her face. She rolled out from underneath the cot and came to me, holding out a hand. I held it out for a moment but then pulled it back. 
 
    “Not here,” I said. “Let’s get out first.” While keeping a careful watch on her, I opened my bag and slipped the radio inside before slinging it over my shoulder 
 
    Sharon nodded. “That’s a good idea. Should we head to the extraction point?” 
 
    “What about the others?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re dead.” 
 
    “We have yet to see Carmen, Frank, Jim, or Harold. I’m not going to just give up on them.” I did not mention Eric or Mike, assuming both were dead.  
 
    “Jen?” 
 
    I inhaled sharply and could not find the words. Anything I might say would condemn Sharon for hiding while Jen died so I just shook my head.  
 
    “We’ll help if we find anybody else,” she said, “but we need to get out of here.”  
 
    “Where is your flare gun?” I asked. “It might draw out the others and the zombies won’t know what it means. We should get out of camp and fire it up.” 
 
    Sharon stared at me for a long moment before digging into her bags again, when she came out with it I felt a release of tension in my chest.  
 
    It was impossible to go through the jungle looking for the others. If they were alive, this was the only reasonable way to find them. 
 
    “I’ll give them thirty minutes,” Sharon said. “That’s it.”  
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    Sharon frowned. “But I’m not waiting before we call out. Radio first, flare second.”  
 
    “Agreed,” I said wondering if that would be sufficient time for the others.  
 
    I studied her as she stared at me, each of us trying to guess what the other thought. For my part I was concerned that if she got the radio she would try to go on without me. The radio was the one thing that guaranteed me a ticket out of this miserable jungle. I was not going to just hand it over to her. 
 
    “Let’s slip out the back,” I said.  
 
    Sharon bit her lip, an unreadable look on her face. She nodded towards camp. “I’m not leaving without the specimen.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I lowered my voice as I continued to speak, trying my best to keep the consternation I felt from bubbling to the surface. “We don’t need it. We just need to get outta here. Isn’t your life more important?” 
 
    “We owe it to the families of those who have been injured to not let them die in vain.” 
 
    “Injured?” I shook my head and sputtered. “In vain? They have been turned into monsters. I think bringing back the cause is hardly the solution.” I held up my bag. “Anytime I have come across somebody’s cell phone I picked it up so we can give it to their family.” 
 
    I had considered going to Sandy’s tent to look for hers, but discarded the idea. I was not sure I wanted to go inside after she had been holed up in there for three days while changing to a monster. The information I had already collected would have to do. I was not going to risk my neck for anything more. 
 
    “Do you know the call signs?” Sharon’s voice was calm, but her eyes calculating. 
 
    She had me and I knew it. I might have the radio, but the chances of me convincing somebody to rescue us, particularly when I did not even know our location, would be about as futile as trying to throw a paper airplane from a tree and hoping it got word to the extraction team. 
 
    “I thought not. You should have paid better attention.” Sharon shook her head while I ground my teeth. I thought about bringing up how she always made sure to have most of the radio conversations by herself and that if she really wanted to disseminate information, she could have sent out emails before we left. I had printed out every relevant email and knew I did not have our coordinates or callsign information. 
 
    “We go for the specimen,” she said, “I won’t leave without it.” 
 
    I studied her for a long moment before nodding. I did not want to risk saying something because the anger coursing through my body could have taken me a different direction, a direction that would not get me out of the jungle. Like it or not, she was my only ticket out of here, just as I was her only option as long as I had the radio. 
 
    With a grim smile, Sharon shouldered her pack, clicking the waistband and chest strap before walking out the door. 
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    The camp was quiet which made me feel strange because of all the commotion from before. My first order of business was to check on Bill’s remains. They were secure and not moving, but I did not kid myself into thinking I had destroyed them. 
 
    I knew better.  
 
    I considered taking the gas can from the generator and lighting up the tent, but was afraid that would just free the monster. I shuddered when I imagined a burning zombie walking around. 
 
    “Hurry,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Sharon put a finger to her lips without responding otherwise. 
 
    I wanted to strangle her but somehow kept my hands at my side. As she took a step forward I almost reached for the machete but decided I did not trust myself with it in hand, so instead I grabbed the hammer from where I had pushed it between my belt and pants. 
 
    I must have made a sound as I pulled it out because Sharon looked back and gave me a considering look before putting her back to me as if to say she did not fear me. 
 
    I followed after several deep breaths, all while exhaling as quiet as possible so she did not know my exact frame of mind. 
 
    As we approached the canopy where our table had been set up prior to me using it as a weapon against Bill, I heard breaking twigs from behind and spun. 
 
    Mike walked into camp. 
 
    I almost attacked; it was not until I looked into his face that I dropped the hammer to my side. 
 
    Somehow, against all probability, he had survived the night without either turning into a zombie or falling prey to something else even though he was covered in blood. 
 
    “Boy am I glad to see you guys,” he said. If he had any ill will about us not helping him, it did not show. 
 
    Sharon held up a finger as I hissed. “Quiet, there’s still monsters about.” 
 
    Mike nodded and looked as if he expected them to come out at any moment. I could not help but study him, intent on making sure he did not have a bite that would change him into a zombie when my back was turned. How was he still alive? I was certain all the blood would get him.  
 
    I can’t turn my back on either of them. 
 
    It still bothered me that after the lizard had bit Sandy it took days for her to become a monster, whereas everybody else had taken less than a few minutes. 
 
    I had not seen Max bite Jen and she had talked coherently right up until she had tried to eat me.  
 
    It was madness.  
 
    It was all madness. 
 
    If I ever returned to the states, I would never leave the lab. Heck, I would never again travel internationally. 
 
    As Mike approached I felt a shiver down my back and turned. There was nothing but empty jungle and shredded tents. I could see no more than six feet out of camp before it turned into greens and browns. 
 
    “I thought I was alone.” Mike whispered from beside me. 
 
    I nodded while studying Sharon’s back. If I got a moment alone with Mike, I would bring him up to speed on her cowardly behavior. He needed to know he could not trust her if something happened to me. I would also tell him about the radio so Sharon did not just snatch my bag and leave him to die if I became one of the living dead. 
 
    Perhaps if I got an opportunity I would hand him the thumb drive as well so he had proof Sharon had not made the discoveries. 
 
    I should have recorded her as she hid in her tent. Genizyz might be interested in that.   
 
    I had sometimes been ambivalent about her stealing credit, but it was now of the utmost importance she did not claim any of it.  
 
    She had not found anything. Not one thing. She had hidden while people had died. 
 
    Sharon went to the coolers, carefully moving them as she did. I had expected to find the specimen on the ground so I was surprised when she opened a cooler and I saw that it was back on the almost gone dry ice. 
 
    She can stop for a corpse, but cannot bother to help the living. 
 
    The struggling zombies were gone. Sandy was no longer trapped inside the tent. It made my skin crawl to think she was wandering the jungle without anything to stop her. 
 
    Once we left, what would happen to them? Would they make it to civilization? 
 
    Sharon had told us we were hundreds of miles from any town, but I suspected there were people closer than that. One zombie getting out of the jungle would be all it took. 
 
    We had a moral obligation to see that never happened. 
 
    I looked at the soft cooler with the remains of the eggs I had destroyed and could not hide my satisfaction. Let Sharon have her specimen. At least it was dead and would not live again. 
 
    While I thought it strange Sharon had not mentioned the eggs, maybe she had noticed what I had done and just thought it best not to bring it up. Perhaps this was why she had shown so much hostility earlier. 
 
    A breeze stirred the branches behind us and I turned, bringing up my hammer but there was nothing there. After all the carnage and fighting, the silence was somehow worse. 
 
    At least when I was running from a monster I had something to do. Now I waited not knowing what was behind the next bush. 
 
    The fear and dread were much worse. 
 
    When Sharon hefted the cooler and acted like she was going to take it with us, I was surprised. It was a bulky plastic affair and if we needed to run she would not get far. 
 
    Apparently, she reconsidered as well because she set it down and looked over at the soft cooler. After a glance at me, during which I felt her scathing wrath, she joined us. 
 
    “I need to transfer the specimen, but don’t want to be exposed.” She nodded towards one end of camp. “Vince, can you wait there?” She pointed at the other side. “Mike you go over there.” 
 
    I was not surprised she had made a request of me, but had given Mike a direct order. Mike did not seem bothered, but he had not witnessed her recent behavior. As Mike trudged off to his appointed corner, I gave Sharon a skeptical look. 
 
    “We need each other.” She came closer until she almost touched me, causing me to take a step backward. “We can get through this together. Or not at all. The choice is yours.” 
 
    That had been my same sentiment to her back in the tent but it was difficult to maintain because of how everything had happened. I considered her, the anger inside almost making me stalk into the jungle, but I knew that was foolish. I knew my chances if I did. 
 
    She can be the bait.  
 
    The thought should have filled me with guilt like before when I thought of her dying, but I had no such feelings now. Not after Jen had been turned while Sharon cowered under her cot. 
 
    I went to my appointed place and waited for Sharon to move the specimen. As I did I kept watch on my back as much as the surrounding jungle. I did not believe Sharon would try something—thankfully she did not have a gun—but I would not put it past her to try a knife in the back or a club to the head if she thought she could get away with it. 
 
    There was a cry in the jungle, but it was far away. I could not tell what it was, but it did not sound like a human or a zombie. I had yet to hear the lizards make anything other than chirping or barking sounds, but I did not think it was one of them either. 
 
    I did not keep my eyes in one place for long, choosing to rotate as I stood, fearing an attack could come from any direction. When my eyes settled on a can of kerosene I wondered if it could be used to kill a zombie.  
 
    I glanced in Bill’s direction—even though a tent was in the way—and remembered how I had considered taking the fuel to light him on fire.  
 
    The can was small enough that it could fit in my pack and while I could not think of a particular use for it, I picked it up and stowed it inside. It added some weight but it was not too bad.  
 
    I might be glad to have that before we get out of here.  
 
    Sharon was not in view, but I could hear her moving as she shoved things around. I was surprised that it took as long as it did, but eventually she came over with Mike in tow. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    I glanced at the soft cooler and when I looked back, Sharon stared straight into my eyes. 
 
    “Let’s not talk about what I found in there.” She whispered with a frown. “I know it was you.” 
 
    “We can’t let the lizards get back to civilization.” 
 
    “I disagree, Sandy could have been infected by any number of things. There is nothing that proves the lizard bites turned her into a zombie.” 
 
    I ground my teeth, wanting to rehash what I had already shared, but decided to leave it be. We had the radio. We were leaving.  
 
    That was enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 41 
 
    Our extraction point was roughly six miles away, we covered half a mile before we felt it safe to stop and radio our contact. Sharon held out her hand. I stared back without giving her the radio. Mike looked between the two of us, confusion evident on his face. 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vince,” Sharon said, “why are you holding it back? I don’t like the way you’re treating me.” 
 
    It was a calculated gamble on her part. She was betting I would not bring up how she had hidden in a tent while the others had turned into zombies. 
 
    After a glance at Mike, I decided that outing her was not my best strategy as Mike might have done the exact same thing. He had likely hidden until he had thought it was safe. 
 
    “Considering how quick people have fallen, I think it wise everybody knows the call signs. Don’t you agree, Sharon?” 
 
    She was surprised at how I had turned it around. She did not miss a beat and sagely nodded her head. 
 
    “Vince is right, of course. Everybody needs to know how to make contact with the outside world. Hopefully we all make it to the extraction point without any problems, but there are half a dozen zombies and we cannot take the chance.” 
 
    I unslung my bag and pulled out the radio. When Sharon held out her hand, I turned it on but did not hand it over. 
 
    “What channel?” 
 
    Sharon told me the number and I tuned it before giving it to her, watching to make sure she did not change the dial. 
 
    “We do this together,” I said.  
 
    Sharon looked at me while biting a lip. “Okay, but Mike carries the radio after this.” 
 
    I hesitated but saw that as a preferable alternative to us wasting time to fight over it. I did not know Mike well as he had usually chosen to stay back in camp with Jill, but he was not a bad fellow. He did not appear to like Sharon any more than me. Having him carry the radio seemed reasonable. It was far more important we got out then Sharon and I continue our battle over who was in charge. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    It took several minutes, but Sharon finally got her contact on the radio. She spun a story about a find of the century and how we needed to get it back to civilization as quick as possible. She also explained that only three would be coming on this flight and the others would be picked up later. 
 
    I was surprised at the deception, but figured she was concerned the pilot might not come if he felt like there was danger. 
 
    It was not how I would have handled the situation, but there would be time to set the record straight later.  
 
    Once we were safe. 
 
    After the conversation with the pilot, Sharon handed the radio to Mike who slipped it into his bag while muttering something under his breath that sounded a lot like, “I’m surrounded by crazy people as well as monsters.” 
 
    I could not argue because there was truth to his words. I was not in my most sane frame of mind and doubted I would be until after we escaped the jungle. 
 
    Sharon was bonkers.  
 
    Power trips do that to people. 
 
    “The flare?” I stared at Sharon. 
 
    She hesitated but only for a moment before pulling it out from a cargo pocket on her pant leg. Without a word she pointed it up and pulled the trigger.  
 
    I looked at my wrist and started my stopwatch to make sure we waited the entire thirty minutes. 
 
    Mike shook his head as he slung his pack over his shoulder. Something jumped out of the undergrowth and pulled him back in the blink of an eye. 
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    I brought my machete up as I backed away, staring at the place where Mike had just disappeared. Strangely, instead of going for the cooler she had placed on the ground, Sharon reached for her pack. After a glance at me from the corner of her eye, she picked up the cooler as well. I was too frazzled by Mike’s disappearance to think much of it. 
 
    While I had not gotten a good look, I was certain what had taken Mike. 
 
    It was a lizard that was even larger than the one I had run into at the spaceship. This one had been at least six feet tall, double the size of the last one.  
 
    Are these things growing exponentially?  
 
    Pulling out the hammer with my other hand, I took a deep breath and moved toward the brush. 
 
    Sharon grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?” Her voice was a low hiss that was so quiet I barely heard it. 
 
    I shook off her hand without answering as I approached the place were Mike had disappeared. Preferring to have the machete at the ready, I used my hammer to part the leaves and pushed into the undergrowth. 
 
    A shuffling from behind told me that Sharon had followed. Apparently, she did not like to be alone unless she had a tent where she could cower. 
 
    I avoided making a snide remark as I got to the other side and looked for Mike. I had expected to find him with his entrails torn onto the ground, but he was not there. I dashed forward through more undergrowth, hoping to take the creature unaware. 
 
    Sharon grabbed at me again and we nearly toppled over. Freeing myself from her grip, I turned and pushed her away with my hammer. 
 
    “We don’t need him or the radio,” she said. 
 
    I looked at Sharon with cold eyes. “Mike might still be alive. I made the mistake of assuming he was dead once. I will not do it again.” 
 
    I went around the next tree and found Mike with his throat torn out and his abdominal cavity slashed open. 
 
    The lizard appeared to be gone, but I made a careful patrol of the surrounding area just to make sure. Each step seemed to take forever, the slightest sound threatening to give me a heart attack. 
 
    I was only halfway through when I heard a cracking behind me and turned to see Sharon standing over Mike’s body. She was reaching for his pack. 
 
    “Stop.” I brandished the machete and held the hammer like I was going to throw it. “I will take control of the radio.” I gave her a cold smile. “Curious that is the first thing you thought of, particularly since you just got done saying we no longer need it.” 
 
    Sharon’s hands stopped above Mike’s bag, she looked at me as if weighing whether I would make good on my threat. Eventually she must have decided she did not want to risk it because she backed away. 
 
    “Further,” I said. “Go back further.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. We must stick together. You misread my intentions. I would not leave you.” 
 
    I snorted, not even pretending that I believed her. 
 
    “You said we don’t need him. Those words are still ringing in my ears. Maybe you should not claim to care about me right after trying to abandon Mike.” 
 
    There was a line of tracks that led away from him in the moist ground that I had not noticed before. As near as I could tell the creature was gone. I kept careful watch for it from my peripheral vision so I did not take my eyes off Sharon as I procured the radio and slipped it back into my own bag.  
 
    She watched me with cold eyes. 
 
    “There is safety in numbers,” I said not wanting to sound like I was desperate to keep her around, but also knowing that as long as she was with me, my odds of surviving were that much greater, if only because she presented another option when the creature returned. 
 
    “Indeed, there is.” 
 
    I did not like how she looked at me.  
 
    “How about you go first?” I suggested.  
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    I studied Mike as Sharon left, wondering if he would start to move if we gave him long enough. Would it take three days or would he be moving in a couple of minutes? The unanswered question about why Sandy had taken so long bothered me. I hated the discrepancy and could not get past it. 
 
    I did not believe for one second that Sandy had changed into a monster and laid low in her tent for three days before attacking. I was certain that when we left that morning, she had not been a zombie but by the time we returned to camp she was killing people. 
 
    There must be a difference between a lizard bite and a zombie bite. Or maybe it’s in the blood. Mike is covered in zombie blood.  
 
    This was why I edged away from Mike without turning my back on him until I was a sufficient distance away. 
 
    It was a good thing I had, because a moment later I heard a groan from behind that sent chills down my spine. Sharon and I exchanged a look before looking back at Mike who was just starting to move. 
 
    Cursing, Sharon and I took off at a run, all thoughts of waiting for other survivors driven from our minds.  
 
    When we arrived at the trail, we ran as fast as we could toward the extraction point. 
 
    We went for a good three miles before we stopped to take a breath. We had not seen Mike since we had left him on the ground in a pool of his blood, but there were so many monsters about that I kept turning at the slightest sound. When birds chittered in the tree above me, I was up on my feet with both my weapons in hand before I realized what I had done. They sounded like the lizard I had killed a few days ago.  
 
    I had been afraid it was calling capybara minions. 
 
    On another occasion Sharon would have chittered with laughter, but she reacted in a similar way, hopping to her feet and pulling out a knife.  
 
    It was not an average pocket knife. It was longer than seven inches and looked mean. 
 
    I eyed her weapon and motioned again for her to take the lead. She gave me a grim smile as she did just that. I shook my head as I followed.  
 
    She had pulled that deadly knife out of nowhere. I would not have been put off by a little pocketknife, but that blade meant business. I had not seen it before; despite the fact I had been with her nearly every day for the better part of two months. It seemed like she had taken care to keep others from knowing about it.  
 
    What else did she have that I was not aware of? 
 
    I had been hesitant to put her at my back before, but it was not going to happen now. I would risk being attacked by a monster before she took up the rear. 
 
    The next mile and a half passed without us saying anything. At one point during the break I pulled out my phone and recorded a video in a low voice, so that if something happened there was at least a chance of my final words getting back to my parents, I even left a will of sorts, telling my younger brother Sam that he could have all my electronics.   
 
    Sharon had stepped off the trail to go to the bathroom and after I relieved myself, I made the recording while I waited for her. I expected her to not come back, but a few minutes later, just as I was thinking of going on without her, she did. 
 
    It is better to know where she is.  
 
    She looked surprised I was still there but neither of us said a word as she took the lead without my prompting. She had not seemed bothered that I had insisted she walk before me and I could not help but feel like she somehow thought like she had the situation under control. That was something that had been consistent in my experience with her. 
 
    Once I get out of this jungle, I don’t ever want to see her again. 
 
    It was difficult to describe what it was that caught my attention, but there was a glimmer of movement to the side that made me hiss almost inaudibly to Sharon. 
 
    She stopped as I brought up my weapons, both of which I had in hand. At first, they had given me comfort, but I felt that no longer after seeing the largest lizard. It had been a false sense of protection, because out here, even if I had been armed with a gun, the lizards had the advantage. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I shook my head and focused on where I had seen the movement. Sharon followed my gaze and was about to go on when I reached out and touched her with the head of my hammer. The move surprised her and she jumped, but when she saw that I was not about to attack, she focused again on where I was looking. Just as I was about to think we were safe I saw what I was looking for. 
 
    An eye. 
 
    It blinked. 
 
    It was the lizard that had killed Mike, waiting to ambush us. It was ten feet back from the trail and twenty feet ahead of where we stood, but considering how fast it moved, I knew we could die within a matter of seconds. 
 
    “I see it,” Sharon said so softly I could have dismissed her words as the breeze that ruffled the back of my neck.  
 
    It was not the breeze that made me feel cold. 
 
    The creature looked at us, seeming to sense something was wrong. It disappeared like it just melted into the undergrowth. 
 
    I strained my eyes to pinpoint where it was going and what it was doing, but there was nothing. It moved in a way I could never hope to. Ten seconds passed and then twenty, soon a full minute had elapsed and I wondered why it had not yet attacked. 
 
    Was it alone? 
 
    I had only ever seen these lizards by themselves, but it was not a stretch to imagine they might hunt in packs.  
 
    Where had these come from? How had they not been found before now? Why had every single lizard been a different size?  
 
    Perhaps they have been discovered, only nobody lived to tell the tale.  
 
    It was difficult to believe these had been here all along, without anybody bringing them to light. We were missing something, but I did not have a clue what it could be. 
 
    “I think we should move,” Sharon said. 
 
    I nodded, if the creature wanted to get us it would. There was a reason it had not attacked, but I could not fathom what that was. Perhaps it liked to take people by surprise. Whatever it was, we were just as much at risk standing as we were moving.  
 
    I looked at my watch, we still had an hour before the helicopter was due to arrive and a mile or so to go. It would not have normally been a problem. 
 
    When Sharon started moving, I followed, staring intently into the jungle as we did. Wherever this creature was, it was too close.  
 
    Ten minutes later we stopped and I drunk my last water. Sharon had a full bottle but I did not think of asking for a sip and she did not offer me one. 
 
    I would not have taken one even if she had.  
 
    When we started again, I heard a crack to the side, but there was nothing. Sharon increased her speed, jogging fast enough that I could not help but wonder if she was trying to outrun me. I kept up, using the machete to chop branches out of my way instead of trying to duck under. The first time I did, Sharon jumped and looked back, but after that she did not falter. 
 
    We ran like that for a quarter mile, maybe less. 
 
    Sharon lurched to a stop.  
 
    As I came up behind her I was focused more on our surroundings and not on what was in front. It was not until Sharon nudged me that I looked ahead and saw that zombies blocked our path.  
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    “How did they get ahead of us?” I asked, staring at the zombies that looked like they had been ordered to line up. I noticed with chagrin that Bill was among them. Apparently, I had not done as good of a job tying him down as I had thought. 
 
    The only one missing was Mike, but I had a feeling he would be coming from behind. Eric was there too.  
 
    That leaves Carmen, Frank, Harold, and Jim, wish I knew if Eric was a zombie before Sandy went on her rampage.  
 
    “Looks like they went straight through the jungle while we went around the long way.” Sharon spoke as if to herself, but I nodded, amazed that the apparently mindless zombies had not only been able to form a group, but had also managed to head us off. 
 
    It reminded me of how those capybaras had obeyed the lizard’s orders.  
 
    Several of the zombies looked our way, one took a step as if to come our direction, but stopped as if something held it back. 
 
    I looked around. “I don’t like this. This is bad, on a lot of different levels.” 
 
    Sharon nodded while continuing to study the zombies, before she turned. “You should have told me what you knew before all this happened.” 
 
    “If you would have—”  
 
    Sharon cut me off. “No, Vince. It is you that condemned our team to death. If you had shared what you learned—what you had seen—I could have foreseen what came.” 
 
    “Really? You have made every single decision based on what is best for you, not the team.” My voice was starting to rise as I spoke and I could not keep my anger from coming out. “While I was fighting monsters hoping to find the radio, you cowered in your tent.” 
 
    “You knew Sandy was turning into a zombie and said nothing.” 
 
    “I knew nothing of the sort.” 
 
    “You hid the spaceship.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but the zombies had still not moved, drawing my attention.  
 
    “We don’t need to do their job for them.” I looked at Sharon. “I might have made a mistake, but I didn’t know what I was dealing with. You’re a coward and you’re going to have to live with that for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Sharon shifted and I thought she was gonna pull out her knife. She folded her hands in front of her instead, it appeared I had misread her intentions. 
 
    Is this about the eggs?  
 
    Destroying those eggs was the best decision I had made. If it meant Sharon and I did not escape from this infernal jungle, so be it. I realized what was happening at the exact same moment I heard movement from all around. 
 
    We were surrounded by lizards before we could react. 
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    The lizard I had previously encountered at the spaceship was the smallest of the three. It stood to the side, chittering as it looked at me with curious eyes. Of the remaining two, one had a red stripe running down its green back. It stood in front, looking at us in turn. 
 
    “Why haven’t they attacked?” Sharon asked in a quiet murmur. 
 
    I shook my head, startled not only by their sudden appearance but also by the fact we were still alive. The lizard to my right continued to make noise, as did the one to the left of Sharon. It was as if they were trying to convince the one in the middle to take a course of action.  
 
    That one remained silent.  
 
    I would have pegged him at almost six feet tall and the second largest at five. There were no obvious characteristics to identify the one in front as male but I thought of it as such and decided the other two looked female. 
 
    “What have you gotten me into, Vince?” 
 
    I did not respond.  
 
    Sharon was just as much to blame.  
 
    We should not have wasted time throwing accusations. If I would have turned my attention to the strange behavior of the zombies, I might have figured out what was happening sooner, perhaps we could have had time to at least climb a tree. 
 
    I looked at the claws of the lizards and figured that they could climb, so perhaps that might not have been the right idea. We could have done anything; instead, we had been caught unaware because we were fighting. 
 
    If I get out of this, I swore silently, I am never returning to the amazon. 
 
    The male lizard sniffed the air, looked at me, but turned his attention to Sharon. He came several steps closer, making Sharon go whiter than I had ever seen. 
 
    Strangely, the other two zeroed in on her as well.  
 
    I slid away as they focused only on her, before long I was ten feet away. 
 
    “Who’s the coward now?” Sharon’s voice was hoarse, she was angry, but she was even more afraid. 
 
    The zombies still blocked my way forward, so rather than go down the trail, I slid into the undergrowth, checking every couple moments to make sure a lizard had not followed me. The last I saw Sharon, one of the females sniffed her backpack as the male lizard’s open jaw approached her head. 
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    I ran, aiming for the direction the trail had been taking us, but staying as far from it as possible, hoping I would not lose my way. The tree branches cut my face and arms as I moved. 
 
    A snake came at me from the undergrowth, dangling over a branch. I was gone too quick for it to catch me. As I ran I held up my machete, prepared to attack anything that moved. 
 
    When I heard an explosion I only ran faster. I did not have a reason to believe Sharon had caused the explosion, but it was the most likely explanation.  
 
    When I came to a fallen tree I almost tripped as I jumped over, surprising a large tarantula that chose to retreat rather than attack. I was gone in the next moment and surprised at my luck. 
 
    First, the lizards, then a snake, and now a spider. 
 
    After that I slowed down, figuring my luck was about out and that it was time to make a plan for what came next. My sides heaved as I struggled to catch my breath.  
 
    The leaves in front of me parted.  
 
    Sandy looked right at me. 
 
    “Not you again.”  
 
    She lunged as I swung with the machete, using the flat side to knock her off balance. It worked, but another zombie came out.  
 
    Jen.  
 
    I used both hammer and machete to knock it over as well.  
 
    Max came from behind. I spun with my hammer, hitting it in the side of the head and wincing at the sickening sound of my blunt weapon making contact. 
 
    Sandy was up by that point, but I was already running. She lashed out and grabbed my ankle far faster than I would have expected, sending me to the ground. 
 
    Pushing up with my weapons, I was on my feet, but so were the others. 
 
    I jumped towards them as if to attack, hoping to startle them, but none of the monsters retreated from my ploy. Sandy grabbed my arm. 
 
    I brought down my hammer, there was a sickening crunch when it made contact with her elbow. She roared but I did not think it was from pain. Perhaps she still felt things, but the emotion only manifested as a throaty bellow. 
 
    I kicked Max between the legs and received no reaction before following it through with a shove from my hammer, pushing him back into Jill. I swung my hammer flatwise into Sandy’s head, cringing as I knocked loose several teeth from what had once been a beautiful smile, before running. 
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    When I arrived at the clearing we used as the extraction point, Sharon showed up right afterward. I looked at her without bothering to hide my shock. Even with the explosion I had not expected she would escape.  
 
    “Don’t look so happy to see me,” she said with a sarcastic grin. 
 
    “How did you get away?” 
 
    “A girl never tells her secrets.” 
 
    “What was the explosion?” 
 
    She did not answer and her smile only grew.  
 
    “Do you have grenades?” I asked. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I looked her up and down, surprised she did not even have a scratch. This mystery was too much.  
 
    She had accused me of holding back information vital to the success and survival of our mission, but she had much she had not revealed. 
 
    “Are the lizards dead?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell.” She spoke with a singsong voice that made me growl. 
 
    Moving so I could keep an eye on her, I turned my attention to the tree line, focusing on the direction she had just come from. I did not know how long we had, but I was certain the zombies would catch up.  
 
    I assumed she had used a grenade to either kill or scare off the lizards. 
 
    My eyes zeroed in on movement in the trees. Judging by the way it appeared nothing was there, I decided it was a lizard. 
 
    I pointed. “If you want to survive, now is your opportunity to handle that.” 
 
    Sharon looked at her watch and I could tell she was thinking of making a break for it but she appeared to reconsider. We had twenty minutes before the helicopter was supposed to arrive. 
 
    I doubted it would land if we were fighting these strange creatures. We needed to deal with the monsters as quick as possible. 
 
    Sharon carefully unslung her pack, opened it just a touch and pushed a hand inside. When she pulled out a grenade, I shook my head but remained silent. 
 
    It would do no good to chastise her further. I should have been glad she had something but I could not help but wonder what else she had. 
 
    And she accused me of withholding. 
 
    As she held it up I turned my attention back to the dinosaurs, while taking a step closer. The safest course was to make sure she would be hit by shrapnel too if she tried to kill me. 
 
    She smiled as if she knew what I was doing. There was more movement ten feet down from the place where I had just seen the first, and then a few feet down from that as well. 
 
    “You did not kill a single one. All three are here.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you had stayed you might have used that infinite wisdom to kill all of them.” She laughed, it was dark and sent shivers down my back. “You abandoned a damsel in distress, so some hero you are.”  
 
    Damsel? 
 
    I regretted nothing, but there was no point in saying that.  
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a rifle,” I muttered. Sharon made a face. I wondered if she had heard me, it was difficult to read her expression, but perhaps she had similar thoughts as well. 
 
    “You have any more?” I asked. 
 
    Sharon started to shake her head, but after a moment of consideration changed course and opened her bag, sliding the zipper back only a few inches before reaching inside and pulling out another grenade. 
 
    After a long moment she tossed it to me. I caught it and did not relax until I saw the pin was in place. 
 
    Sharon let out a wicked laugh when she heard my sigh. I ground my teeth. I had almost had a heart attack. 
 
    I had dropped my hammer and machete to catch it with both hands, so I now slid the hammer in between my belt. I kept the machete in hand as I wanted to have something ready after I tossed the grenade. 
 
    Sharon and I both studied the tree line with an intensity that made me worry something might attack from behind. When I looked back, the rest of the clearing was quiet. 
 
    “Why did they want you and why didn’t they attack?”  
 
    I did not mean for the question to be addressed to Sharon, I had just been thinking aloud, but Sharon bristled as if taking offense. 
 
    “I have no idea.”  
 
    Her response was said with such indignation, that I assumed she did know. 
 
    I should have counted the eggs. 
 
    I had assumed they were all in the soft cooler, but perhaps Sharon had removed one for safekeeping. Perhaps she had a living specimen after all. 
 
    I had been comforted when liquid had oozed out. A lot had been going on, but I should have stopped to verify. 
 
    A sneaking suspicion started to come into my mind that the reason why these monsters were after Sharon and had also spared her life was because she had an egg. 
 
    They wanted it back.  
 
    If that did not say high intelligence, I did not know what did. 
 
    I looked at her through slitted eyes. Just as I was about to voice my suspicions, the male lizard came out of the jungle. He stopped when he was twenty feet away. 
 
    He studied Sharon with an intelligence that was at odds with his appearance. If he really did have command of the zombies, the other two lizards, and had known where we would go, we were dealing with a creature of incredible intelligence. 
 
    The other two came out from the undergrowth as well, appearing to respond to a short barking call from the first. They barked in response. 
 
    “It’s like they are communicating.” Sharon spoke with a reverent curiosity, the only time I had ever seen anything like that sentiment coming from her. “I wish I was recording this. I bet we could translate it. Wouldn’t it be something to talk to them?” 
 
    I slipped the pin out from my grenade but kept my fingers tightened around the lever. Twenty feet was not a hard throw but I feared what the frag grenade might do to us. 
 
    It was them or us, using the grenade was a risk we had to take. 
 
    The other two lizards were further back, perhaps by thirty feet. I would still be able to throw with some accuracy and it seemed safer to aim for one of the females and hope the noise would scare away the male. 
 
    “Wait for my signal,” Sharon said. 
 
    I ignored her as I shifted my machete to the other hand and readied the grenade for launch. Just as I was about to throw, I noticed the lizard I was aiming for was the smallest, the one that had spared my life at the spaceship. At the last moment I aimed for the other. 
 
    The male lizard bellowed as I let my missile fly. 
 
    I did not watch my grenade land, but heard its thud as I shifted my machete back to my right hand and grabbed my hammer with the other. The male charged. Seeing no other option but also feeling like a madman, I stood my ground. 
 
    Turning to run would have only exposed my back, at least if I faced it, I had the opportunity to defend myself, however feeble that might be.  
 
    There was movement at its feet.  
 
    Sharon’s grenade.  
 
    I dove just as mine exploded. A moment later Sharon’s did as well. 
 
    I pushed off the ground. 
 
    My arm bled, as did my leg, but miraculously that was it. Neither looked like they needed immediate attention.  
 
    Sharon was not hurt, I thought as I ground my teeth.  
 
    The male lizard had been torn apart. The one I had aimed for was missing part of its leg and forearms, it had a big gash down its middle, but it still lived. 
 
    The other I had spared was gone. 
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    “We have to get rid of them,” Sharon said as she stood over the twisted remains of the largest lizard.  
 
    There were three primary chunks of the male creature, and while I was tempted to make a sarcastic reply, her actions had saved my life and her words made sense, even if we were at odds with each other on the significance of this discovery and how to handle it. 
 
    I did not doubt that a hefty dose of self-preservation motivated her to throw the grenade, but I could give credit where it was owed, even if only grudgingly. 
 
    Pulling off my backpack, I reached in for a shirt that I then used to grab a hindquarter of the torn-up beast. It was heavier than I expected so rather than carry it, I pulled it toward the forest. 
 
    As I approached the jungle, I kept a careful eye out for number three. Eventually the zombies would catch up but I hoped we had some time before that happened. 
 
    How did the zombies find us?  
 
    The only answer I could come up with was one I did not like. I did not want to believe the lizards were smart enough to predict our actions and communicate that to the zombies, but it seemed a plausible explanation. 
 
    There was probably some truth to Sharon’s supposition that they had just cut across the jungle. Even though that seemed unlikely, we were dealing with zombies and dinosaurs, impossibilities in and of themselves.  
 
    It was time to reexamine what I thought possible. 
 
    After I dragged the leg into the trees, going back far enough that it would not be visible from the helicopter, I returned and fetched another piece and did the same. By that time Sharon was moving the third. 
 
    Afterward, I approached the creature I had taken down with the grenade. I slowed, even though it looked like it had died. 
 
    I studied its chest but it was not breathing. 
 
    Returning to the jungle, I used my machete to cut off a seven-foot branch.  
 
    I poked the lizard in the head.  
 
    When I got no response, I pushed harder. 
 
    It reared up on its single good leg and snapped at the stick.  
 
    That could have been my arm. I swallowed when I thought of how close I had come to dying. 
 
    I was not certain what made me pause, but I was glad I had listened to my instincts. 
 
    “What now?” Sharon asked.  
 
    I did not answer as I took off my pack and pulled out my roll of rope. After tying a loop, I looked at Sharon. “You any good at throwing a lasso?” 
 
    When she did not answer I tried tossing the rope, but did not get close. It took me ten tries before I was able to get the loop around its neck.  
 
    The creature roared as I pulled it tight and headed for the trees, dragging it behind me while hoping the thin cord would hold. When I looked back it was trying to bite the rope but did not have the right angle.  
 
    Five feet later it succeeded. 
 
    “We are running out of time!” Sharon said looking at her watch. 
 
    Why don’t you help? 
 
    As I dropped the cord I realized I needed a new approach. 
 
    I settled on using my machete to sever a bunch of branches from a palm tree that I carefully used to cover the dying creature, all while Sharon watched from a safe distance. 
 
    Who stopped Jill? Certainly, it wasn’t Sharon. 
 
    After I had covered the creature enough so it was hopefully not visible from the helicopter, it knocked free a branch I had put on its head. I waited a moment and kicked it back. It wiggled and loosened the branch again.  
 
    I decided to just leave it. 
 
    Hopefully the helicopter would land without noticing. Sharon approached, my hackles went up and it was difficult to not reach for my weapons that I had slid behind my belt. 
 
    “What are the chances of severing that thing’s head and taking it back with us?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “It would be fascinating to have such a specimen.” She motioned towards the forest where we had taken the dead dinosaur. “We could take the dead one.” 
 
    “If we had half an hour before the chopper arrived, perhaps, but it’s minutes away. We don’t have time. Not to mention, the zombies are going to show up at any moment.” 
 
    Sharon nodded, but I could tell from her eyes she did not agree with my assessment of the situation as she continued to stare at the place we had taken the dead lizard. 
 
    “Be my guest,” I said, “but I’m not going to help you.”  
 
    I walked to the side of the clearing so there was a place for the helicopter to land. Sharon joined me a moment later.  
 
    As we waited I wondered what she had inside her bag.  
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    When I heard rotors cutting the air I finally dared believe we might get out of the jungle. When Sharon shifted her feet and drew my attention, it was difficult to not glare at the abrasive woman but somehow, I kept from doing so. We had passed the intervening time in silence and I had not yet seen inside her bag. 
 
     Little things about our interactions the last twelve hours came back to me, the primary one being that she had not been as upset as she should have been when she found that the eggs had been destroyed.  
 
    She should have been far angrier, in retrospect it looked like she had put on a show.  
 
    The more I considered it, the more certain I became she had an egg or two in her bag. 
 
    I should have checked the stupid cooler before I stomped it.  
 
    Turning from the sound, I surveyed the edge of the rainforest. I would not relax until we were in the air. It was impossible to describe how much I was looking forward to putting this madness behind me. 
 
    The tree line was quiet and the next few minutes seemed to take forever. 
 
    I heard a groan just when it sounded like the chopper was about to come into view.  
 
    “Was that you?” I asked Sharon as I looked over my shoulder, knowing the answer before I saw the zombie.  
 
    Sandy stumbled into the clearing. She was followed by Max, David, Bill, Erik, and Jen. Six monsters came toward us, moving as if they had a common sense of purpose.  
 
    “Any ideas?” Sharon asked.  
 
    “How about you hide in your tent while I handle this?”  
 
    My words should have cut but they did not bother her.  
 
    She just rolled her eyes. “As usual, you can’t bother to come up with something useful.”  
 
    The helicopter appeared above the clearing just as I brought up my hammer. I was about to pull out my machete when Sharon grabbed my hand. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” she hissed without looking back at the zombies, instead with her other hand she waved at the helicopter and smiled. “As far as he knows they are just here to see us off. If he thinks something is wrong, he won’t land and our way out will be gone forever.”  
 
    I saw her point, but it was difficult to lower the hammer while the zombies approached. Sharon waved again and pointed at a nearby location before giving a thumbs up, signaling he was all clear to land.  
 
    “Face the bird,” Sharon said through clenched teeth that probably looked like a smile from above. “Nothing is wrong, remember?” 
 
    I gauged the distance between us and the zombies at just over one hundred feet. The monsters could cover that in less than a minute if they wanted but they stared at the sky. It was the first time I had ever seen something draw their attention that was not human.  
 
    It just took a flying metal behemoth. 
 
    Fearing it was a mistake, but not knowing what else I could do, I faced the helicopter while putting my back to the monsters, trying my best to wipe the fear from my face, if not my heart.  
 
    The chopper descended, slowly.  
 
    The pilot looked at the zombies with squinted eyes, he appeared to think something was wrong and his descent stopped when he was only ten feet from the ground. 
 
    “Crap,” Sharon muttered, “he’s not buying it.” She turned and motioned for the zombies to come towards us before giving the helicopter the universal sign that everything was okay.  
 
    It must have worked because he started to descend again. The helicopter was not five feet off the ground when Sharon ran towards it with her head down, heedless of safety. I adjusted my pack and looked over my shoulder before I followed. 
 
    The helicopter induced trance was gone and the zombies were once again headed our direction, much faster than they had moved before. I also saw a flash of green in the trees and caught a glimpse of the remaining lizard. 
 
     Those lizard eyes had looked down at me with curiosity when it had found me at the spaceship before they filled with instinctual malice. The lizards had tracked Sharon because they knew she had an egg. None of this made any sense. 
 
    Least of all the spaceship.  
 
    Something in my gut told me it was involved though I could not say how. My earlier theory, that it might have been the Russians, seemed wrong. 
 
    But if not them, who? I did not readily dismiss the answer that came to mind next, at least not as quick as I had before, but I just could not believe these creatures were extraterrestrial in origin.  
 
    The lizard stayed under cover but its eyes were on us, reminding me of how the specimen Sharon carried had acted with the capybaras.  
 
    I looked past the zombies and searched for the lizard. It had disappeared but was not gone, of that I was certain.   
 
    The rotors had hardly slowed before Sharon ran towards the door. I dashed ahead of her, grabbed the handle, opened the door, and went right after her once she was inside.  
 
    A zombie ran up, somehow getting ahead of the others. Just as I was about to fling my hammer into its face I realized that it was Harold. 
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    “Am I glad to see you guys!” Harold said with the widest grin I had ever seen splitting his face. “I thought I was the only one until I saw your flare.”  
 
    I had so many questions I wanted to ask him but the zombies were fifty feet behind, charging, almost as if they were in unison, like soldiers on a battlefield.  
 
    Without another word Harold climbed past me into the helicopter. Sharon smiled as if she were truly happy to see him. I was glad Harold had survived but did not like how happy his presence made Sharon, I worried he would be her ally.  
 
    Just before I closed the door I thought of the kerosene I had been carrying in my pack. I pulled it out, undid the top, and stuffed my spare shirt into the hole, keeping a close eye on the advancing zombies as I did. After fishing around in my bag I pulled out a lighter and lit my shirt on fire before setting it on the ground.  
 
    It was a long shot, but I did not like the idea of leaving zombies wandering around the Amazon. There was no telling what might happen. The capybaras might not have lived for long, but I had a feeling the humans would be more resilient. Perhaps this might slow them down if it didn’t kill them. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Sharon yelled with wide eyes when she realized what I had done. I tried to pull the door shut, unfortunately Sandy was already there, so was Max.  
 
    I wrapped a seatbelt around my arm as I kicked the door, hitting Sandy in the face. Even though I felt a twinge of regret, I did it again.  
 
    The helicopter jolted into the air.  
 
    The pilot cursed as he looked back at us. We were going to receive an earful from him later but I did not care.  
 
    We were alive. 
 
    I shook my head and was reaching for the door when I saw Sandy, Max, and Jen had grabbed hold of the landing skid directly beneath me. I pulled out my hammer.  
 
    “We’re not alone,” I yelled at Sharon and Harold, the fury of the rotors drowning out my voice. I leaned over and tried to hit their fingers with the hammer but did not have the reach.  
 
    Praying that the seatbelt I grabbed would hold, I put a foot over the side and stomped the closest fingers. I felt a slash of guilt when Sandy fell. I did not watch as she landed. When I checked a moment later she was trying to get up. The fall might have broken her legs but the zombie was still alive. 
 
    Visions of horror television shows with legless zombies crawling around came back to me as I stomped again and sent Max to a similar fate. It fell beside the can of kerosene, as it struggled to get up it knocked my burning shirt from the can.  
 
    I swore. My makeshift bomb had been disarmed. 
 
    Jen still held on but was far enough back I could not reach its fingers with my foot. I pulled back into the helicopter and picked up my hammer. As I did I noticed Sharon was not paying attention. She had undone her pack and was looking inside.  
 
    I saw red when I realized she had the lizard eggs.  
 
    Every single one of them.  
 
    Stupid woman!  
 
     The goo I had seen oozing out must have been from chicken eggs she had taken from our food supply.  
 
    She also had one more grenade. 
 
    I growled under my breath but she did not hear it. The eggs were why the monsters had come for us. The lizards had known Sharon had them but had not been able to find them.  
 
    This was indeed why they had left her alive.  
 
    The woman had not even broken a sweat in dealing with them, though she must have known what the monsters had been after. 
 
    I gripped the hammer and looked between Sharon and Jen. Sharon was not yet aware of me.  
 
    I waited for what seemed an eternity.  
 
    It was bad enough we were taking a dead specimen of the lizard with us that might have the zombie causing contagion, but live eggs, with real living dinos inside?  
 
    I brought up the hammer, intent on smashing the eggs.  
 
    “Sit down!” Sharon motioned with her nose at the seat across from her. “Drop the hammer!”  
 
    I held the hammer aloft, glancing at the skid. Jen was gone.  
 
    My dilemma was over. There was no way I was going to let those eggs get back to the states.  
 
    That was when Harold groaned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 51 
 
    Sharon and I exchanged a glance as we watched Harold’s eyes roll up into his head and then come back down. He had been Harold the moment before but now it was a monster. The zombie lunged for Sharon as I pushed my hammer into its face wishing instead that I was crushing the eggs.  
 
    I should have asked a question when I had a chance, we’ll never know what happened to the others.  
 
    I swore as I kicked the monster in the gut and slammed it into the other door. It buckled under Harold’s weight and caused the helicopter to lurch. The open door was behind me. Harold was in front. 
 
    “Get the other door open and I’ll push it out!” I yelled at Sharon. I had hoped she would set her bag down as we fought Harold but she had slung her pack up onto her shoulder. I thought of pushing her out. She was already on the other side opening the door.  
 
    It would have been so easy.  
 
    The helicopter lurched. The pilot yelled something but neither of us turned to look at him as I launched myself at Harold. My hammer went right into his belly and the next thing I knew he was falling from the open door, struggling to take hold of something as he fell.  
 
    The last thing he did was roar.  
 
    I almost went with him. 
 
    I was saved at the last moment when I clawed the seat with my hammer. Once I had regained my balance I looked at Sharon, thinking again of pushing her out but she had already pulled the other door shut. 
 
    The one behind me was still open. 
 
    I brought down my hammer, aiming for the top of her pack, but she flipped around, using her forearm to stop me. Our arms collided with a flash of pain that I ignored.  
 
    I struggled to get around her but froze when I saw she had a pistol pointed right at me. When I twisted and attempted to hit her with the hammer, she stepped into me and jabbed it into my throat. 
 
    I let out a ragged gasp, wishing Harold had not turned to a zombie in the same moment I discovered Sharon had the eggs. 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    She had been armed with a firearm the whole time we had been running from zombies and prehistoric lizards? 
 
     “You’re a foul woman,” I yelled. “You might have saved some of them.” 
 
    “Sit.” Sharon motioned with her pistol.  
 
    I hesitated, acted like I was going to obey, and lunged past her, aiming for her pack. My hand slipped into her bag and I crushed one of the eggs. I went for another and found it was the grenade. By that time she was already pulling back, leaving me holding the grenade. 
 
    I moved so that I was in front of the pilot. If she shot me, she risked hitting him too. I did not think she would do that. 
 
    “Stop you—” 
 
    Sharon’s words died on her lips as I pulled the pin and held the grenade aloft.  
 
    She could shoot me if she wanted, but the grenade would make certain she never made it out of the jungle. Our eyes locked in battle. I considered dropping it on the floor anyway and sending us all to the next life but figured I had the leverage necessary to disarm the situation.  
 
    I did not feel like dying today. 
 
    “Toss out your pistol,” I said. “Once you do, I’ll lose the grenade.”  
 
    “You dare stand in the way of progress?” 
 
    “This isn’t progress, people are turning into zombies.” 
 
    She brought the pistol down and turned towards the door, acting like she was about to throw it out, but lunged at me instead, pushing me against the shut door on the other side. I bashed her with my fist as she struggled to get the grenade. 
 
    I howled out when she kneed me in the groin, but did not relinquish my grip. 
 
    Is she trying to kill us all? 
 
    With my other hand I struggled to take away her pistol, but it had disappeared. I could not say where, though it had to be somewhere on her person.  
 
    It was difficult to think through the pain. 
 
    When she came at me again I kicked and almost sent her out the open door. She latched on and climbed back in. The pilot yelled something, but neither of us responded.  
 
    I stood as best I could while hunching over in the helicopter and holding tight to the grenade. As I moved I caught a glimpse of a rain forest covered mountain to the south of our position. Through all the undergrowth I noticed a rock sticking out near the top. Something about the formation struck me as odd but I was not able to decide what.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like this,” I said turning my attention back to Sharon. 
 
    She did not respond as she came at me with a knife. Using my arm to block her attack, I kept her from scoring a hit and struggled to take the blade, but that was difficult to do when I only had one freehand because I kept a tight hold of the grenade with the other.  
 
    When she scratched my neck, I tried to headbutt her but missed. 
 
    Her dark laugh was unnerving. I took a swing but she ducked and grabbed the grenade with both hands, managing to pull it from my grasp. When I tried to take it back, I knocked it free.  
 
    It landed on the floor. 
 
    Sharon cursed as I went for the grenade but it was too late. It was already armed.  
 
    I kicked it out the open door. 
 
    It bounced on the ground next to the can of kerosene.  
 
    A fireball engulfed the zombies as bits of shrapnel hit the helicopter. The pilot screamed an obscenity but the bird appeared to be fine. 
 
    I acted fast, hoping the explosion would distract Sharon long enough for me to get the eggs.  
 
    This was my chance to keep the things out of the states.  
 
    And out of the hands of Genizyz. 
 
    I went for them with my hammer but she shifted, putting the pistol directly to my chest. 
 
    “I will shoot,” she said. “I don’t want to but will if you make me.” 
 
    The pilot was no longer lined up with the bullet, if Sharon pulled the trigger I would be dead and the round would go out the open door after it tore its way through.  
 
    “You saw what these can do,” I said, looking for a way to get to the eggs. “Are you mad?” 
 
    Sharon motioned with her pistol.  
 
    I sat.  
 
    Sharon positioned herself across from me, the pistol trained on my chest.  
 
    It was a long way back.  
 
    I would find a way to destroy the eggs if it was the last thing I did. I looked back at the mountain as we flew away, and it occurred to me why the rock had stood out. 
 
    It looked like the same substance as the spaceship. I even remembered that upon our arrival I had noticed the formation and thought it unique. It was difficult to leave behind the unanswered question of the spaceship, and its potential connection to the mountain. And the lizards.  
 
    And the zombies.  
 
    But I was going to destroy those eggs if I had to bring down the helicopter to do it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Two Years Later 
 
      
 
    I took another step into the room while trying to avoid eye contact with the zampys. Wicked Rex was the only one who moved, coming into the light, his unblinking eyes fastened on me as if he knew exactly what I was going to do. 
 
    “Easy fella,” I said. 
 
    Rex cocked his head to the side and for a moment I almost thought he was going to say something back.  
 
    Instead, he roared. 
 
    The enclosure went from the quiet of the dead to the cacophony of the living as all the zampys charged their cell doors, roaring as they did. 
 
    I stood unflinchingly. This was normal behavior.  
 
    Wicked Rex was their general and they were his soldiers.  
 
    If they ever managed to escape, I feared for the world. 
 
    I reached into my jacket, wrapped my fingers around the butt of my pistol, but just as I was about to pull it out an alarm sounded. 
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    “Wallets!” The mugger screamed. “Now!”  
 
    Neither Sam nor I moved, something was off about his voice.  
 
    “Look, friend,” I said, trying to think of a way to make this easier. “Do I have permission to reach into my pocket and pull them out?” 
 
    “Give me your wallets, now!”  
 
    I shook my head and wondered what to do next. My last mugger had been calm and professional. This experience made me think of that fondly. 
 
    The mugger was taking too long. He was agitated.  
 
    The last thing I would do was reach into my pocket, he’d shoot me for sure.  
 
    Things are likely to go wrong either way.  
 
    Sam still said nothing. I couldn’t get a read on where he was because he was a few feet ahead.  
 
    I took another stab. “Friend. My wallet is in my right suit coat pocket, my smartphone is in the left. You are welcome to them.” I nodded at Sam. “I’m sure he’ll happily give you his. You are going to walk away with everything you want. If you will calm down—”  
 
    “Give me your wallets, now!” he screamed. 
 
    Before I’d spoken he’d still been turning the pistol between Sam and me but now it was just on me.  
 
    The strange mask had slipped, giving me a better look at his eyes. What I’d taken for bloodshot eyes before appeared to be a reflection of his mask. I’d expected to see wide unfocused eyes, but what I saw was more concerning.  
 
    His eyes were calm.  
 
    It was all an act.  
 
    Why?  
 
    A sick feeling formed in my chest, a stab of panic rising in the back of my mind.  
 
    Something was very wrong.  
 
    “Give me your wallet now!”  
 
    I finally realized what sounded wrong with the man’s voice. It wasn’t his voice at all.  
 
    It was a recording. 
 
    Why the act? Why the recording? I looked at the wet spot on the ground. Why the puddle in the alley on a hot day? 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked the man, taking a calculated risk. “Why won’t you give me instructions?” I wasn’t ready to call him on the recording just yet.  
 
    I wanted to make him use his voice if I could.  
 
    He stepped back and pointed the weapon at me with both hands. I expected him to make another request, but he pulled the trigger.  
 
    Warmth blossomed on my chest.  
 
    I looked down and saw red covering my pinstripe shirt. In a distant part of my mind that was fast losing its ability to focus I realized the scarlet liquid came from me. 
 
    My blood.  
 
    As my knees buckled, I made an involuntary gasp. My legs crumpled. My head hit the asphalt with a crunch, but the pain was detached from me.  
 
    The last thing I remembered was Sam turning as a plane flew overhead. 
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