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    This yin is fur oor wee jimmy, Connor. 
 
    Love Mum & Dad 
 
    (Translation: ‘This one is for our little man, Connor.’) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Gunfire, harsh and sporadic, punctuated the darkness; the unmistakable staccato rhythm shattering the night’s otherwise calm façade. Myriad weapons blazed to life in a flurry of yellow-orange bursts, bullets proceeding to zip through the humid air! The resulting storm saw a host of debris scatter to the wind as volley after volley of piping-hot metal shredded the undergrowth caught in its path. Added to this were the panicked cries of men which only magnified the already hellish din permeating the area… as too did the monstrous shrieks of their assailants; ungodly screeches that seemed to meet somewhere between a bird of prey and some kind of serpent. 
 
    Caught in the midst of this chaos, Mateo Hernandez cut through the jungle like a bat out of Hades, his normally tan complexion reddened by the effort of his unexpected retreat. Sweat gushed from the fleeing man’s pores, the salty liquid streaming in rivulets down his terrified features. Vines and branches whipped at his plump and youthful face, lashing out like demons’ claws as he stole through the suffocating collection of foliage. 
 
    Heart pounding almost out of control, Mateo’s dark eyes, wide with terror, searched the shadowy world for some way out of his bloody nightmare. All the while, to his aft, the gunfire and screams continued unabated, the hectic reprise near-deafening. Mateo’s thoughts momentarily switched to that of his wife and two children back in Chile. But not for long. The maddening cacophony to his rear very quickly redirected his thoughts back to the here and now. 
 
    Stay focused! he told himself, chest heaving and lungs burning. 
 
    Grounded in the present once more, Mateo’s mind struggled to process that which he had witnessed mere minutes before. That being said, Mr. Hernandez wasn’t sure he could even call himself a witness to any of it. After all, the man really only caught glimpses of his group’s ambushers. On top of that, the sight of those monsters˗ fleeting as it was˗ ultimately proved enough to send him to flight. In his mind’s eye, the scaled, reptilian forms of his assailants seemed to emerge effortlessly from the dark ether, their long, tapered tails whipping frenetically behind them. Without warning, the ravenous creatures shed the jungle like an old skin, descending upon Mateo and the other workers with a deadly array of sickle-shaped claws and razor-sharp fangs! Most terrifying of all, he remembered how the beasts’ yellow-green cat-like eyes seemed to shine amidst the gloom, haunting in their primal intensity. 
 
    In the end, the company’s small band of hired guns proved no match for the devilish things which called this jungle home. With the speed and efficiency of cheetahs, the marauders dispatched the guards in twos and threes, before then turning on the unarmed workers scattering throughout the small encampment. 
 
    Demons… Mateo thought to himself. Only demons could move like that. 
 
    Pressing further into the darkened rainforest, the gunfire behind him gradually began to dwindle… as did the bloodcurdling cries of his unfortunate colleagues. Although, they never fully died away. Ultimately, the horrid mixture of these sounds became a kind of macabre soundtrack to his panicked retreat. If only for a second, Mateo felt his anxiety lessen on account of the reduced noise. The young man prayed he had somehow managed to put enough distance between himself and his group’s attackers. Yet, something in Mateo told him this was unlikely. Still, he could hope. 
 
    Out of breath, he panted desperately for air, eventually slowing to a jog. His overalls were soaked with sweat now. Before long, Mateo was engaged in a rushed walk as he tried to get his bearings; an almost impossible task in this world of midnight. It was then Mateo realized that the bush around him was simply too quiet. There were no birds or insects in attendance, at least that he could hear, anyway.  
 
    Perhaps the gunfire frightened them? he pondered the peculiar silence for a moment. 
 
    Whatever the cause of the deathly quiet, it unsettled the young man to no end. The hairs rose along the back of his neck, a chill tracing the petrified man’s spine. Fear quickly returning, Hernandez’s eyes scanned the gloomy scene warily, terrified by the mere thought of what might lurk out there in the inky blackness… never mind the reality of what actually existed there. 
 
    An eerie coalescence of silhouettes and shadows blanketed the scene around Mateo. As a result, it was almost impossible to decipher anything of any real significance. What’s more, the man wasn’t even sure he was headed in the right direction. As such, landmarks had little meaning. The way Hernandez saw it, the further he got from the gunfire and screams, the better. Or so he hoped anyway. 
 
    Lost and wandering, Mateo found himself muttering a prayer when a noise˗ one that belonged to neither bird nor bug˗ unexpectedly sounded somewhere behind him! At least that’s where he thought it came from. Sound travelled in peculiar ways in the jungle. Startled to attention, Hernandez’s heartrate spiked as he tried to both listen and make sense of what it belonged to. 
 
    Thump-thump-thump-thump! The man’s ears twitched like a hare’s, the noise growing louder with each beat. 
 
    Footsteps! Mateo quickly realized. Coming in fast! 
 
    Instinct told him that the footsteps were too heavy to belong to even the biggest of men. As this frightening realization sank in, Mr. Hernandez felt his panic increase ten-fold, his pulse skyrocketing. 
 
    They’ve found me… those things have found me! He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Sadly, he was right. Although the poor man couldn’t see it just yet, Mateo’s pursuer was closing on him˗ and with ease. Crashing through the jungle, the dexterous animal bounded over felled trees and ducked beneath low-lying branches. Next came a shriek like nothing the Chilean had ever heard before. Ear-piercing and laced with hunger, the utter savagery of the cry was undeniable. And it was reserved entirely for him! Of that, Hernandez was convinced. 
 
    Chilled to his core, poor Mateo voided his bladder then. In that moment he was reduced to a frightened child. The adult˗ the father; the protector of, and the provider for, his family˗ was gone. Vanished in an instant. Still, he didn’t stop moving. Rather, the man’s terror quickly translated to reinvigoration. 
 
    Taking off once more, albeit soaked in a combination of piss and sweat, Mateo pressed on into the night, determined he would survive; that he would make it through this awful night of blood-soaked carnage. His motivation was simple: he wanted to return home to his loving family; Maria and the boys, Javier and Tomas. After all, Hernandez only accepted this job offer because of them. Providing them with a better life was the sole reason he was here in this leafy, Godforsaken shithole in the first place. Which ultimately begged the question: what kind of life would they have without him? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Hot on the heels of its prey, the monster zeroed in on its quarry with a ruthless efficiency; its agile movements seemingly discordant with a creature of its size. In truth however, the animal and its kind, large as they may have been, were built not only for the kill but the chase too; their species molded by millions of years of evolution and thus finely attuned to their environment. 
 
    Nostrils flaring at the end of its elongated cranium, the hunter inhaled its would-be victim’s scent, eager to put an end to this hunt. Held aloft on two powerful legs, the excited creature hurtled onwards, salivate dripping over its craggy lips. The end was nigh, of that it was sure. In fact, the monster could practically taste it. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Something in Mateo (a foolish sense of curiosity perhaps) made him sneak a look at the bipedal horror trailing after him. Needless to say, the young man immediately wished he hadn’t. What he found waiting for him could only be described as terror incarnate. 
 
    Bathed in moonlight˗ for only a second˗ he discovered a maw full of yellow, dagger-like teeth, alongside a pink, serpentine tongue dripping with spittle. Worst of all, it was waiting just for him. Added to this terrifying mien were the creature’s flexed talons, poised to strike!  
 
    “Jesucristo!” Hernandez gasped. 
 
    Too terrified to look for more than a second, Mateo snapped his neck back around. To his horror, Hernandez barely had time to decipher the second scale-laden figure waiting for him. Jaws cranked wide, the second monster barreled into Mateo, forcing him to the ground in a bloodied frenzy of slashing claws and gnashing teeth! 
 
    Knocked clean off his feet, the poor man landed with a bone-jarring thud! amidst the detritus, the last of the air torn from his already weary lungs! Winded now, stars danced before Mateo’s eyes, his world spinning horribly all the while. Pain filtered through the man’s abused body, coming in one huge, incapacitating surge. It was several seconds before Hernandez realized he had been disemboweled, the excruciating pain somehow managing to take him off-guard when his system finally registered it. 
 
    It was over, Mateo understood as he lay there, writhing helplessly like a newborn without its mother. Then again, he never stood a chance. Not against these… demons. None of his crew did. If truth be told, Hernandez was lucky to last as long as he did. 
 
    Thus, Mateo’s agonized screams came to fill the night. They reverberated throughout the rainforest for miles as the two frenzied beasts continued to eviscerate him. Using a combination of their curved teeth and claws, they gorged on his supple flesh, working vigorously to expose the precious organs buried beneath. In between the man’s pained screeching, Mateo thought of his wife and kids back home. Their loving faces would be the last thing his broken mind was able to conjure before the darkness finally claimed him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Peruvian-Brazilian border. 
 
    Present day. 
 
      
 
    Transfixed by the majesty of the tropical arras before her, Professor Kate Miller watched with wide, almost childish eyes as a veil-like mist encroached from the south-west. Rolling off the nearby mountaintops, the vaporous formation inched over the rich green tapestry of watchman-like trees and densely knitted shrubbery below, moving in on it like some kind of airborne tidal wave. 
 
    Miller’s reflection beamed back at her from behind a sheet of darkly tinted glass. Despite the dulled surface of the SUV’s window, Kate’s wine-red lips and smooth ivory skin stood out against it. Her medium-length cut of brunette hair however, pulled into a neat ponytail, was a little harder to decipher, hidden as it was under a black, no-name-brand, service station-bought baseball cap. 
 
    “I just can’t get over how beautiful it all is,” the professor told her fellow passengers, the woman’s voice soft as silk. “I’ve never travelled to this corner of the world before, y’know,” she quickly added. 
 
    No one replied to Kate’s comments. Needless to say, their apparent lack of enthusiasm was disappointing, at least for Miller anyway. It really was all just so beautiful. Could they not see that? Still, Professor Miller ignored them, just as they had ignored her. And so, unfazed, she went back to inspecting the gorgeous landscape in a matter of moments. 
 
    Bright and attentive, the woman’s deep and dark hazel eyes scoured the emerald jungle yonder, tracing each dip and rise in the undulating terrain curiously. Framed on both sides by dark, angular mountains, the rainforest canopy seemed to stretch into infinity. Indeed, with such a view laid out before them someone could easily be forgiven for thinking the jungle went on forever. Even so, as beautiful as it was, Professor Miller found there was something different about it this time around. 
 
    Well that wasn’t true. Rather, there was something different about Kate. Or perhaps it could better be explained as there was something different within Kate. The vibrant scene managed to conjure a hollow feeling deep in the geography professor’s gut. Instead of the sense of wonder she had experienced before, this time a pang of guilt swept over Professor Miller, working to gnaw away at her conscience. Or was it her soul? In the end, one or the other, the woman knew exactly why she felt the way she did. 
 
    Hired by the notorious multi-national, Slaine Industries, the thirty-three-year-old was an agricultural geographer and perhaps the most important person on this expedition. Or so she had been led to believe. Miller’s importance derived directly from her expertise with just the kind of project Slaine Industries was proposing for the region. In fact, it was Kate who would decide if the land Slaine Industries had procured from the Brazilian Government was adequate for the company’s ambitious, albeit controversial, plans. More specifically, Slaine Industries wished to build a series of cattle ranches˗ perhaps better described as super-farms˗ intended for large-scale beef production. The proposed site of this operation was deep in the heart of Brazil’s Vale do Javari. 
 
    At over 85,000 km², Javari Valley, nestled on the periphery of Brazil’s Amazonas State, possessing a total area larger than that of Austria. Largely unexplored to boot, it is very much a world unto itself. A lost world, one might say. Yet, despite the valley’s impressive size, the fact remained that more of the already dwindling Amazon Rainforest would have to be cleared for the ambitious project to be realized. This would need to be done, not only to properly connect Javari Valley to the outside world, but to ensure adequate pasturage for the influx of hundreds of thousands of head of cattle. 
 
    This operation by itself may not seem all that bad. However, it was part of a larger (and quite regrettable) trend currently taking place throughout South America, particularly around the Brazilian portion of the Amazon Rainforest. Sadly, approximately 80% of the deforestation already experienced across the Amazon region was directly linked to the cattle sector. Here lay the woman’s dilemma. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Kate still wasn’t sure how she felt about the whole situation. Ethically, that is. Her emotions were of course conflicted. By helping Daniel Slaine and his multi-billion-dollar company to ‘open up’ this section of rainforest, Kate’s decision in large part would be responsible for the resulting loss of habitat that would inevitably occur. In the same breath, the construction of said farms ultimately had the potential to feed millions of men, women and children the world over. In an attempt to assuage her guilty conscience, Professor Miller told herself (that in this particular case) it was all about choosing the lesser of two evils. Kate simply hoped she had chosen right. Still, some choice. 
 
    Perhaps as was to be expected, the Brazilian Government’s decision to permit the company access to the supposedly federally protected Amazonas State had attracted much scrutiny and criticism, both domestically and internationally. After all, the region was home to over a dozen indigenous tribes, and their right to exist as well as maintain their way of life, was supposed to be protected by the nation’s Constitution. How the Brazilian Administration had managed to circumvent their own Constitution, Professor Miller wasn’t entirely sure. Then again, the answer probably wasn’t that difficult to nail down for a learned academic like herself. Experience had taught Kate that, in the end, money always talks. Everyone has a price... politicians especially. No one needs a doctorate to know that much. 
 
    Am I just as bad though? a timid voice asked in the back of her mind. 
 
    Shifting uncomfortably in her seat, Kate’s ponderings were pushed to one side as her physical discomfort became a more pressing concern. Unaccustomed to the South American climate, the humid conditions were getting the better of her. And despite the use of her vehicle’s air-conditioning, small beads of sweat dotted Professor Miller’s skin. What’s more, the woman’s full-bodied cheeks remained somewhat flushed. 
 
    “Phew.” Turning away from the window, Kate waved a hand fan-like in front of her face. “This heat is really something, ain’t it?” Her Texan drawl revealed itself for the briefest of moments, only for it to disappear just as quickly. Her father had spent a small fortune on her elocution lessons, after all. Best not to let them go to waste. 
 
    For a second time, no one else inside the SUV said anything by way of reply to her. Secretly, Kate hoped their lack of acknowledgement wasn’t anything personal. She also had to remind herself that it had been the better part of an hour since their five-strong cavalcade of Chevrolet Suburbans ground to a halt just shy of the border. Like her, the others were probably just a little frustrated and eager to be on their way again. 
 
    Even seated as she was inside the third vehicle in their five-strong caravan, Professor Miller could still make out the border checkpoint from where she was, aided by the smooth curve of the mountain road. Not that it looked much like a border to be honest. Especially one separating two sovereign nations. In fact, there was very little in the way to suggest that it was an area of any real geopolitical importance. Save of course for the large red-and-white striped boom-gate and adjoining guard-post. Even then, it wasn’t much. 
 
    From what Kate understood, Elias Campbell was working out some of the finer details with the Peruvian Army guardsman stationed at the border crossing. The broad-shouldered Campbell was the expedition’s head of security, and (if the rumors were true) a former Special Air Service commander in the British Armed Forces. For a fleeting second, the Scotsman’s features crossed Kate’s mind. They had met at the expedition briefing back in Iquitos. Personally, she thought Elias was a good-looking man, in a rugged sort of way, with his cool blue eyes, lush strawberry-blonde hair and a lightly freckled face lined with ginger stubble. She also remembered the pallid scar that cut through his left eyebrow, which she felt lent him some degree of mystery. Professor Miller reminded herself to ask him how he got it, if she got the chance. 
 
    Minutes slowly ticking by, and still no movement, Kate’s thoughts left that of the mercenary behind and returned to more immediate matters. She began to chew her nails, or rather what was left of them. Next, running clammy palms over the crème-coloured fabric of her khaki pants, she struggled to control her growing unrest. Professor Miller hated waiting. She always had. In fact, Kate had been the impatient type for as long as she could remember; going all the way back to when she was a small child. 
 
    Alongside the restless geographer, there were three others riding in the vehicle, and it was glaringly obvious that some individuals were more impatient than others. Kate could at least take some solace in the fact that she wasn’t the worst in the bunch. 
 
    Seated to Kate’s left was one of Slaine Industries’ many Private Military Contractors (more commonly referred to as PMCs, for short) accompanying them on this expedition; all of whom were under the aforementioned Campbell’s command. Propped between the man’s knees was a matt-black assault rifle. A Colt AR-15 if Kate wasn’t mistaken (if anyone knew their firearms it was Texans). The man’s name was Trevon Latham. Like the majority of the other PMCs she had encountered thus far, Trevon was well-built with broad shoulders and a matching chest, along with a close-cropped head of hair and an almost cartoonish square jaw. Besides a Kevlar vest, flung over a tight-fitting black muscle-top, the PMC wore camouflaged cargo pants and heavy-duty hiking boots. In stark contrast to Kate’s own, the man’s skin was a solid shade of ebony. Indeed, it was whilst admiring his complexion a short time before, Kate clocked his United States Marine Corps tattoo positioned on the inside of a decidedly thick forearm. Just like Campbell and Latham, Miller imagined all the other PMCs were ex-military, in some form or fashion. 
 
    Ahead of Kate, in the front passenger seat, sat Gregory Trentham, his legs jittering anxiously. He was another PhD hired by Slaine Industries to consult for them on this project. Unlike Miller, Professor Trentham’s doctorate was in conservation biology. The man’s area of expertise was something around endangered species. She couldn’t remember exactly how Trentham had put it to her, but that was the gist of it. As for Professor Trentham, it was his job to ensure that no endangered species would be impacted by the clearing of land. Considering the scale of the operation, and the degree of deforestation that needed to take place in order to accommodate it, Kate wasn’t holding her breath on that last one. Silently, she wondered if Greg was having the same crisis of conscience as she was. Miller had to remind herself though that some people don’t necessarily have consciences to bother them. Still, she couldn’t say for sure Trentham was one such person. 
 
    Gregory was an odd-looking fellow (at least in Kate’s opinion) with his poignant chin and hooked nose. His eyes, a rather haunting shade of grey, were quite small too, perched behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. As far as Miller could tell, Greg was at least twenty (if not closer to thirty) years her senior, the man’s dry skin noticeably weathered and strewn with wrinkly tracts. Moreover, Kate could only assume her new colleague was bald, as she was yet to see him without his trademark wide-brimmed, Indiana Jones-style hat. 
 
    Lastly, lounging huffily behind the steering wheel, with her elbow resting on the SUV’s window ledge, was Sienna Clementine. In her day job, Ms. Clementine was Executive Assistant to Daniel Slaine himself (who was not only the current CEO, but grandson to the company’s founder). Sienna’s growing sense of impatience was much more recognizable than either Kate or Greg’s. Indeed, the woman was rapping her spindly, spider leg-like fingers against the steering wheel. On top of this, chewing her thin ruby-coloured lips, Sienna fidgeted intermittently in her seat. A petite woman if ever there was one, the driver’s seat virtually swallowed the twenty-six-year-old Cornell graduate. 
 
    “C’mon,” the woman growled, running a hand through her perfectly straightened head of long, blonde hair. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Kate was actually amazed at how much effort the young woman had put into her appearance. Considering the grimy job they were undertaking it seemed a little pointless. Still, to each their own, she supposed. 
 
    “I’m sure everything’s fine,” Kate spoke up, taking it upon herself to reassure Clementine. “Campbell seems like he knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Oh, he does, does he?” the pixy-sized woman swiveled unexpectedly in her seat. “Got a bit of a wet spot for old Elias, do we?” Sienna faced Professor Miller. Her accompanying grin was far from mischievous. In fact, it was down-right vicious. 
 
    You malignant little shit! a voice screamed in Kate’s head. 
 
    For a moment she thought she was back in high school. Taken aback, Kate didn’t respond to Sienna’s outburst. Instead, Miller found she could only stare back at Ms. Clementine, the geographer’s bottom jaw sagging a little from the shock of what Clementine had just said. Not to mention she was blown away by the fierceness of the younger woman’s challenge. 
 
    Meanwhile, Professor Trentham shifted in his seat, the man clearly uncomfortable with Ms. Clementine’s behavior. Yet, for whatever reason, he wasn’t prepared to call her on it. Maybe it had something to do with the fact she represented the company responsible for paying his wage. Or maybe he was just chickenshit. 
 
    For her part, Ms. Clementine coolly appraised Professor Miller with those strange hybrid emerald-azure eyes of hers. The young blonde clearly had a confidence that belied her age, and not to mention her size. It was quite obvious she was trying to intimidate Miller. But why? In the fraction of a second it took Kate to weigh it all up, she could only assume it had something to do with Kate’s role on the team. 
 
    She feels threatened, Miller surmised inwardly. 
 
    “Professor Miller is correct,” Latham the PMC interjected. “Elias is more than capable of handling this kind of situation. We’ve worked a dozen assignments together. More than likely, all these assholes want are bribes.” 
 
    Latham quickly shot Kate a warm, reassuring smile to show he was on her side. Consequently, Sienna’s blue-green orbs flicked in the man’s direction. Although, unlike she did with Kate, Sienna didn’t say anything to Latham. Rather, Ms. Clementine appeared to be looking through him, obviously angry at his willingness to agree with Professor Miller. 
 
    Kate on the other hand observed their Mexican standoff, still utterly dumbfounded by the woman’s unprofessional behavior. It was at this point she remembered Trentham mentioning Clementine’s venomous nature to her during their brief stay at the hotel in Iquitos. Still, this was Kate’s first time experiencing it for herself. No that wasn’t right. She had experienced it before, albeit in a much more subtle way. Indeed, it had come in the form of icy stares and cold shoulders during the handful of discussions Professor Miller had with Daniel Slaine, also in Iquitos. The wine flowed freely that night at the hotel and as such Kate’s memory was a little hazy, but she remembered those hard-set eyes of Clementine’s, blue and green, boring into her whenever Mr. Slaine got close or Kate managed to pique his interest. 
 
    Whatever Clementine’s problem was, real or imagined, Miller wasn’t the type to take shit from anyone. Then and there, the professor made a mental note to check the young executive, should she cross the line with her again. 
 
    Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice… 
 
    Shifting her gaze from the PMC and Clementine, Miller returned her line of sight to the waiting jungle only for her to jump almost out of her skin! 
 
    “Holy shit!” she cursed. 
 
    A figure, tall and dark and menacing, stared back at Miller from beyond the tinted glass, his eyes narrowed and expression brooding. Kate’s instinct was to shrink from him, the woman taken off-guard by his decidedly ominous presence. Within a matter of seconds however, the professor realized she was looking at a soldier. It was one of the Peruvians, she gathered. His dull green fatigues, mottled with specks of black and brown, quickly came into view, as did the compact sub-machinegun held tight across his husky chest. 
 
     Then, as suddenly as he had appeared, the soldier was gone. After what was the briefest of inspections the serviceman simply moved on, heading towards the next vehicle in their small convoy of five, presumably to perform the same kind of perfunctory inspection. 
 
    “Creep,” Miller spat as she watched him recede into the foreground. 
 
    Still somewhat on edge, Professor Miller’s attention was unexpectedly redirected again, this time by a peculiar buzzing sound emanating from off to her left. A little disorientated, she twisted in her seat. The brunette caught her group’s bodyguard cupping his ear. 
 
    “Roger that,” the big man said, before dropping his hand away. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Professor Miller asked. 
 
    “Buckle up, nerds,” Latham smiled widely, showing off perfectly straight and white teeth. “Campbell has sealed the deal. Looks like we’re crossing the border.” 
 
    “Finally,” Sienna grunted, making to put the truck into gear. 
 
    In less than ten seconds, the entire caravan of matt black Suburbans was off and rolling down the mountainside, their huge tires kicking up fine clouds of dust. Before long, they would cross over into Brazil. No turning back now, their expedition was officially underway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Flanked left and right by dense swathes of jungle, the convoy of Chevrolet Suburbans snaked deeper into the rainforest. Moving in single file, the fleet traversed what could really only be described as a crude, wending thoroughfare; the passageway cleaving rather haphazardly through the valley’s otherwise uniform interior. 
 
    For the passengers inside, the emerald arras flew past in quick succession, its more intimate features reduced to something just shy of a blur. This view had been the norm for hours now. That being said, the occasional shaft of sunlight managed to pierce the rainforest’s tightly woven canopy. Still, for the most part, the world beyond the cavalcade remained a claustrophobic panorama of jade; the jungle seemingly refusing to divulge its secrets to the interlopers. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Professor Miller’s SUV rose and fell as it continued to navigate the uneven terrain. Its rhythm slightly staggered, the heavy-bodied vehicle jerked and bounced. Miller rightly suspected this had more to do with the region’s hilly topography than it did Clementine’s driving. Yet, despite the undulating landscape, the ride was actually smoother than the professor had originally anticipated. 
 
    It was as she felt her body shifting with the Suburban’s jagged movements, Kate remembered an earlier (and much more pleasant) conversation with Sienna. During the expedition briefing, the latter woman had explained to professors Miller and Trentham how an advance team of laborers (or ‘clearing crew’ as Clementine called them) was sent ahead about a month before. Accompanied by their own smaller complement of PMCs, it was their job to clear a path that would take the main expedition deep into Javari Valley and to the proposed ranch site. By all accounts, the advance team had done their job well. Without the aforementioned workers it would have taken Miller and her team weeks just to reach the expedition site. 
 
    Swaying a little, Kate felt herself growing tired, the sensation of the vehicle’s rocking sending her to sleep. The woman vaguely remembered falling into a light slumber at some point earlier in the journey. As to how long she had slept for, the professor couldn’t be sure. By now everything was rolling together into a blur of sorts. And whilst this little nap had helped Kate recharge her batteries, the journey was taking its toll on the academic in other ways. 
 
    In the face of the many miles she and her colleagues had crisscrossed, things were beginning to feel a little stagnant inside the Chevrolet. Indeed, Professor Miller’s legs were growing stiff from a lack of stimulation. On top of this, a layer of sweat covered Kate’s body; the liquid dribbling from her pores. She just hoped she didn’t smell too bad. Then again, the others were probably in much the same condition as she was. 
 
    Casting a groggy glance over at Greg, Kate noted the biologist was currently mid-slumber himself. Like her, he was decked out in an assortment of pale khaki apparel, except that he had swapped out his pants for a pair of shorts. In Kate’s opinion, dressed as he was, the man had the air of a grandfather about him. On that note, Professor Miller just hoped she didn’t look like a grandmother. Still focused on Gregory, Kate hunched forward a little. Peering into the front portion of the cabin, her eyes travelled to Trentham’s stick-thin legs. Noting the grey wisps of hair and veiny tracts under the wan skin, Miller felt her lips curl involuntarily. 
 
    “Eeewww,” she mouthed, unable to help it. 
 
    If someone had been watching, this would have been the first clue that the woman’s boredom was returning. Kate was desperately searching out something to keep her attention. Ultimately, she needed mental stimulation about as much as the physical kind. Although Professor Miller didn’t realize it herself, she was beginning to go stir crazy. 
 
    Kate examined Trentham’s beloved hat next. Cautiously, she stretched out a hand, reaching for the item. For whatever reason, the geographer suddenly decided she wanted to know if he was in fact bald. Not that it really mattered at all. Kate supposed it was simply just a way of relieving the monotony of the ride. PhD or not, at heart the woman was very much still a big kid.  
 
    Fingers centimeters from the back of the man’s head now, Greg’s voice suddenly sounded. “Don’t even think about it!” he told her, his tenor gravelly and a little annoyed. 
 
    “You people are no fun!” Miller fell back into her seat, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Any of you,” she added rather frumpily. 
 
    Averting her gaze, Kate proceeded to investigate the remainder of the cabin. Trevon was asleep (or at least trying to sleep) as well, the PMC’s head arched awkwardly against his seat’s headrest, which meant the man’s Adam’s apple was poignantly displayed. Up front with Professor Trentham’s grumpy ass, Sienna worked the steering wheel left and right, preoccupied by the labors of her task. To be honest the young woman’s level of concentration was admirable. It certainly put the others to shame, Professor Miller included. Then again, perhaps just having something to do was all it took to relieve the boredom of the ride. 
 
    It hit Kate then that her group had been sitting in almost total silence for some time. Virtually the entire journey, in fact. At least with Trevon and Greg both being something close to unconscious, it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. The same couldn’t be said for the quiet between her and Sienna, however. A tension clearly existed there. There was no doubt about it. Somehow, they had got off on the wrong foot. Although, Kate couldn’t quite put her finger on the reason for it. Perhaps it came from the fact that they were the only two women on the whole expedition. Kate wondered to herself if the pair were playing out some kind of deep-seated, primally-ordained sexual rivalry. 
 
    No, it can’t be that. It’s not like they were freshmen in college. They were both professionals and above that. Surely? 
 
    “How long have you worked for Mr. Slaine?” Kate decided she needed to break the silence, if only to stay awake for the remainder of the trip. The last thing the geographer wanted was to be groggy when they arrived at the proposed ranch site. She needed to be on her A-game for that. 
 
    “Huh?” Sienna grunted ignorantly in reply. 
 
    Kate repeated the question, making sure not to mask her annoyance at Sienna’s continuing lack of manners towards her. If truth be told, the professor found the executive to be a very boorish woman. Needless to say, Kate’s patience was wearing thin with her. 
 
    “Eighteen months,” Ms. Clementine answered, hunching forward in her seat, “give or take.” 
 
    “Do you enjoy working for Daniel?” Kate went on. 
 
    “Yes,” Sienna replied pointedly, “I enjoy working for Mr. Slaine.” The woman made sure to stress her employer’s title. 
 
    Talk about touchy, Kate thought to herself. I wonder if she’s sleeping with him. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Clementine barked out of the blue. 
 
    All four of the vehicle’s tires locked up as one. At the same time, sprays of dust and other debris funneled out from under the truck’s high, black wheel-arches. Whereas inside the SUV, Kate’s upper body jerked painfully, the Suburban skidding to a frightening and unexpected halt. 
 
    Sienna must have pumped the brakes… Kate decided quickly. 
 
    “Nice driving,” Latham smirked sarcastically, clearly awake now. 
 
    Kate spied the merc holding onto the back of Clementine’s seat with one hand in an attempt to steady himself. As for Sienna, she didn’t respond to the bodyguard’s sardonic remark. 
 
    “Have we arrived?” Professor Trentham enquired. The older man’s eyes were a little glazed, a look of confusion etched on his bleary features. 
 
    “This can’t be right,” Sienna answered, her voice a grumble. “We’re still a little under two hours from the site.” 
 
    “I wonder what it could be,” Kate’s voice on the other hand was soft, and not to mention a little nervous. 
 
    Off to Kate’s left, Trevon jerked a hand to his ear. 
 
    “Roger that,” Latham said aloud, before dropping his hand away. 
 
    “What is it?” Kate asked before the others had a chance to do it themselves. 
 
    “There’s an obstruction,” Trevon told them, his dark eyes shifting from person to person. 
 
    “Obstruction?” Sienna twisted in the driver’s seat, looking for a more in-depth explanation. 
 
    “Something is blocking the road,” Trevon said coolly, the corners of his mouth twitching into a devilish smirk. 
 
    Sienna looked at the dark-skinned man as if to say, ‘Well, no shit, Sherlock!’ 
 
    “Blocked?” Trentham added his voice. “By what?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Kate chirped, reaching for the door handle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Exiting her group’s vehicle, the humidity hit Kate like a slap in the face. For a second or two the woman even found it difficult to breathe, her lungs struggling with the moist and seemingly heavy air. Thankfully though, it didn’t take them long to adjust to the challenging atmosphere. 
 
    “This heat really is something else,” she said, virtually to herself. 
 
    Arching her neck, Kate stole a glance at the patchwork of green and brown hanging above her head. Inspecting the rainforest’s canopy with keen eyes, the professor was able to appreciate just how effectively the densely woven collection of vegetation, vines and branches trapped the moisture. 
 
    It’s like a sauna, Miller said inwardly, feeling the sweat forming on her otherwise smooth brow. 
 
    Alerted by the growing noise around her, the professor shifted her gaze away from the jade-colored ceiling. Miller saw the area around the Slaine Industries caravan was now a hive of activity. Edging away from her Suburban, Kate took in the hectic scene in more detail, a hint of excitement evident in her big, doe-like eyes. 
 
    In front and behind the gleamy-eyed professor, stern-faced PMCs piled out of their assigned SUVs, each man sporting state-of-the-art weaponry and tactical gear. Although a few of Daniel Slaine’s private army remained by the trucks, taking up defensive positions, the majority spread out, forming a much broader protective perimeter around the now stalled caravan, shielding it front, rear, and on each side. 
 
    Eyes locked on the hired guns, Professor Miller watched the mercs as they themselves studied the jungle yonder. Looking down the barrels of their weapons and through scopes, they searched for any possible threats lingering out there in the brush. The academic was impressed by the mercenaries’ sense of professionalism, expressed as it was in their calculated and attentive body language. Ultimately, these men, dangerous as they no doubt were, ironically made Kate feel safe in what was a decidedly alien and somewhat unnerving environment. 
 
    Standing there in the middle of the thoroughfare, out of place as it was, Kate continued to scrutinize her surroundings. By her estimation, the road itself (if you could even call it that) was only just capable of accommodating two vehicles abreast. Kate couldn’t help but think of the hastily created passageway as a wound slashed into the flesh of the Earth itself. 
 
    Out of habit more than anything else, the geographer examined the ground about her boots. Kneeling down, she placed her hand flat against it, feeling the rough texture. A thin layer of gravel now covered what had previously been a mattress of decomposing leaf matter and shed bark. Craning her neck left and right, Kate noted the immediate area was also largely devoid of obstructions such as trees and undergrowth, save that is for a few shaved stumps here and there; all evidence of the clearing crew and a job well done it seemed. 
 
    According to Sienna and her earlier briefing, it had been a rather crude operation, undertaken by a workforce composed largely of unskilled migrant laborers. Except that is for those capable of working the more complicated machinery at Slaine Industries’ disposal. As for equipment, they had employed tools and vehicles of varying sizes and complexity. These ranged from lowly chainsaws and woodchippers to bulldozers and excavators, all employed in an effort to scythe their way through the jungle and reach the heart of Javari Valley: where the region’s most fertile land resided. 
 
    The operation’s only saving grace was they hadn’t tarmacked the newly forged passage, at least yet anyway. Instead, they left only a sparse sprinkling of gravel in their wake. This meant that in the event Professor Miller didn’t sign-off on the project, then in time the jungle would eventually reclaim that which humankind had attempted to take from it. As much as the clearing of the rainforest pained Miller, she hated to think how difficult their journey would have been without the help of the makeshift road she and her companions now occupied. 
 
    No turning back now, Kate told herself. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She could still scuttle the whole project, simply by refusing to give it her stamp of approval. Even so, Daniel Slaine would probably just hire someone else… someone with fewer morals and deeper pockets. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a series of strange, hoarse squawks diverted Miller’s attention, derailing her train-of-thought. Springing upright, she instinctively looked skyward to find three winged profiles, painted black against the lime-tinted ceiling, glide in and out of view, all in what must have been little more than the blink of an eye. Calculating quickly, the geographer decided that the wingspan of the shadowy creatures was close to six feet. 
 
    Impressive, she thought to herself. 
 
    And even though she couldn’t be entirely sure of this, the professor couldn’t shake the feeling that, whatever she was looking at, they were big… unnaturally big. 
 
    What the hell are those things? Kate asked herself. Bats? 
 
    Amidst her contemplation, Professor Miller noted the long, vine-like tails ending in odd, spade-shaped tips extending away from the animals’ truncated bodies. Despite her lack of zoological training something about the animals’ anatomy gave the woman pause. 
 
    Bats don’t have tails like that, do they? Kate pondered, considering their peculiar morphology. I should ask Professor Trentham. 
 
    As for the creatures’ heads, the woman failed to get a proper look. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. In less than a second, the winged entities were gone, seemingly absorbed into the sea of green around them. 
 
    “Weird,” Kate muttered under her breath. 
 
    Catching movement on the periphery of her vision, Kate re-orientated herself towards it, instantly forgetting about the strange sight she had just witnessed. Much to her disappointment, she discovered the approaching figure of Sienna Clementine. The petite blonde, attired in dark green cargo pants and a tight-fitting black singlet that more than showed off her breasts, was making her way around the Suburban’s broad bonnet and toward Kate. Gregory followed a moment later, pushing open the Chevrolet’s passenger-side door and sliding his hairy, grandpa legs out of his seat. 
 
    “Shit!” Sienna cursed in melodramatic fashion, the executive throwing her hands in the air. 
 
    Professor Miller followed Clementine’s line of sight, swiftly locating the source of the tiny woman’s frustration. In fact, Kate was surprised she hadn’t noticed it sooner. To the fore of the caravan there sat a massive tree trunk blocking the route. Its gnarled and partially desiccated corpus was stretched across the breadth of the recently paved passage poignantly hewing its way through the otherwise virgin jungle. Studying the collapsed log, Kate could see the tree was completely uprooted, a crater gouged into the soil where the roots themselves had once resided below the surface. The trunk was several feet in circumference to boot. Whoever had felled this tree wasn’t playing around. 
 
    “Who could have done this?” Kate asked the others, a worried expression written on her pallid complexion. 
 
    Trevon Latham joined them then. In typical military fashion, the man’s AR-15 was angled towards his feet, his posture decidedly non-threatening in the presence of civilians. Trevon said nothing to either Kate or the others, the man seemingly unconcerned with their conversation. Rather, he looked over the small group, occasionally snatching glances at the bush beyond, clearly in guard-mode. 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t want us here apparently,” Gregory Trentham laughed, a little nervously. 
 
    “Fucking eco-terrorists!” Sienna squealed. “Probably RAAW, or some other band of greenie assholes!” 
 
    RAAW… Radical Action for Animal Welfare… Kate remembered hearing the group’s name on TV. According to some media reports, they were behind several high-profile bombings and cyber-attacks. Their main thing was Animal Rights’ issues, but they also extended their operations to include more eco-centric matters. 
 
    “Pretty sure RAAW doesn’t have a South American branch, just yet anyway. More likely it was one of the native tribes,” a heavily-accented voice added. “That’s what I’d wager, anyway.” 
 
    Professor Miller recognized the gruff voice straight away. It was Elias Campbell. The Scot, six-five and ginger-haired, approached from off towards the front of the convoy. Moving at a swift pace, he held a matt-black, German-manufactured G36C assault-rifle across his barreled chest. Like Trevon and the other PMCs, he wore camouflaged pants and a black muscle top, over which sat a Kevlar vest embroidered with the interlocking ‘S’ and ‘I’ that made up the Slaine Industries logo. 
 
    Campbell nodded to Trevon first, before smiling at Kate and Trentham. As for Clementine, he gave her the most superficial of glances. Professor Miller got the sneaking suspicion that Campbell was already well-acquainted with Sienna’s prima donna-style antics. Perhaps more so than herself. It stood to reason he had probably worked with her before. 
 
    “We’re gonna need a whole other crew down here,” Clementine growled, hands on her hips, “with equipment to move this fucking thing!” Sienna stared angrily at Elias, as if this unexpected development was somehow his fault. “Mr. Slaine is going to be furious!” 
 
    “No need, lass,” Elias said coolly, waving a hand at her. 
 
    “What do you mean, no need?” Clementine eyed the Scotsman angrily. “Just look! We’re not going anywhere! And don’t call me ‘lass’! I’m a grown fucking woman for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Campbell explained with a smirk, coolly dismissing her. “Demolitions are my specialty.” 
 
    “Fucking-A!” Latham chuckled. 
 
    Trevon’s laughter quickly cut out however when Sienna rounded on him with a scowl that could put a Mother Superior to shame. 
 
    “Give me fifteen, maybe twenty minutes,” Campbell spoke calmly to her, trying to regain her attention, “and I’ll blast us a path, so we can get back on our way.” 
 
    “You’ve got ten,” Sienna growled, throwing up all her digits to emphasize the point. “Mr. Slaine doesn’t like it when projects fall behind schedule. I’m assuming you want to keep your bonus, don’t you?” 
 
    With this, Clementine turned swiftly on her heel, traipsing back in the direction of the Suburban’s driver’s side. “Where’s my fucking SAT-phone?” her onlookers heard the irate woman bark as she disappeared inside the truck.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Off in the distance, Kate made out the hulking figure of Trevon Latham. Hands held high for everyone to see, he stood to the fore of the Slaine Industries convoy. Like a ground-controller on an airport runway, the African-American waved his muscular arms, ushering the collection of vehicles backwards, forcing them out of the projected blast radius. 
 
    “Keep going,” she heard him say in a loud, bass-filled voice. “That’s it, keeeeeep going.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Commander Campbell and another man (who Professor Miller wasn’t acquainted with yet) were preparing the demolition charges. The pair were down on their haunches wedging what she presumed were explosive devices in underneath the collapsed trunk blocking the fleet’s path. From what Kate could see, they were placing the compact cuboid charges several feet apart from one another. As for the remainder of the PMC contingent, the defensive perimeter around the caravan didn’t so much shrink as shift aftwards; the squadron of bodyguards edging away from the downed tree, whilst making sure to keep pace with the slow-rolling SUVs. 
 
    Whereas Sienna and Greg had chosen to retreat inside the comfort of their team’s Suburban once more, Kate decided to brave the sweltering conditions. After all, why should she give up her front-row seat to Campbell’s promised fireworks display? It was just the type of thing she needed after enduring the monotony of the ride here. A reward, one might say. And so, unsure what else to do, the geographer simply stood by the big black Chevy looking on expectantly for something (anything, really) to happen. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Alright, pal,” Campbell slapped his subordinate, Franz, playfully on the shoulder, “time to get this party started!” he let a smile crack. 
 
    Not wasting any time, the pair turned virtually in unison, each man hurriedly breaking into a jog. Making towards the waiting caravan, they left the fallen tree behind, along with the trio of demolition charges jammed firmly between the soil and its massive corpus. 
 
    Campbell stopped just shy of the lead Chevy, walking the last few feet. Then, casting a quick glance at Professor Miller, the burly mercenary gave her a reassuring wink, to which she replied with a shy but appreciative smile. A little surprised by her warm response, the Scotsman admired her for a little longer than he probably should have. Still, she certainly didn’t seem to mind. Reluctantly breaking eye contact with the pretty, cream-skinned professor, Elias proceeded to scan the remainder of the scene, ensuring everyone was outside the projected blast radius, civilian and PMC alike. 
 
    Ultimately satisfied his people were at a safe distance, he raised his arm, revealing the cylindrical, wireless detonator gripped in his right hand. The atmosphere around the caravan changed almost instantly, everyone’s eyes locking onto the little, but no less powerful, device. Things grew unmistakably tense. On the face of it, the air itself seemed to crackle with apprehension. In Elias’ experience, it was always this way before a demolition. 
 
    “On my mark!” Campbell called out, his voice authoritative. 
 
    All around was quiet now, save for Elias’ booming words. 
 
    “Three!” he bawled, the tenor of the man’s voice going up a notch. 
 
    A hefty dose of adrenaline flooded Campbell’s system, his heartrate speeding up along with it. If truth be told, he lived for this kind of shit. Unlike some men Elias had served with during his time in The Regiment (as it was sometimes known), he didn’t get off on killing. It was just something that had to be done. Instead, blowing shit up was his forte. He considered that much less psychopathic. 
 
    “Two!” the Scot continued, his own anticipation rising. 
 
    But ‘one’ never came. 
 
    Elias let his arm drop, failing to engage the detonator switch. Instead, he craned his neck left and right, his eyes cautiously perusing the area around the fleet of vehicles. Something wasn’t right. He could feel it in his bones. Regrettably, it took him a little longer than it should have to put his finger on it. He noted the entire jungle around them had fallen silent. 
 
    A sense of nervousness overtook Elias then, not to mention the rest of the expedition’s crew, who like their leader, one by one came to sense the subtle change in their environment. The senior mercenary locked eyes with Professor Miller once more. Campbell found the woman’s expression to be much less welcoming this time around… as was his. Nigh-on pleading, the fear was evident in her wide eyes and gaping mouth. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she mouthed at him. 
 
    As if on cue, a peculiar whistling filled the air, the noise high-pitched and sinister. Oddly, it seemed to be drawing nearer. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Elias fidgeted, his ears twitching apprehensively. 
 
    Turning on the spot, the burly merc was greeted by a chilling sight. The air was thick˗ swarming, in fact˗ with a host of slender projectiles! Cutting through the air, the missiles punched their way out of the bright green arras lining both his unit’s flanks! Quickly converging together, the two halves fell to Earth in a deadly V-shaped formation, set to rain down on Campbell and his companions like a plague of locusts come to strip the fields. 
 
     Arrows… Elias realized a little too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Reaching their zenith, the arrows, myriad and deadly, fell from the heavens. Numerous as raindrops it seemed, the fearsome projectiles peppered the exposed mercenaries and their waiting trucks, impaling man and machine alike. 
 
    Thunk˗thunk˗thunk! 
 
    “Get to cover!” Commander Campbell roared amidst the unfolding mayhem. 
 
    Sadly, his warning came too late for some of his troops. 
 
    Bug-eyed and bleeding, the first casualty dropped to his knees. Crimson syrup spilled over the mercenary’s lips. An arrow lodged in his windpipe, the menacing object had punched clean-through to the other side of his broad neck! The unfortunate man wavered for a second, supported only by his knees, before he eventually buckled and slumped flat on his face. Likewise, the second victim was dead on his feet, skewered as he was. The PMC collapsed, never to rise again, an arrow buried virtually all the way down to the fletching, the item stuck fast and deep in the poor fellow’s left eye socket! 
 
    A little luckier than their dead comrades, a handful of others also fell, but thankfully only wounded; arrows protruding from bloody wounds notched about their arms and legs. For the luckiest ones hit however, the raining missiles simply became snagged in their body armor, ultimately harmless. Of the near thirty men under Elias Campbell’s command, perhaps only half-a-dozen were incapacitated in those few opening seconds. Still, it was enough to put his team at a distinct disadvantage. On top of this, Elias and his men were up against an enemy they couldn’t even see (at least yet, anyway). Worse still, they were in unfamiliar territory. The odds were stacked firmly in their adversaries’ favor… and Campbell knew it. 
 
    And so, with his men dropping all around him, the commander pocketed the detonator. Spinning on his heel, the Scotsman raised his G36 quick-smart, searching desperately for a target. Any target. Taking a knee, he scanned the jungle to his left, but failed to find anything. Next, turning about-face, Elias looked beyond the nearest Chevy to inspect his opposite flank, also to no avail. 
 
    “Damn it!” he spat, a Celtic fury burning red-hot in his chest. 
 
    Who the hell is doing all this? Campbell asked himself. Although, if truth be told, the commander already had his suspicions. The list of potential culprits was decidedly small in this corner of the world. 
 
    All the while, the groans of injured PMCs carried on the air, mixed with the angry shouts of their frightened comrades. Confusion reigned supreme in those first few opening moments, and as Campbell well-knew, confusion breeds fear. With fear comes inaction, and inaction ultimately brings defeat. The Scotsman had to act, and sooner rather than later. Much sooner. 
 
    And so, with his heart racing and pulse pounding, Elias fought to control his breathing and maintain his composure. Remaining crouched, the Scotsman’s eyes darted frantically from left to right, desperately searching the jungle’s uneven façade for some sign of his mysterious enemy. Yet, there was nothing. Or rather, no one. His group’s attackers were invisible it seemed, cloaked by the impenetrable lime vista surrounding them. In fact, the only evidence of their presence was the collection of spent arrows littering the ground… and of course the handful of victims they had already claimed. 
 
    “Does anybody have a contact?” Elias shouted, his voice shaking slightly. “C’mon, talk to me people!” he bawled into his mic. 
 
    “Negative!” was the reply trickling in from his subordinates, the word repeated over and over in his ear. 
 
    Still, things didn’t remain static for long. Rather, they were set to get much worse for Campbell and his men. With the element of surprise lost, the second phase of the ambush was put into rapid effect. A chorus of frenzied howls˗ deafening war cries, actually˗ sounded left and right, filling the air. This was followed by dozens of lithe, ochre bodies spilling forth from the nest of foliage! Racing towards his team, armed with an assortment of primitive weapons, namely axes, clubs and spears, were what Campbell’s mind told him had to be the warriors of some long-lost Amazonian tribe. 
 
    Natives… Elias’ stomach dropped. His suspicions were correct. One (or possibly more) of the indigenous tribes had set a trap for them. Worst of all, he and his men had walked right into it. 
 
    Initially Campbell thought the figures were naked. That was until his mind registered the presence of their tattered loincloths. Multicolored beads decorated the men’s tawny bodies as well, wrapped tightly around their stringy necks and sculpted biceps. For added effect, the warriors’ faces were decorated with an array of charcoal warpaint akin to Elias’ own Pictish ancestors. Most terrifying of all however, were the sharpened animal bones (or were they teeth?) protruding from their cheeks and even noses in some cases. 
 
    Despite their outdated arsenal, the onyx-haired screamers were nothing short of imposing. Indeed, poor Campbell nearly choked when he witnessed the first of the natives rush forth from the brush, the crudely fashioned blade of the man’s axe glinting ominously in the sunlight. 
 
    “Contact!” the merc’s gruff voice boomed as he peered disbelievingly into the mixed tapestry of foliage and oncoming flesh. “Three o’clock!” he signaled. “Watch your six!” Campbell added for good measure. 
 
    A split-second later the Scotsman’s weapon blazed to life, its nozzle sparking! Elias’ subordinates followed his lead, each man picking his target with tactical precision. A squall of hot lead zipped through the air; the resulting cacophony almost unimaginable in its ferocity. 
 
    Craaack˗craaack˗craaack! Shots sounded helter-skelter, the metallic rhythm broken but still very much deadly. Craaack˗craaack! 
 
    Figure after figure collapsed, countless shrieking natives mowed down in what was only a matter of a few decidedly bloody seconds. Still, the warriors kept coming, their number seemingly legion. To Campbell’s horror, the tribesmen proved unfazed by their adversaries’ superior weaponry. Instead, the oncoming tide of warriors simply continued their courageous advance unabated, staring death squarely and resolutely in the face! Elias understood in that moment these individuals had heart. And lots of it. But he knew so too did his own troops. In spite of the imposing waves of tribesmen closing on them˗ from both flanks, no less˗ the hired guns held their ground. Just as they were trained to do. Unwavering in the face of adversity, they did what mercenaries do best˗ kill. And kill mercilessly they did. What followed was nothing short of a slaughter, damn-near biblical in proportion. 
 
    Like the ill-fated Jacobites at Culloden Muir, the advancing Amazonians fell under the murderous volleys from their enemies. Bullets continued to cut through the air, fast and unforgiving, working to punch gaping holes in the indigenous ranks! The result saw blood erupt in myriad gouts up and down the tribal lines! Again and again, warrior after fearless warrior toppled either wounded or dead. Still, the incensed natives pushed on, determined to satiate their bloodlust and defend their homeland against this incursion. 
 
    Nevertheless, Amazons continuing to bear down on him, Campbell squeezed his trigger alongside his men. He watched as four of his rounds bored brutally into an approaching tribesman’s red-brown chest, shredding it in a flurry of scarlet, treacle-like gore! Just like that, the warrior was dead. Collapsing at the rainforest’s edge, he went down with a pathetic yelp, his essence extinguished. 
 
    Civilians… Elias’ mind prompted him out of nowhere. Check on the civvies. 
 
    In between loosing shots, Elias tweaked his neck. Searching for Professor Miller, he hoped in the back of his mind she had retreated to the safety of her vehicle. He was gravely mistaken. In fact, the woman had barely moved from her spot at all. 
 
    Bloody civvies… Campbell thought inwardly. Can’t take ‘em anywhere. 
 
    Clearly terrified out of her mind, the professor was crumpled up against the side of her group’s Chevrolet. Hugging at the vehicle’s wheel-arch, the woman was shrieking in terror the whole time, paralyzed with fear. 
 
    “Get inside the truck for God’s sake!” Elias roared at her. 
 
    Trapped in her panic, and no doubt drowned out by the noise as well, the woman didn’t hear him. 
 
    “Jesus…” the commander breathed, the frustration spilling out of him. 
 
    Then, catching movement off to his left, Elias pivoted to find Trevon, the man’s AR-15 rattling with a vengeance. With a quick burst, Latham stopped two Amazons dead in their tracks, the duo poised mere feet from him! 
 
    “Trey!” Campbell called to his teammate. “Get Professor Miller back inside her transport!” he pointed to her crumpled, mewling form. “She may as well have a bloody bullseye painted on her back!” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Latham nodded before taking off in the professor’s direction. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    While the world around her went to shit, Kate Miller froze on the spot. Well, that’s not entirely true. Not thinking, and very much in shock, she collapsed against the side of the black-bodied Chevrolet. Then she froze, but only after attempting to bury her frame in between one of its huge tires and the adjoining wheel-arch, as if that would somehow save her from the savagery being played out around her. 
 
    Pandemonium reigned supreme with tribesmen screaming, guns barking, and men on both sides dying. It was madness. Sheer, unadulterated madness. Worst of all, there was Professor Kate Miller right in the thick of it. A sitting duck… just waiting. 
 
    All of a sudden, a figure appeared before her. The geographer felt her blood run cold in that instant. Slender but decidedly muscular, the bare-chested individual stared down at her, his features partially hidden behind a mask of charcoal warpaint! It was one of their ambushers and the look in the native’s eyes was one of a mad man. Kate’s presence alone seemed to incense him beyond measure. 
 
    “Oh, God!” Kate raised her hands in a paltry attempt to protect herself. “Please, don’t hurt me!” she pleaded. “Please!” 
 
    Needless to say, the tribesman paid her pleas no mind. Axe held high, the warrior’s body twisted as he prepared to bring the sheening weapon down on her head, his eyes brimming with bloodlust˗ 
 
    Craaack˗craaack! 
 
    Two craters appeared dead-center in the man’s chest, cherry-red blood rushing forth from the ugly, furrowed wounds! Falling backwards, he quickly disappeared out of Kate’s line of sight. Then, out of nowhere it seemed, Trevon Latham arrived, offering Professor Miller a large ebony hand. 
 
    “Get up!” he ordered the stunned woman, all sense of decorum and chivalry gone in the moment. “We don’t have time to lose. We have to get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    Wrenching Professor Miller to her feet, Latham dragged the bewildered woman to the truck’s rear passenger-side door. 
 
    “Get in!” Trevon commanded before pushing her. 
 
    Virtually thrown into the vehicle, Kate landed awkwardly, sprawled on her front across the backseat, ass up in the air. At the same time, Greg and Sienna were calling out excitedly, startled by her abrupt appearance. 
 
    Flipping herself over onto her rump, Kate looked back to see Trevon moving to slam the door shut when whack! a club, wooden, thick and heavy, connected with the side of the unsuspecting man’s head! Latham dropped on the spot, his big frame vanishing altogether, like that of the would-be killer before him. 
 
    “Tre˗” the man’s name died in Professor Miller’s throat. 
 
    To her horror, another Amazon appeared by the truck’s door, his lithesome figure looming threateningly into view. His eyes, black as night, fixed in on Kate. The professor didn’t so much hear as feel the scream of terror expelled from her throat then. Even so, the sound was high and frantic and full of fright for those that did hear it. Drawing nearer, the tribesman extended a stringy arm, his long, claw-like fingers wrapping around one of Kate’s waiting ankles! At the same time, a maniacal sneer inched over his thin lips, the Amazon seemingly reveling in the woman’s dread. Yellow, unkempt teeth emerged as his purple lips peeled back like a hungry vampire’s. 
 
    “No!” Kate fired out a kick, hard and full of force. “Get off me!” 
 
    She caught the half-naked man square in his sternum, pushing him backwards, buying herself some time. Sitting upright, the professor scrambled for the door, desperately throwing out an arm. Fingers scraping over the door’s molded armrest, the frightened woman yanked the door closed. To her shock, the native reappeared almost instantly, his warpainted face and sweaty palms pressed flush against the window. 
 
    “Lock the door!” Kate heard Sienna scream. “What are you doing? Lock it!” 
 
    Reacting quick-smart, Miller slammed the heel of her palm down on the locking mechanism. She heard a prominent clunk! which emanated somewhere deep down inside the frame of the door, letting her know she was good. Still, the tribesman remained by the window, peering in through its darkened façade, leering rapaciously at her. His visage didn’t remain there for long, however. Kate’s ears twitched as she heard a muffled pop! A fraction of a second later, a gout of blood erupted out the side of his head! Then he was gone. 
 
    “Stay down!” Gregory Trentham yelped at the women, sliding down in his seat and holding onto his hat. 
 
    Ping! What was presumably a bullet, or maybe even an arrow (after all, it was hard to tell amidst the chaos of it all), ricocheted off the Chevrolet’s bonnet, sparking noticeably with the resulting impact. 
 
    “Shit!” Clementine cursed, instinctively shrinking back from the windscreen. 
 
    “Where’s Campbell?” Kate yelped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Elias saw the native a fraction of a second too late. Before the commander had a chance to react, the Amazon had already smashed poor Trey in the face with his weapon! Looking on helplessly then, Campbell watched as his friend collapsed by the Chevy, either unconscious or dead. 
 
    “Trey!” an involuntary panicked cry left the Scotsman’s throat. 
 
    Raising his assault rifle, Campbell took aim. Lining up his comrade’s attacker, he pressed down on the trigger and click! nothing happened. His magazine was spent. Cursing under his breath, Elias slung the rifle immediately, not bothering to reload it. Thinking fast, the mercenary went for the compact sidearm resting on his hip. Unclipping the Glock-18C, the commander took aim at the warrior once more just as the Amazon turned menacingly towards the Chevy. 
 
    Pop! Elias let a single shot fly. 
 
    A nanosecond later the native toppled, blood streaming from his right temple. 
 
    Got to get to Trey and the others, a voice told Campbell. 
 
    Try as he might, the commander didn’t get far. 
 
    Moving toward Trevon and the civilians, Elias was forced to stop short when another tribesman pounced on him! Materializing as if out of thin air, the native cut across Campbell’s path, poised to strike at a moment’s notice. Standing before the surprised mercenary, the Amazon gripped an axe in his right hand, the blade slick with cerise gore. Behind the tribesman lay his latest victim, blood pooling around the unfortunate PMC’s prone frame. Even with just a quick glance, Elias was certain his subordinate was deceased, his face a mélange of mangled matter. 
 
    Then the warrior struck. 
 
    Countering fast, Campbell used his forearm Karate-style to block the warrior’s incoming attack. The mercenary’s eyes bulged when he registered just how close the axe had come to smashing into his waiting skull. But he couldn’t dally. Going on pure instinct at this point, he delivered the same strike to the native’s other arm, jarring him and stalling the other portion of his attack. Then, still gripping his Glock, the Scot pistol-whipped his enemy, virtually obliterating the warrior’s nose! 
 
    Kerunch! Even accustomed as he was to violence, Campbell still found the sound of bone breaking to be gut-churning at times. 
 
    “Aaahhh!” the Amazon howled, the man’s pain nigh-on palpable. 
 
    Elias watched for the briefest of moments as the Amazon clutched at his ruined face, scarlet pouring through the gaps in his dirt-covered fingers. Lost in his agony, the wounded warrior stumbled aftwards, abruptly placed on the backfoot. Whereas Campbell, not prepared to waste another second, aimed his weapon. Double-tapping the trigger, he downed his attacker then and there! 
 
    “That was close,” Elias grunted to himself. 
 
    Panting hard with exertion, coupled with the waves of adrenaline infiltrating his system, Campbell felt himself being overcome with the shakes. He tried to slow his breathing, exhaling through his nostrils, fighting it. 
 
    Focus! the PMC told himself amidst the madness. 
 
    And so, before taking off again, Elias made sure to scan his surrounds. Bodies littered the ground, some writhing in pain, others deathly still. Added to this, the familiar chatter of automatic weapons continued, albeit not on the scale it had before. This told him he was losing men, which made his mission all the more urgent. He had to get to Trevon and the others. He had to get them out of here. 
 
    Scanning the hyperkinetic scene one final time, he decided the coast was clear, at least in his general vicinity. With this, Campbell pushed on towards the SUV, staying low for fear of stray bullets (or a well-placed arrow). Rushing to the vehicle’s rear passenger-side window, he peered in to find the semi-hidden visage of Kate Miller awaiting him. 
 
    “You guys stay put,” he called to her through the glass, without actually looking at the others. “Okay?” 
 
    She nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    Satisfied she wasn’t going anywhere, Elias turned to the prostrate figure of Trevon at his feet, who was stretched out alongside the truck, unmoving. A gruesome gash ran down the left side of Trey’s head, starting at about the temple. Inspecting the dark, puckered flesh, the commander was able to tell immediately that the wound was going to need stitches. Crouching down beside Latham, Elias placed his ear to the man’s mouth, listening for any breathing. To his relief, he could hear his fellow PMC’s lungs working. Even so, his breathing was shallow and erratic. 
 
    “C’mon pal,” Campbell gave the side of his friend’s face a soft slap. “Wake up!” 
 
    Trey’s eyelids flickered open and shut momentarily. 
 
    “That’s it!” Elias slapped him again, albeit harder this time. “Get up, you lazy wee prick!” 
 
    Trevon’s eyes sprung open, shocked by the force of Campbell’s strike. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” Trey growled at his commander, his voice a little hoarse. 
 
    “Aye, right you are then,” Campbell helped him up into a sitting position, shuffling his comrade up against the Chevrolet’s huge tire for support. 
 
    Elias peered into his friend’s eyes, which to his frustration were already closing over again. With his free hand, the Scot used a thumb and forefinger to pry one of his subordinate’s eyes open. To his complete surprise, captured in the reflection of the glassy orb, he noted a tawny physique bearing down on him and Latham, a spear pointed ominously at them both! Campbell watched both Latham’s eyes grow wide in that moment, glistening with fear as the other man registered the sleeking tribesman’s presence. 
 
    Even so, Campbell remained cool, calm and collected. Just as he was trained to do. Sliding his Glock in under his armpit, Elias placed the pistol parallel to his ribs. Pointing it away from him, he squeezed the trigger three times in quick succession! Elias didn’t even turn around to check he hit his mark. Instead, the merc simply waited for the tell-tale sound of the man’s dead body hitting the ground. 
 
    “Nice!” Trey let the word escape from his lips in a kind of groggy hiss. 
 
    “Here,” Campbell retrieved his teammate’s wayward assault rifle. 
 
    “Thanks,” Trevon said, coughing a little. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Elias replied. “How are you doing?” he probed worriedly. 
 
    “Vision’s blurry,” Trey confessed. “Balance feels a little off.” 
 
    “Probably a concussion,” Campbell told him. 
 
    Trevon nodded in agreement, smiling weakly at the same time. 
 
    “I’d say rest up,” Elias smiled back, “but under the circumstances I think we should get you on your feet, don’t you?” the Scot slid an arm around Trey’s waist, proceeding to help him up. 
 
    Like a poor imitation of conjoined twins, the pair awkwardly got to their feet, staggering as they tried to find some sense of equilibrium between them. Still, they made it. Yet, the scene awaiting them was a little different to what either man had expected to find. Anticipating to have to dive right back into the thick of the action, they were confused to see the host of tribesmen retreating˗ en masse, no less. 
 
    “What the hell?” Elias breathed. 
 
    Scampering like hares alerted to a nearby fox, the natives’ ochre forms fled for the safety of the rainforest once more. Still holding onto Trevon, Elias checked left and right, his blue eyes scanning warily for some sign of a trap. But it didn’t seem to be the case. It was the same all around them; tribesmen cutting and running. As suddenly as the assault had begun it was apparently over. Not even bothering to look back, the collection of clay-colored bodies receded into the jade undergrowth from whence they came. 
 
    Doing a quick head count of his men, Elias searched up and down the line. The mercenary commander noted he had just over half of his troops still in commission, their comrades’ bloodied remains strewn here and there. This wasn’t good. Not by a long shot. 
 
    “Think they’ve had enough?” Trey asked his superior, a little bleary-eyed. 
 
    Campbell didn’t get the chance to reply. 
 
    A series of horrid, spine-chilling squeals sounded somewhere out there in the jungle! So unusual were they that the screams made Campbell think of a big cat and a lizard all at the same time. The blood in Elias’ veins turned to ice then as a tremor traversed his spine. Whatever it was making these sounds, he could tell it wasn’t human. In fact, it was far from it. Perhaps even more chilling, Campbell couldn’t quite pin the noises down either. They seemed to be coming from every which way. Fear quickly set in and Elias got the feeling it wasn’t him or his brave men who had chased off the bloodthirsty Amazons. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Trey whispered, his voice shaking. 
 
    “Me neither, pal,” Elias responded worriedly. 
 
    “You think they know something we don’t?” Trevon nodded to the last of the fleeing tribesmen. 
 
    Campbell didn’t answer his friend. Before he could, the first monstrous shape emerged from the rainforest, its movements a nausea-inducing blur! In the end, Elias could only stare in abject horror as one of his men was swiftly bowled to the ground. The figures of victim and assailant violently coalesced into one as they rolled and struggled, before ultimately disappearing out of view behind the silhouette of the lead SUV. 
 
    Then it happened five more times. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” A nagging sensation in the back of Kate’s mind quashed her ability to believe the ambush was actually over. 
 
    Yet, the woman’s eyes told her a different story. The Amazons were indeed retreating; their scattering profiles swiftly melding with the landscape once more. But was it just another tactic of theirs? Were they trying to lull her and the others into a false sense of security to only then deliver some devastating final blow? ‘Hit and run’ was a phrase that readily came to the woman’s mind. 
 
    “Are they really leaving?” Miller’s voice was little more than a whisper at this point. 
 
    Things grew quiet inside the SUV’s cabin for a short time. Save for the occupants’ collective breathing, all the other ruckus faded away to nothing. In fact, you could hear a mouse piss on cotton. Still, it was but a brief reprieve from the bloody mayhem. Chaos would soon return in a different and admittedly much deadlier form than any of them could have imagined. 
 
    A chorus of vicious, animalistic shrieks like nothing Professor Miller or the others had ever heard before abruptly pierced the newfound quiet! Inhuman and penetrating, the screams rang hauntingly in Kate Miller’s ears, the sound somehow managing to infiltrate the confines of the truck. The effect of which was about the same as having a teacher run their nails down a chalkboard. 
 
    “What is that?” Kate just managed to squeak the words out. “What’s that noise?” she elaborated rather lamely. “Is that an animal? It can’t be… can it?” 
 
    Up front, Sienna and Gregory exchanged nervous glances with one another. Color suddenly gone from their faces, the dread was evident in their near-identical expressions. Ultimately, neither of them found the courage to reply to any of Miller’s frantic questions. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sienna cried unexpectedly, looking ahead through the dulled windscreen. 
 
    Sinister shapes, dark and dexterous, pounced from the depths of the jungle! Lightning-quick, the mysterious figures descended upon the surviving mercenaries with tooth and claw, taking their quarry completely off-guard. Unnaturally fast, it was as if the killers were somehow able to fade in and out of reality itself. If Kate and the others had thought to look to their rear, they would have witnessed a hauntingly similar sight. Screams, high and shrill, followed, accompanied by intermittent gunshots. And with this, bedlam once again reigned supreme over the jungle passage. 
 
    “What are those things?” Kate gasped, horrified. 
 
    Before she could get a good enough look, Miller’s attention (along with that of her companions) was unexpectedly diverted to the front passenger-side door. To their surprise, a tall figure draped in a Kevlar vest appeared, a single muscular arm extended towards Greg. 
 
    “Out of the seat, Poindexter!” the Mohawk-sporting merc grabbed Trentham by the scruff of the neck, preparing to exit him from the vehicle. 
 
    Kate jerked forward attempting to stop the PMC, when a stretching shadow, an insidious specter, swept across the Chevy’s exterior. Alarmed by the menacing silhouette, Miller shrunk back into her seat, retreating from the eerie, almost supernatural sight. What came next happened all so fast Miller wasn’t even sure what it was she witnessed. If her eyes weren’t deceiving her, she noted the presence of coarse scales and jagged spines, curved claws and knife-like teeth… a truly impossible sight. Such a thing shouldn’t exist… couldn’t exist. Not anymore. Not in this day and age. But somehow it did. 
 
    One second the mercenary was there˗ trying to pull Professor Trentham from the safety of his seat˗ and then he was gone, yanked backwards! Almost in unison, a ghastly effusion of blood doused the side of the SUV! Windows painted crimson with gore, the passengers’ view of the outside world was blocked… as was their view of the murderous entity lurking just beyond. Kate heard the PMC cry out over that of her own manic screeching. Wrenched into oblivion, the man disappeared from view. Next, the professor’s ears registered Sienna’s screams and Gregory’s semi-coherent cursing; both individuals just as shocked as her by what they had witnessed. 
 
    “What is it with you people?” Sienna roared at Gregory, suddenly regaining her composure. “Why didn’t you lock your fucking door?” 
 
    “I-I…” Greg stammered ineffectually. 
 
    “Calm down!” Professor Miller tried to placate Clementine. “Greg˗” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Sienna snapped at Kate, cutting her off with a wave of a hand. “Close the fucking door!” she turned back to Trentham, pointing vigorously. 
 
    No more encouragement needed, the ageing academic shifted towards it. Hands shaking uncontrollably, he pulled hard on the door, slamming it shut. Then, wasting no more time, Sienna followed up by turning over the Suburban’s ignition. 
 
    “I’m not waiting around any longer!” Clementine barked as the engine roared to life. “We’re getting the hell out of here!” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Cries of fear and pain danced on the air. Added to this, the coppery trace of blood, mingled with the scent of cordite, lingered in the atmosphere like some kind of ghostly aura. Despite these familiar things, it was still the strangest warzone either Elias or Trevon had ever experienced. 
 
    “C’mon, pal,” Campbell said to Trey. “I think it’s about time we were leaving. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Let’s roll,” Trevon nodded curtly, groaning at the same time. 
 
    As one, the pair pivoted on the spot. They turned just in time to see one of their own attempting to enter the civilians’ SUV at the center of the convoy. Both men were rendered speechless by what they saw next. 
 
    A silhouette, tall, long and slender˗ a shadow in the daylight, one might say˗ suddenly materialized behind the figure of the panicked man. Caught in the throes of his frenzy to flee, he failed to even see it coming. In but a few short seconds, the mercenary was dragged violently out of sight. Kicking and screaming, he was hauled to the rear of the truck, before disappearing behind its huge frame to meet a fate one could only imagine. 
 
    “What in God’s green Earth was that?” Trey breathed in disbelief. 
 
    The ex-marine didn’t have to wait long in order to find out. 
 
    Standing between the first and second vehicles, the duo prepared to push off toward the third truck when another of the murderous phantoms emerged. Appearing from God-knows-where, it landed right in their path, revealing to them its fearsome, rough-skinned and reptilian form. Skidding to a halt in front of the pair, it turned toward Elias and Latham. Next, cricking its spindly, S-shaped neck, the beast pitched its head to one side, inspecting them curiously. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Trevon cursed, the merc’s eyes bugging out of his skull. 
 
    Campbell said nothing on the other hand. Instead, the Scotsman simply absorbed the incredible sight on display before him. What he was looking at simply couldn’t be. It just couldn’t. The thing in front of him was something ancient… primordial… impossible… 
 
    A fucking dinosaur! Elias’ mind screamed disbelievingly. And it was a carnivore. He may not have known exactly what species it was, but he knew that much. This he discerned as his eyes trailed over its jagged collection of teeth and bowed claws. 
 
    Standing on two muscular legs, the scaly predator must have been close to seven-feet tall. In fact, Campbell was certain of this as it was looking down on him! Bisected by black slits, a pair of blood-orange, felid-like eyes looked back at the mercenary’s from underneath bony, arched and decidedly foreboding brows. 
 
    Raptor… the word popped almost miraculously into Campbell’s befuddled mind. 
 
    Taking in the primeval thing in more detail, Elias noted the feather-like quills, bone-white and sharp, extending away from the crown of its elongated head, the latter of which reminded him somewhat of a monitor lizard. As for the spear-like protrusions, they continued down its gangling but no less strong neck, and along its spine, before receding into nothing midway along its tapered, lash-like tail. It had a short but deep trunk, and save for its off-white underbelly, the creature’s body was a dull grey, mottled with an array of eclectic charcoal patterns. By Campbell’s estimation, the imposing reptile must have measured fifteen feet long from snout to tail. Maybe more. 
 
    It’s gotta be close to three-hundred kilos! He stared at it, nigh-on mesmerized. 
 
    Most prominent of all however, were the dinosaur’s obsidian claws. In particular, the scythe-like talons on the inside of each splayed, three-toed foot! Indeed, these were much more threatening than those attached to the trio of petite digits at the end of each of its wrinkled, skeletal-like forelimbs. Campbell was able to absorb all these details in what could only have been a matter of milliseconds. 
 
    Hiiiiiiiisss! The fanged horror launched itself at them. 
 
    Jaws cranked wide and claws splayed, the ancient killer bore down on the duo, its pink, eel-like tongue salivating wildly˗ 
 
    Craaack-craaack! 
 
    The mercenaries’ assault rifles barked in unison, both weapons hellish and full of force! The wave of red-hot lead that followed downed the prehistoric beast mid-flight! Creature flipping over in the air, flesh and blood scattered helter-skelter as the reptile tumbled to the ground, reduced to a grotesque and leaking heap of viscera. 
 
    Elias and Trevon didn’t wait around. Together, the PMCs lunged over the animal’s bloodied carcass, clearing it in a single, albeit awkward, bound. Meanwhile, all around them, the screams of man and beast melded into a haunting, blood-curdling refrain. Not looking back, they rushed toward the waiting Suburban, both men panting and covered in sickly sweat. Within a matter of seconds, the pair reached the civilian SUV. Thankfully, its engine was already running. Campbell thumped a clenched fist against one of the rear windows, startling the occupants. 
 
    “C’mon!” he shouted at the outline of Kate Miller hovering beyond the glass partition. “Open up!” 
 
    The door swung ajar. Inside, the professor sat stock-still, staring wide-eyed from under the brim of her cap at the red-faced Scotsman and his ebony-skinned companion. 
 
    “In you go!” Not waiting for an invitation, Elias shoved Latham inside the vehicle. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Miller managed to ask Campbell, at the same time backing away from the hunched figure of Trevon now encroaching on her. 
 
    “Never mind me,” Trevon grumbled, head still bloodied and leaking. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” the Scot said to Miller. “You might want to take a look at that wound of his though,” he signaled with a curt nod to Trey. “There’s a first-aid kit in the glovebox.” He pointed up front near Trentham. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Kate’s voice shook with each word. “What are those…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he lied, failing to meet the geographer’s gaze. It was just too insane to even say it, even if it was the truth. 
 
    Reluctant to say anything else, Campbell turned on his heel to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” he heard Professor Miller shout. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I have other men besides Latham to think of,” Elias replied, looking grimly over his shoulder. “Now get out of here! I’ll catch up! I’ve got plenty of rides to choose from.” 
 
    Without another word, Campbell slammed the door shut in her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Gunfire, loud and hectic, continued to pop and crackle; the metallic melody coming from all directions. Even so, the intensity of the hectic chorus was much reduced now compared to what it had been before. This wasn’t a good sign, however. Instinct told Campbell this meant his unit had suffered casualties. 
 
    Boom-boom! 
 
    Two thunderous and abrupt shots redirected Elias’ attention to the fore of the caravan. His ears recognized the distinctive sound immediately, knowing full-well the weapon it came from… and the owner of said weapon. Cricking his neck, he found his friend and fellow demolitionist Franz sprawled on his back, the stout man’s UTAS-15 tactical shotgun just out of reach. 
 
    Franz himself was lying not far from the lead vehicle’s chrome grill, two spent, cherry-red cartridges close by. Elias noted the German’s stocky frame was decidedly still. Blood poured from a grotesque wound punched into the side of the man’s thickset neck, the gushing liquid a frighteningly dark shade of red. All the while, Franz’s green eyes stared into Campbell’s, the injured mercenary’s façade pleading and full of fear. Most unsettling of all however, Franz’s mouth was opening and closing like a fish stranded on the beach. 
 
    “Franz!” Elias screamed, the color instantly draining from his face. 
 
    Suddenly, a raptor appeared off to Elias’ left. Hanging at the periphery of his vision, its corpus partially obscured by the outline of the Chevy, the primeval killer waltzed casually into view. The creature’s grey, elongated head bobbed with each step like some kind of monstrous pigeon; a pigeon possessed of menacing, cone-shaped teeth and curved, onyx talons. 
 
    “No…” Elias breathed. 
 
    Quick as a cat, the raptor’s jaws sprang open, flecks of gelatinous spittle set free by the action. Then, like a heron diving for a fish, it struck, the monster’s jaws snapping shut around Franz’s bald, egg-shaped head. Then he was gone. As was his killer. Poor Franz didn’t protest. He simply couldn’t. Not with the life literally oozing out of him. With a muffled, pathetic cry the wounded man was spirited away by the lithesome and ravenous reptile, never to be seen again. 
 
    “Franz!” Campbell yelled once more. 
 
    Taking off after Franz and the raptor, Elias barreled forward, head down, determined to save his comrade. Too intent on the happenings in front of him, Campbell failed to check his ‘six’ for any possible threats. And he paid the price for this foolish mistake. 
 
    Elias’ face was in the dirt before his body even had a chance to recognize the angry pain spreading over his back. Something big, solid and furious collided with him. Attacking from the rear, his mystery assailant hit Campbell between the shoulder-blades, dropping the big fella like a ton of bricks. Luckily, his Kevlar body-armor absorbed much of the horrendous impact. Even so, it still hurt enough to rob him of his breath, even if only for a moment. 
 
    “Ooof!” Campbell grunted, hitting the deck like a crash-test dummy. 
 
    When his ears finally picked up on the primeval scream accompanying his assault, Elias knew exactly what had hit him. Then again, what else was it going to be? 
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    Sienna twisted her body, preparing to yank hard on the Suburban’s steering wheel and peel off when˗ WHUMP! The whole SUV shook with the horrendous impact, its chassis dipping sharply. Somewhere in amongst this, the subtle sound of glass breaking announced itself˗ chink-chink-chink! 
 
    “Argh!” Kate’s neck and torso snapped forward, pain lancing up her abused spine. 
 
    Meanwhile, the others cried out as well, just as confused and presumably hurt as she. Looking about her booted feet, the woman searched for the first-aid kit she had been rummaging through only seconds before, but it was gone. Latham would just have to do without its contents for now. His injuries could wait until she knew what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Shit!” she rasped, seething with annoyance. 
 
    After a moment, Kate slowly and tenderly sat back in her seat. The woman’s breathing was noticeably ragged, the pain lingering in her back. The professor’s eyes grew wide a second later when they finally wandered in the direction of the SUV’s damaged windscreen. However, it wasn’t the diagonal, scar-like crack running through the molded pane of glass that had her stupefied. Rather, it was the looming, scaly, bipedal figure perched atop the Suburban’s crumpled and broken bonnet. 
 
    “Jesus…” she exhaled, the woman overcome with a terror she had never known before. 
 
    Eyes burning angrily, the reptilian beast peered in at the human occupants. Pink strips of flesh sat alongside wet portions of viscera wedged in between its sheening, dirk-like teeth. Most haunting of all however, were the large, seemingly exaggerated, curved claws, one on the inside of each of its large feet, twitching with hungry anticipation. 
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    Ignoring the pain, Campbell quickly rolled over onto his back. To his horror, he discovered one of the saurian monstrosities glaring down at him with a ravenous expression. Long, narrow jaws parted slightly, its collection of glistening, conical teeth were on display in a kind of weird, malevolent grin reserved solely for the downed mercenary. The hungry dinosaur gauged him for a second, the thing’s eyes locking in on the Scotsman’s squirming frame. All of a sudden, a hiss like the beginnings of steam leaving a rusted pipe escaped the monster’s throat. Then, with the call rising in note, a penetrating cry proceeded to spill over its grey, craggy lips! It didn’t take a genius to realize the killer was signaling its attack. 
 
    “Póg mo thón!” Campbell growled in return, swiftly raising his G36 into position. 
 
    Braaaack! The assault rifle responded immediately, rattling angrily as it proceeded to spew a stream of deadly slugs at his target. 
 
    The result was instantaneous. The reptile’s wan chest exploded in a series of gruesome, crimson-colored geysers! Dead on its feet, the predator’s grey frame swayed backwards to fall in a bleeding heap. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Is that a velociraptor?” Professor Miller asked, looking at the unbelievable figure straddling the Chevrolet’s hood. Despite being the one to ask the question, the words surprised even her. 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you see in the movies,” Trentham responded, albeit a little hushed. “Velociraptors were about the size of a turkey,” he explained matter-of-factly. 
 
    Kate looked at him but said nothing, a little thrown off by his rather aloof response. 
 
    “That ain’t no turkey,” Trevon breathed, at the same time pressing his palm against the gash running down his head. 
 
    “Then what the hell is it?” Professor Miller hissed. 
 
    “Based on our location,” Greg replied, unfazed, “I’d say it is a relict specimen of Condorraptor currumili. They inhabited this region during the Middle Jurassic. Or possibly even Austroraptor cabazai. Although, they appeared in the Cretaceous. Still, I can’t be entirely sure.” 
 
    Kate’s mind was struggling to compute. This conversation was just mental. And when exactly did Trentham become an expert on dinosaurs of all things? 
 
    This can’t be happening! her mind screamed defiantly. A raptor! A real, live, God-damn raptor! 
 
    As for Clementine, she remained quiet throughout the others’ exchange. Instead, completely dumbstruck, the young woman simply stared at the leering beast, whilst it scowled right back at her (and her companions) in return. 
 
    “Don’t move!” Professor Miller rasped. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it!” Ms. Clementine snapped back. Sienna’s hands were hooked around the wheel. Her knuckles white, the woman was quite literally on the edge of her seat.  
 
    The dinosaur continued to inspect them from the other side of the transparent barrier, its big yellow-green eyes attentively scanning left and right, crusty eyelids flickering intermittently. Behind it, more raptors, powerful and lithe, moved rapidly about the scene. Possessed of a lethal swiftness, their muscles flexed and contracted with each measured movement as they dispatched the last of the PMCs, slashing and tearing at them. Kate realized then that these beasts weren’t simply built for the kill˗ they were streamlined for it. What’s more, if Miller and her companions didn’t act quickly, they would soon meet the same fate as those unfortunate mercenaries yonder. 
 
    WHACK! Without warning, the scaled monster smashed its hardened brows into the windscreen, a small crater appearing almost dead center in the sheet of glass. 
 
    “It’s trying to get inside the truck!” Kate bawled, her line of sight brought back to the dinosaur. 
 
    WHACK! It struck again, this time with more force. 
 
    The result of this saw the crater grow in circumference, bits of jagged glass scattering about the Suburban’s interior, some of them bouncing over the polished dashboard. All the while, more cracks spider-webbed outwards from the opening. 
 
    WHACK! It struck yet again, harder still. 
 
    The gap in the glass tripled in size this time. Next, the raptor plunged its snout into the jagged breach, frenziedly trying to burrow into the Suburban’s cabin! Black claws quickly appeared on either side of its long muzzle, trying to peel back the crumbling sheet of glass and provide it entry. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Clementine?” Professor Miller shrieked. “Go! Go! Goooo!” 
 
    “What she said!” Trey added, head lolling a little. 
 
    Sienna slammed her foot down hard on the pedal, pressing it flush against the floor. The SUV’s engine responded instantly. Pulling hard on the steering wheel, she threw the truck into a gut-wrenching turn! The Chevy’s ass-end swung out hard as a result, its big tires kicking up a small dust-storm in its wake, the vehicle threatening to spiral out of control. 
 
    Still astride the bonnet, the raptor wrenched its head free from the gap in the battered windscreen. Clawed feet stomping and scraping clumsily against black metal, the confused creature tried desperately to maintain its balance. Spindly forelimbs thrashing and maw bared wide, it shrieked with a mixture of fright and fury, eyeballing the vehicle’s petrified occupants as it did so. Meanwhile inside the truck, Sienna continued to yank hard on the wheel. 
 
    “Too far! Too far!” Trevon yelled at Clementine from the backseat. “Correct your course!” 
 
    “Fuck!” Clementine called out, throwing the steering wheel back the other way. 
 
    Trey was right, Sienna had overcompensated with her turn. More unfortunate than this, she was unable to rectify her mistake in time. Too late now, the truck was spinning out of control! The Chevy proceeded to fishtail as the vehicle’s tires failed to gain proper traction in the gravel. 
 
    “Hit the brake! Hit the brake!” Professor Trentham was hysterical as he held on for dear life. 
 
    Sensing danger, the raptor launched its grey frame into the air. Leaving the truck’s passengers behind, they were now presented with an unencumbered view of the waiting rainforest. Diving head-on into this sea of green, Kate felt the truck dip violently as it left the road behind. Their view of the jade vista didn’t last long. It was soon replaced by a lone, grey-brown tree trunk. At about the same time, Miller’s ears registered the screech of crumpling metal. A split-second after this, the professor’s head collided with something and her world was abruptly swallowed by an impenetrable darkness. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Elias propped himself up using his elbows, just in time to see Miller’s Chevrolet take off˗ raptor included. Before he knew it, the big truck was speeding away unbridled, the primordial terror in tow screeching maddeningly from atop the hood. Leaving the road behind, the SUV dove into the jungle, piercing the emerald palisade like a battering ram! Then, like a pilot ejecting from a doomed fighter-jet, the dinosaur lunged to safety. Within a matter of moments there followed a near-cataclysmic bang! Metal protested loudly and shrilly as it bent and warped. Campbell’s heart skipped a beat right there. Worry overtaking him, the Scotsman forced himself to his feet with a pained grunt. But he didn’t remain on them for long. 
 
    Grey and mottled, another raptor appeared, stopping Elias dead in his tracks. The sinuous brute pivoted on the spot, elegant as a ballerina, flashing its tail threateningly in Campbell’s direction. Elias was too slow to react. The monster used its serpentine appendage to whip Commander Campbell full force across his armored chest, sending the merc flying through the air! The Scotsman’s impromptu flight only came to an end when his already battered spine, along with the back of his cranium, collided with the frame of the foremost Chevrolet. 
 
    Slumping into a pathetic heap, the PMC looked up drowsily, his senses swimming. Fighting to see through the blurred veil that had descended over his vision, he found himself surrounded by not one but four raptors. To his surprise, the remainder of the primeval pack had joined their cohort, presumably that they might finish him off. Forming a semi-circle around their prey, the pack of scaly carnivores kept Elias in place. Ultimately trapped against the truck’s chassis, he had nowhere to go. Possessed of predatory scorns, the quartet eyeballed their quarry intently. They hissed and grunted amongst themselves, edging closer to him, a deadly grace in their cautious steps. Campbell couldn’t help but feel in that moment they had him dead to rights. 
 
    The Scot’s temples began pounding with a vengeance now. Dizziness struck quickly thereafter. He was beginning to lose consciousness, Elias realized. Still, he fought against it. If he could keep himself awake then he at least had a chance against these monsters... however slim it might be. He just might be able to figure something out and find a way out of this hellish predicament. Certainly, he wasn’t going to lie down for them. 
 
    Glancing to the right, Campbell saw his G36 nestled amongst the gravel. Too far from him to reach it in time, he decided the assault rifle was of no use. What’s more, watching the scaled creatures inch forward, he knew going for the Glock on his hip wasn’t a viable option either. He might get one of the ugly bastards if he was quick enough, but not all four. Not in a million years. Then he remembered something else. Something much more effective at dispersing crowds. 
 
    Sliding a hand inside his thigh-pocket, he felt the cylindrical object still lodged there. Fingers wrapping around the slender device, he slowly began to retrieve the item. Meanwhile, one of the monsters brought its nostrils to within centimeters of his own. Yellowed fangs on display, it greeted him with a malicious sneer, as if baiting him to do something. The killer’s rancid breath enveloped Campbell then, nigh on suffocating in its pungency. 
 
    They’re reveling in it! Elias realized to his dismay, staring as he was into its blood-orange eyes. He was able to recognize there was clearly an intelligence behind those eyes. Perhaps it could be better described as a devilish cunning. 
 
    “Come ahead, ya dick!” Elias dared the nearest lizard. 
 
    As if in response, the raptor tensed, preparing to attack. 
 
    This is it! The mercenary told himself. Now or never… 
 
    Not willing to wait any longer, Campbell popped the safety cap on the detonator, pressing down hard on the trigger-button. The resulting explosion was magnificent. Off to his left, the charges buried underneath the downed tree trunk erupted in a mushroom cloud of yellow, orange and red! The ground around him vibrated with the force of the thunderous explosion, the tree itself momentarily lifting into the air as its corpus shattered midway along its massive length! Smoke filled the air, grey and black and thick, swirling alongside the dazzling conflagration. 
 
    The pack of raptors scattered instantly, all the while shrieking like a flock of frightened hens. Making straight for the sanctuary of the jungle, their dull bodies melded with the greenery once more like wraiths returning to the Underworld. As for their would-be quarry, Elias collapsed not long after the last of them disappeared into the brush. Unconsciousness sweeping over the exhausted mercenary, he toppled onto his side, the man’s freckled face burying itself into the bed of gravel around him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Kate’s eyelids slowly peeled apart, the brown orbs beneath struggling to focus at first. Be that as it may, the SUV’s familiar cabin eventually took shape, the haze at the edges of her vision receding. Miller’s sense of disorientation was made worse by a peculiar silence permeating the scene. Kate suddenly realized she had lost her hearing. Strangely, she felt as if she was trapped in a bubble. No, a vacuum. 
 
    Pop! The woman’s hearing returned in an abrupt, painful burst; the sensation felt somewhere deep down in her ear canals. 
 
    “Argh!” she cried out, clutching the sides of her head. 
 
    A harsh ringing followed, so intense it was both disorientating and sickening for the unsuspecting woman. Kate groaned as her stomach proceeded to churn uneasily. She fought against the rising tide of nausea, taking in slow and deep breaths through her nostrils before then exhaling out through pursed lips. 
 
    Lost in her discomfort, Kate was taken completely off-guard by a commotion to her left. In fact, the woman’s nausea quickly disappeared as the disruption managed to capture her undivided attention. Miller turned sharply, dread gripping at her soul. In the end, what awaited the professor caused a knot to form in the woman’s chest and her breath to catch raggedly in her throat. 
 
    “Get away from me!” she cried, spying the gloomy profile hovering by the Suburban’s open door. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    A pair of ochre limbs extended towards Professor Miller. Dirty fingernails followed, rushing at Kate’s fear-stricken face. Frozen, she could only scream in response; the terror spilling out of her in a single, high-pitched squeal. Before she knew it, Miller was being pulled from the Suburban against her will. It all happened so quickly the professor barely had time to react beyond that of her panicked screeching. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Kate bawled as she kicked out at her accoster, but in the end it was to no avail. 
 
    Falling to the ground a moment later, Professor Miller landed on her hands and knees amidst a bed of decaying leaf matter and other filthy detritus. Craning her neck, Kate frantically scanned her environs. Miller counted no less than a dozen Amazon warriors encircling her, all of them looking down on her. Gripping axes and spears, the tawny-skinned natives surrounded Kate and the wrecked SUV (or at least her side of it), dark grimaces etched into their tanned features. 
 
    Kate was soon joined by her companions. Like her, they were torn from the smashed-up truck by yet more Amazonians, all of whom emerged seamlessly from the jade landscape. Twisting to her right, she found Latham, the big man looking decidedly worse for wear. Battered and bruised and barely conscious from his mounting injuries, the burly mercenary didn’t have the strength to resist his captors, and thus went more willingly than Miller had. 
 
    A few seconds later, appearing off to Kate’s left, Trentham and Clementine were forced to their knees alongside her. Like Miller, they put up more of a fight than their crushed bodyguard. Still, theirs were token gestures at best, consisting of nothing more than jerking their shoulders and trying to twist out of reach of the natives. Kneeling and frightened, the reunited group exchanged anxious stares between themselves. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Sienna howled, tears forming at the edges of her turquoise eyes. It didn’t even occur to the company executive that the tribesmen couldn’t understand what she was saying. After all, with little to no contact with the outside world, they very likely didn’t speak Spanish or Portuguese, let alone English. 
 
    Without warning, one of the Amazons darted forward, pointing his spear threateningly at the panicked executive. Barking in a curt, foreign tongue, the native brought the tip of the sheening blade to within millimeters of Sienna’s petite and pasty-white nose. No further persuasion needed, Clementine’s voice failed her. 
 
    Professor Miller said nothing as she observed this frightening interaction from the sidelines. The tribesman hovering over Ms. Clementine was the largest of his group both in height and girth. Kate also noted an ugly scar that ran from his temple down to the corner of his mouth. Their leader, Miller presumed. His aggressive and commanding behavior certainly appeared to corroborate this assumption. Dark eyes glaring at Sienna, the angry man’s broad chest, bare and muscular, rose and fell with each incensed breath that he drew. Then, in a flash, with his eyes burning furiously, the Amazon jerked towards Clementine. 
 
      “Get away from her, you brute!” Professor Trentham rose awkwardly to his feet, interrupting the warrior’s advance. 
 
    Alas another tribesman moved in from the fringes of the group, smaller and faster than his imposing cohort, to deliver a hard backhand across the professor’s weathered face! So hard in fact, the latter man’s hat was sent flying from the force of the strike. Downed once more, Trentham’s prized possession disappeared somewhere amongst the brush… and Kate Miller got her long-awaited answer. 
 
    What little light managed to penetrate the rainforest’s canopy bounced off Trentham’s wrinkled egg of a cranium. Bald and rendered impotent, he had the look of a man defeated. A fact that was emphasized by the blood now pouring from the corner of his mouth and the diagonal crack running through one of his lenses. Head bent and shoulders sagging, the ageing professor very quickly took on the same aura as their friend, Trevon. All the while, Kate observed in stunned silence, waiting for whatever came next. 
 
    Anger boiling over, the big Amazon began yelling instructions at his subordinates who quickly did as they were told. In sets of twos and threes, the junior warriors hastily set about securing rope around the interlopers’ wrists, binding them roughly together. Within what could have only been a matter of thirty seconds or so, the prisoners were yanked to their feet. And then, surrounded by their captors, the foursome was marched off into the depths of the surrounding jungle to meet their fate. A fate which none of them could have possibly imagined. 
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    When Elias came to it was as if his world had been enveloped by a kind of fog. Sitting upright, it was several moments before his vision cleared enough that he could decipher his environs properly. The now familiar wending jungle path eventually greeted him. As did the scattered bodies of his troops which caused the man’s heart to sink. 
 
    To his left, a fire smoldered, black smoke rising from the remnants of the exploded tree trunk, small sections of which continued to burn. Then, looking to his right, a frantic memory flashed inside Campbell’s befuddled mind. He remembered watching Miller’s SUV barreling into the adjoining jungle, the heavyset vehicle wildly out of control. His cold blue eyes immediately began searching for the gouge punched into the green vista. 
 
    There it is! The merc’s heartrate went up as he spied it. 
 
    Eyes locked in, Elias gathered himself before rising gingerly to his feet. Locating his G36 (alongside his senses), the Scotsman briefly checked his weapon over. Satisfied it was in working order, Campbell hurriedly made for the gap in the lime panorama up ahead, his recovered weapon poised at the ready. The commander was unsteady on his feet, at least to begin with anyway, the world shifting dizzyingly around him. Still, he powered on, drawing closer to the breach in the wall of green. 
 
    Entering the waiting fissure a few seconds later, his eyes searched anxiously for some sign of Miller’s wayward SUV, whilst also half-expecting a raptor to pounce on him. In the end, he didn’t have to look far for the Chevy. A little less than twenty feet in front of him, the civilians’ assigned transport sat immobile, all four doors along both its flanks laid wide open. Steam, or more likely smoke, wafted up from beneath the mangled hood now molded haphazardly around the stem of a mighty and immoveable tree. Senses still swimming somewhat, Campbell rushed towards the broken truck. Reaching the SUV in a few awkward bounds, he hurriedly inspected the vehicle. To his disappointment, Elias found it was abandoned. 
 
    “Damn it!” the mercenary spat, his head sinking in defeat. 
 
    Head and neck bent as they were, Campbell’s blue eyes inevitably travelled to the rainforest floor. They widened almost immediately when he saw it was littered with myriad imprints. Footprints actually. Many of them, almost all of them in fact, belonged to barefooted individuals, as evidenced by the distinctive outlines of toes. Although that being said, several of the prints sported tread marks. 
 
    Boots… Elias surmised. 
 
    He thought of his friend Trevon and Professor Miller, as well as the others, anxiety gripping his chest. They were still alive. But for how long was another matter entirely. There was little doubt in his mind that Miller and the others had been taken captive. Elias instinctively knew he had to be quick about it, if he was going to save them. Prisoners of war were rarely treated well. Many didn’t survive long in the clutches of their enemies. Still, he needed supplies if he was going to mount a rescue mission. 
 
    Turning on the spot, Elias left the crashed SUV behind, returning to the remnants of the main convoy. Beelining it towards the lead truck, Campbell made for the rear of the big SUV. He needed munitions and plenty of them: magazines, clips, explosives, flash-bangs, you name it. Pulling open the Suburban’s back end, Elias spotted a rucksack. 
 
    Perfect! crowed an inward voice. 
 
    Not wasting any time, the mercenary grabbed the empty carrier, unzipping it. He located the ammo-box next, although admittedly it was hard to miss. Flicking open the long, cuboid container, the Scot scavenged magazines for his G36 and clips for his Glock. After this, he began sifting hectically through the box’s complement of grenades, his azure eyes hungry. Much of the ordnance, like the munitions, was bunched together in lots and kept in small, transparent re-sealable bags; the idea being these would protect the ammo and such from the humidity. 
 
    It took Elias no more than ten minutes to find everything that he needed. By the end of it, he felt like he was ready to wage his own little war. Actually, that’s exactly what the Scotsman intended to do. There was just one more thing. 
 
    Next to the pillaged ammo-box, Campbell found the last piece of equipment he sought. Grabbing his personal SAT-phone (which had the capability of doubling as a field-radio), the merc commander wasted no time punching in his access code. Device unlocked now, his comm-link was operational, connecting him to Slaine Industries’ own private security and communications network. 
 
    “Come in Slaine Industries HQ,” Elias spoke into the cuboid device, “this is expedition leader, Commander Elias Campbell, call-sign: ‘Reiver’. Come in, HQ. Do you read? Over.” 
 
    Several seconds of harsh static sounded, the moments ticking by like hours for the anxious man. 
 
    “Reading you loud and clear, Reiver,” said a tinny voice. “Go ahead. Over.” 
 
    Elias felt a wave of relief hit him upon hearing the voice. Although a little warped, the voice sounded male Campbell decided. 
 
    “Expedition has suffered severe casualties,” Campbell grimaced as he spoke, his voice shaking slightly. “We were ambushed by natives and… local fauna,” he hesitated on this last piece of information. “Security team has been virtually wiped out and our civilian contingent has been taken hostage. That being said, I am in pursuit. Requesting emergency evac. Over.” 
 
    The comm-link went silent once more. Desperate for a response, Campbell began chewing his bottom lip. “C’mon, c’mon,” he growled to himself, staring at the now quiet radio. 
 
    “Proceed with rescue mission,” the voice returned, “once you have located Ms. Clementine, radio in coordinates and we will provide evac choppers as needed. All other personnel are secondary. We will put choppers on standby. Please confirm receipt of these instructions, commander. Over.” 
 
    Fucking Clementine, he thought angrily. Never mind everybody else. 
 
    “Confirmed,” Elias grimaced. “One more thing, HQ.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Reiver,” said the voice. 
 
    “I need a satellite sweep of my current location,” Campbell said. “We should be able to locate Clementine and the others that way. Over.” 
 
    “Negative, Reiver,” the voice told him. “Satellite won’t be available for three to four hours. Over.” 
 
    It’ll be too late by then, Campbell thought. I need it now! 
 
    “Over and out.” Elias slid the radio inside his backpack with a sigh. 
 
    Throwing the rucksack’s straps over his shoulders, Elias Campbell turned to leave the convoy behind. Next, flicking the safety off his G36, the Scotsman once again abandoned the snaking passage for the jungle proper. Returning to the crashed truck once more, Campbell set about inspecting the collection of tracks left behind by the natives and their prisoners, his charges. They all went in the same direction ˗ deeper into the jungle. 
 
    “Time for some payback,” Elias snarled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Piercing the tree-line’s façade, the theropod found itself poised at the edge of a narrow clearing; a passage of sorts. The meandering laneway appeared to extend into infinity, going both left and right. The carnivore instantly noted the presence of four unusual, bulbous objects, each one big, black and shiny. Not to mention held aloft on four peculiar circular appendages. 
 
    Their existence, out of place as it was amongst the green and brown canvas, gave the beast reason to pause for a second. Halting its advance, the hulking brute inspected the objects from a distance. Overcome with curiosity, it craned its thick neck left and right, allowing its yellow-gold eyes to trail over them. As far as the creature could tell, the black things didn’t appear to be alive. And so, deciding they didn’t pose it any kind of a threat, the scaled being stepped out into the open some moments later. 
 
    The carnivore was drawn to this site by the stench of blood carried on the afternoon breeze. Olfactory senses working overtime now, the dinosaur’s craterous nostrils twitched excitedly at the prospect of an easy meal. Ultimately, it wasn’t disappointed by what it discovered. The ground was littered with carcasses, two of which were saurian like itself; although they were significantly smaller and belonged to a different species. However, these were of little concern to it. Rather, the predator was interested in the assemblage of mammalian cadavers strewn about the place, the scent of which it found most tantalizing. These were a delicacy to it. 
 
    Moving toward the middle of the path, footsteps booming rhythmically, the scavenger used its pinched snout to sift through the gore-ridden platter about its feet. Snapping away hungrily with its banana-shaped fangs, the killer dined on the myriad morsels seemingly laid out for it. Ultimately, the theropod took its time in devouring the bloody scraps. After all, there were no other predators around for it to contend with. There was no rush. And so, reveling in its bloodlust, it was some time before the marauder finally took notice of another equally intriguing scent permeating the area. 
 
    This new odor was similar to that of the bipedal mammals the saurian was currently dining on. Although, the smell was decidedly fresher; its pungency much crisper by comparison. This prey was still alive it seemed. What’s more, it was on the move. Interest piqued, the reptile let its current meal fall half-chewed from its parted maw. Plop! The gruesome collection of crushed bone and garbled flesh landed in a bloody, sludge-like pile beneath the dinosaur. Stepping off, the towering reptile made for the opposite edge of the clearing, each step thunderous. BOOM! BOOM! The ground trembled as if in fear of the imposing creature. 
 
    Led by its nostrils, the hunter found another of the strange black things, this time nestled amongst the foliage of the rainforest proper, albeit squashed against a tree. The smell of the mammals was heavy here. A rush of adrenaline hit the killer’s system then. Arching its head toward the rainforest’s canopy, the dinosaur let its jaws part before delivering a murderous roar that swept through the surrounding jungle! The subsequent warning carried for miles, north and south, east and west: the hunt was on. 
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    “Here,” Kate pulled the black cap from atop her head, offering it to Professor Trentham. 
 
    For the last few hours Greg had been trudging along silently beside Miller, his head hung low. Transformed into a shadow of his former self, the biologist had been stripped of his dignity by the simplest of acts. Still, it was less about the smack to the face Gregory was forced to wear, and more about the result of said act. His ‘unveiling’, one might call it. 
 
    “Thank you,” Trentham smiled as he took the cap from Miller, his expression meek but nonetheless appreciative. These were the first words Greg had uttered to anyone in hours. 
 
    Up until this point, it had been a lonely trek through the maze of emerald for Professor Miller. Despite the fact of course that she was surrounded by people. For obvious reasons, Trentham hadn’t exactly been a chatty-Cathy. On top of this, she and Greg were separated from Sienna and Latham, who were positioned at the head of their traipsing procession. All in all, it proved to be a rather tedious experience for the woman. It was like the truck ride all over again, only this time on foot which made it infinitely worse. 
 
    In the end, Gregory’s melancholy and accompanying silence finally broke Kate. Unable to handle looking at his sullen expression any longer, Miller decided she had to do something about it. Remembering the baseball cap on her head, she gifted it to Professor Trentham in hopes of cheering him up and restoring some of the man’s lost confidence, not to mention dignity. 
 
    Some might have found it pathetic for an individual to mourn the loss of his hat. But Kate knew it was about more than just the hat itself. Regardless of who they are, everyone has their own eccentricities and idiosyncrasies. Or in Gregory’s case, insecurities. In Kate’s estimation, he was the type of man who, in his prime, likely viewed his hair akin to a lion’s mane, as if it somehow symbolized his masculinity.  
 
    Turning to face her, Professor Trentham halted, placing the cap on his head. Kate stopped with him, the pair standing quietly for a moment. They watched one another, each a little uncomfortable and unsure exactly what to say to the other. 
 
    “How do I look?” Greg finally managed to break the silence, showing an uncharacteristic degree of humor about it. 
 
    “Ravishing,” Kate laughed gawkily, her hazel eyes twinkling with a genuine warmth. 
 
    Miller was surprised how good it felt to joke despite their dire predicament. The pair’s newfound jovialness didn’t last for long, however. A sudden pain in Miller’s lower back, sharp and hard, shocked her back to the here and now. 
 
    “Ow!” She turned sharply on the spot to find one of the natives behind her. “What the hell?” 
 
    Venom in his eyes, the Amazon glared at Professor Miller. All the while, the tip of the man’s spear hovered barely an inch from her bruised spine. A little puzzled, it took Miller a moment to realize what it was she had done to incur his wrath. Then it hit her. They had stopped moving. This was a no-no and Kate should have known better. 
 
    ‘Keep moving!’ the warrior’s eyes seemed to say to her. 
 
    “Asshole,” Kate hissed at the tribesman, knowing that technically he couldn’t understand her. Even so, she was sure he got the gist of what she was saying. As one might expect, the woman’s eyes were hesitant to leave his spear. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time that day one of their party had been disciplined for slowing down or stopping altogether. Indeed, after traversing a shallow swamp some miles back, the injured Latham was too slow on starting the next leg of their journey for the group’s abductors. Ultimately, he had received much rougher treatment than Kate had just experienced. Under the circumstances, she counted herself lucky. 
 
    And so, hands tied in front of them and flanked by their kidnappers, Miller and Trentham started moving once more. As to where they were headed, God only knew. Save for the swamp, their march had been a decidedly repetitive one. Like an old side-scroller game, they were forced to fight their way through a seemingly endless tangle of vegetation and wood. It had been a long day. Sadly, it appeared to be far from over. Sweat peppered Miller’s brow by this point. To be honest she felt disgusting, and she was exhausted to boot. Worse still, Kate was gripped by an enduring feeling of anxiety. She supposed it was the uncertainty of her situation. 
 
    What will happen to us? she pondered. What do they intend to do with us? Her eyes trailed from one native to another.  
 
    “This is your fault!” Kate heard Sienna yell suddenly. “You and that asshole, Campbell!” 
 
    Looking to the fore of their group, Professor Miller caught sight of Sienna Clementine posturing toward Trevon, yelling at him with an accusing finger in his face. Like herself and Trentham, the others were surrounded by their own contingent of ochre-skinned guards, the latter group watching Sienna and Trey with a sense of curiosity. 
 
    “You should have been better prepared!” Clementine went on furiously, her blonde hair shining in the day’s gradually dimming light. “Better weapons… b-better… better everything!” 
 
    Kate couldn’t watch this. She slid past Greg, staring daggers at Sienna. Behind her, the warrior from before barked something at the geographer, but she paid him no attention this time around. More than likely, he wanted her back in line. Regardless, Kate headed straight for Sienna and Latham. 
 
    “Slaine Industries provided the intelligence,” Trey snapped back at Sienna in the meantime. “Or did you forget that little detail, Ms. Clementine? It was your company’s satellites and drones that surveyed this whole region in preparation for the expedition. If there was anything to pick up on then your satellites should have identified it. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “That’s not the point!” Sienna snapped at the PMC, sounding a lot like a bratty teenager who refused to concede. “You should have been better prepared!” she repeated the accusation, albeit with a little less vehemence than before. 
 
    “We should’ve expected an attack by dinosaurs?” Trey looked at her incredulously. “Is that really what you’re saying?” He took a quick breath. “In case you haven’t noticed there’s some pretty spectacular out-of-this-world shit going on around here! How could we ever have expected what happened back there to actually happen?” 
 
    Kate was only a few paces from Clementine now. The anger was building rapidly with each rushed step that she took. 
 
    “Mr. Slaine paid good money for your services!” Sienna glared at Trevon. “You were paid to protect us!” 
 
    “Well you’re alive, aren’t you?” Latham tilted his head to one side, evidently tiring of her antics. 
 
    Sienna’s eyes narrowed instantly, the blue-green spheres glistening with rage. Then she launched at him, the little blonde letting loose with an angry roar. Lunging, she clawed at Trevon’s face, who in turn jerked himself backwards. Yet, she failed to make contact. Before anyone could stop the oncoming geographer, Kate was in between Trey and Sienna. Hands tied as they were, she lurched her head forward, driving her forehead into Clementine’s nose. There was a short craaack! like someone snapping their fingers, and with that Sienna was on her plump little ass, her eyes watering and left wide with disbelief! Blood trickled from both her nostrils, running over the woman’s top lip. 
 
    “I’ve had about enough of your shit!” Kate towered over the downed executive. 
 
    “Daaaaamn!” Trevon laughed in the background. 
 
    “Oh my…” Greg added his voice, sounding a little like George Takei. 
 
    “H-h-how dare you…” the executive stammered, still on the jungle floor. 
 
    “Now is not the time for recriminations,” Miller went on matter-of-factly. “We’re in this mess together, whether we like it or not. So put your ‘big girl pants’ on and get in the game! Otherwise we won’t make it out of this hellhole alive. Campbell will come for us. I’m sure of it.” She said this despite knowing if the Scotsman was even still alive. 
 
    It was several seconds before Kate realized the entire procession had ceased moving˗ purely on account of her. All eyes were on her and Clementine. So bad was it that Professor Miller felt her cheeks burning from all the attention. 
 
    “Someone help her up, please.” Kate spun on her heel, walking away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Forehead slick with sweat, Campbell broke the tree-line to find himself perched on the fringes of a swamp. Whereas behind him and off to his left the jungle continued, in front and to his right there stretched a carpet of liquid turquoise. Almost uninterrupted, the waterscape before him was however punctuated by the occasional knot of tall, reedy grass. Largely devoid of trees as well, the shallow body of water extended away from him for several hundred meters or so, its crystal-like surface shimmering as it captured what remained of the fading daylight. 
 
    Until stumbling upon this spit of swampland, Elias was beginning to think the rainforest would never end. In fact, the thought had occurred to Campbell that he was simply going around in circles. Under the circumstances he supposed it was always a possibility. Yet, regardless of these reservations, the mercenary somehow found the confidence to keep going. Pushing onward through the near-suffocating menagerie of vegetation and vines, Campbell followed the trail of prints left behind by his quarry. His training told him they had to lead somewhere. Ultimately, they would lead him to his charges: to Trevon and Kate, and the others. That was the plan, anyway. 
 
    The only problem with the commander’s strategy was that the tracks ended abruptly at the edge of the swamp. Elias assumed, or perhaps hoped was the more appropriate word at this point, the prints would resume somewhere on the opposite side of the waterway. Realistically though, there was no way of telling if this was the case until he made it to the other side. 
 
    Just gets better and better, doesn’t it? said an inside voice. If it isn’t one thing it’s another. 
 
    Still, as difficult as his trek was proving in some regards, Elias could at least take some solace in the fact that he was making good time. He had covered a significant distance in a relatively short period of time. Indeed, whilst Campbell may not have been as fit as he was during his time in The Regiment, he remained in good physical condition. A lesser man would have given up by now, of that much Elias was sure. 
 
    Even so, it wasn’t all necessarily down to the Scotsman’s physical prowess. Fear had a lot to do with it too. His progress was hastened by a distant rumbling to his rear. The ominous sound kept the mercenary very much on edge; his anxiety only made worse by the less-than-subtle reverberations he felt at his feet from time to time. Going by the commotion, whatever was causing it was big. Very big. What’s more, Campbell had the sneaking suspicion that it was hot on his trail… whatever it was. In this lost world it could be almost anything. Yet, as concerning as this was for him, Elias’ thoughts were soon redirected elsewhere on account of a much more immediate threat. 
 
    A split-second after stumbling his way to the marshland’s edge, Campbell stopped dead. Like the Tin Man without his oil, he seized up. Yet, it wasn’t the splendor of the rich, tropical scenery that rendered Elias immobile. Rather, it was a pair of butter-yellow eyes. The orbs appeared to hover amidst the partition of wisp-like reeds off to his left, where the swamp fused with the last vestiges of the rainforest. 
 
    All but frozen now, it took Campbell a couple of seconds to realize he was holding his breath. Stunned, and not to mention unnerved, by the sight awaiting him, the big Scot had quite literally forgotten to breathe. It wasn’t long before the man’s lungs began to burn in protest, the uncomfortable sensation forcing him to draw in a desperate and rasping lungful of air. This sudden action caused the owner of the golden spheres lingering just yonder to stir. If it hadn’t been alerted to his presence beforehand, it certainly was now. 
 
    Slow and sinuous, a sleek and predatory profile proceeded to puncture the wall of grass, the apparition revealing itself in greater detail to the mercenary. Head dipped low, the quadrupedal figure stepped forward, its big, rounded paws at the end of short but powerful legs splashing subtly as it plodded through the still pools beneath it. 
 
    Run! Elias’ mind screamed. Yet, for whatever reason, his legs would not obey. 
 
    A pair of shoulders, high and pointed, rose and fell rhythmically with each step, the smooth-coated predator creeping forward all the while. The late-afternoon sun caused its golden hide to sheen, the sight both majestic and haunting. For a moment or two, the Scotsman thought he was staring at a jaguar as his eyes trailed over the animal’s golden coat, mottled as it was with distinct circular charcoal markings. This opinion quickly changed however when he noticed one unusual (and admittedly rather prominent) anatomical feature. 
 
    Staring determinedly at the stalled merc, the felid’s rubbery black lips curled back slowly. This simple act allowed Campbell an unencumbered view of its trademark dentition. Elias felt his stomach tighten at the sight of the glistening pair of incisors extending away from the animal’s top jaw. Oversized and sword-like, the ivory fangs were framed by pink gums, the latter wet and shiny. The Scot may not have been a paleontologist, but he certainly knew what kind of animal he was looking at: it was a sabre-toothed cat. 
 
    And it was headed straight for him. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    An apex predator if ever there was one, Smilodon populator once reigned supreme over the Americas during the Pleistocene era, some two-and-a-half million years ago. Now its handful of descendants, like that of several other prehistoric beasts from various epochs, were confined to the extraordinary and seemingly impossible ecological niche that was Javari Valley. 
 
    At over two meters long and weighing in at close to four hundred kilograms, the young male bearing down on Campbell was an impressive specimen. And despite measuring a little smaller than a modern-day lion, the Smilodon was much heavier than the former, a fact emphasized by its decidedly stocky and imposing frame˗ all four hundred pounds of it. 
 
    Moving in for the kill, a low and guttural hiss escaped the cat’s throat, the sound ragged and full of malice. Eyes narrowing, the stoic feline focused in on its quarry, the animal’s bobbed tail twitching feverishly with anticipation. Watching the bipedal creature closely, the Smilodon began to salivate at the prospect of such an easy meal, a single tendril of drool falling away from its parted jaws. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Campbell watched in horror as the muscles beneath the big cat’s coat twitched with each graceful movement. Next, ears pinned back against its broad, rounded skull, the feline let loose with a savage snarl that chilled the man’s blood. This cry quickly morphed into a terrifying roar; the beast’s stubby jaws splitting wide as the heinous shriek issued forth! 
 
    Elias’ pulse quickened on cue, fear infiltrating his veins as he found himself unable to tear his gaze from the creature’s spear-like teeth. Campbell thought he’d seen it all back at the convoy during their encounter with the raptors, but the man now knew he was mistaken. So horribly mistaken. This jungle contained other creatures just as terrifying and deadly as the raptors… if not more so. 
 
    “That’s one big pussy,” Campbell heard himself say stupidly. 
 
    The fiend continued to inch forward, the look in its molten-gold eyes one of determination and hunger. Suddenly, the sabretooth tensed. Then, leaning back on its haunches, the prehistoric brute prepared to pounce. Elias barely had time to blink. Lightning-quick, the would-be killer launched itself into the air, seemingly unencumbered by its hefty frame. Still, before the carnivore could accomplish its murderous task, something unexpected happened. Or rather, several things happened all at once˗ all of them swift and very much unexpected. 
 
    First, the ground shook violently. In that moment, the rainforest appeared to be gripped by aftershocks. So strong were they that the tremors managed to penetrate the swamp yonder, causing its glass-like surface to ripple. Even so, transfixed as he was by the monster before him, Elias barely registered this fact. Still, what came next he was unable to ignore. 
 
    A roar, monstrous and mighty, ripped through the humid air. Almost in unison, the jade arras to Campbell’s left seemed to erupt in a flameless explosion as something enormous punched its way out of it! The resulting storm of leaves and branches swirled momentarily, like a plague of locusts, before parting to reveal a massive, bared, burgundy maw; the yawning mouth lined top and bottom with curved, banana-shaped fangs! To Elias’ horror, the scimitar-like teeth shone in the daylight. Slick with bacteria-ridden saliva, this only added to the already frightening display. 
 
    By this point the Smilodon was mid-flight. Gliding through the air, claws at the ready and its maw hyperextended, the feline didn’t stand a chance. It was completely blind-sided by the new arrival. In the end, the pinched, rough-skinned snout bursting forth from the jungle depths caught the sabretooth mid-lunge! Teeth clamping down around the felid’s furry frame, blood gushed as bowed fangs pierced its supple flesh. Unable to escape, the Smilodon could only jerk momentarily before giving a pathetic yelp. In what couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, the cat went limp in the larger beast’s jaws, the life escaping it. 
 
    Despite his front-row seat to the carnage, Campbell struggled to actually comprehend it all. Indeed, the scene unfolding before Elias was utterly surreal. There was no other word for it. How else could one possibly describe it? Still unable to rouse himself from his awe-induced stupor, Campbell watched as the new˗ and much larger˗ beast marched triumphantly out into the open. Elias felt his body begin to tremble at the sight of it, the sensation starting at his core and radiating out toward his extremities. The horror invoked by the carnivore’s presence was almost unimaginable. Possessed of a fearsome majesty, the beast towered over the much smaller figure of Campbell. A reptile of utterly titanic proportions, to him (in that instant at least) it was a demi-god made flesh. 
 
    Held aloft on a pair of powerful, three-toed limbs with a long swaying, tapered tail to balance its horizontally-positioned body, the dinosaur stalked forward, mutilated quarry still held tight in its fanged jaws. Campbell’s first thought was T-Rex. After all, the titan possessed the trademark vestigial (and thus virtually useless) forelimbs characteristic of said species. Elias soon changed his mind however when he noted the pair of bull-like horns jutting forth from the beast’s head, the protrusions situated just above its crag-like eyebrows. 
 
    If Professor Trentham had been there with him, he would have told Campbell he was looking at a specimen of Carnotaurus sastrei; an impressive name with an even more impressive meaning: ‘flesh-eating bull’. Indeed, its horns weren’t the only feature the species shared with its bovine namesake either. Its neck was thick and muscular too, much like a prize angus, only magnified five-fold. Still, as far as he could tell, the resemblances ended there. 
 
    Much different to any kind of cattle, the Carnotaurus’ hide was a mosaic of granite-like osteoderms. Rough and raised, the stony scales ran virtually every inch of its impressive thirty-foot length. The monster had the appearance of having been chiseled from rock by some celestial artisan. Added to this, whilst its underbelly was a pale crème color, the remainder of the dinosaur’s hide was a solid burgundy. Although, that being said, the carnivore possessed a series of black tiger-like stripes that ran the length of its barreled torso, eventually terminating at the base of its long tail. 
 
    Working its jaws, the goliath chewed away on its meal relatively absentmindedly, the vague suggestion of a dewlap that ran along its chin wobbling with each eager bite. In fact, occupied with its meal, it was almost as if the beast was unaware of Campbell’s presence. After all, a human barely pays attention to an insect. So, why then would a dinosaur of all things pay attention to a human; to such a seemingly measly prize? 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    The carnivore pivoted on the spot, its powerful tail swaying behind it. The swamp’s green-blue waters sloshed beneath the huge figure, small waves fanning out from the reptile’s position. The dinosaur proceeded to scan its surroundings curiously, the animal’s trunkish neck slowly swinging in Elias’ direction. 
 
    “No, no, no…” Campbell whimpered, willing it to look elsewhere. 
 
    A second later the Carnotaurus finally spotted Elias. Eying him off, it finished the last of its meal. Swallowing loudly, the muscles in its broad, leathery throat worked visibly, forcing the sabretooth’s remains down into its gullet and towards the fiend’s waiting stomach. With this, the theropod’s yellow-orange eyes turned to slits, the monster scrutinizing the frightened human in its midst. A low grumbling sound followed, beginning somewhere in the back of its cavernous throat. Next, its lips began to recede, slow and subtle, once more putting its steak-knife-like teeth on display. 
 
    “Fuck…” Elias stared at the monster, bug-eyed. 
 
    A chill trailed Campbell’s spine then. He knew exactly what the scaly beast was thinking. After all, its expression told him everything he needed to know˗ it was still hungry. What’s more, he was on the menu. Actually, he may as well have been the chef’s fucking special. 
 
    Elias didn’t wait around. Instead, he simply turned and ran. Plunging awkwardly into the swamp, he did his best to cut through the knee-high water as fast as he could. Racing for the opposite side of the marshland, Campbell hoped to disappear into the jungle over there and make his escape amidst the nest of seemingly boundless vegetation. Behind him, the Carnotaurus darted after the fleeing mercenary like a fox on a spring lamb. Each thundering step from the goliath sent up a crystalline geyser beneath it, the killer lifting its horned head high and roaring animatedly all the while. 
 
    “Shit!” Campbell cursed, peeking over his shoulder at the oncoming brute. 
 
    It was closing on him and fast. Too fast. On top of this, slowed by the water just below his knees, Elias quickly realized there was little chance of him outrunning the rampaging dinosaur. It may have been big and bulky, but that didn’t mean it was slow. On the other hand, each step for Campbell was a struggle in itself. For him, trying to get through the swamp was like wading through quicksand, its muddy bed shifting beneath his boots. Or at least that’s how it felt to him in his panicked state. It was time for a new tact, Elias quickly decided. But what? 
 
    Then, out of the blue, something came to him. 
 
    Pulling at his rucksack, Campbell swung the satchel around in front of him. In one fluid motion he stowed away his G36, albeit leaving the weapon’s jet-black stock to poke out the top, if only on account of its size. Elias knew he needed something with a little more clout if he was going to get this behemoth off his back. Pressing the knapsack against his chest, Campbell rummaged hurriedly through its contents, searching desperately for something he could use against the theropod. Then his fingers wrapped around just the thing he was looking for. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Elias crowed, removing the cylindrical object from its plastic casing. 
 
    Spinning on the spot, Campbell released the grenade’s arming pin, only to be confronted by a most frightening vision. The killer was virtually on top of him, its massive frame only feet from his own! In fact, it was damn-near set to swallow him. The Carnotaurus’ jaws sprang open, the fanged orifice rushing towards the waiting mercenary at break-neck speed! Its breath washed over him, the rotten stench almost overwhelming. A menacing visage of rows of yellowed tusks framing a cavernous gullet high and low, the walls of which were slick with a sheening coat of salivate, assailed him. 
 
    “Shut it, you mouthy prick!” Elias bawled before tossing the grenade. 
 
    Then quickly cutting to the side, Campbell splashed down into the blue-green water, holding his rucksack high in an attempt to keep it and, more importantly, its precious contents dry. Somewhat distracted with this, he didn’t see the grenade disappear into the reptile’s mouth. He did however hear the empty whump! as the carnivore’s mighty jaws snapped shut on thin air. Well, not just thin air. 
 
    Before the goliath could swallow, the flashbang detonated. Trapped inside the beast’s huge maw, the expected blinding flash was barely visible. Instead, only a few bursts of light managed to seep through the gaps in the dinosaur’s clenched teeth. The thunderous bang! however was much more noticeable. Like a depth-charge, the detonation, although slightly subdued in terms of noise, was by no means non-existent. It sounded nonetheless, and with it, the Carnotaurus screamed, unleashing a shriek of unadulterated agony! The creature’s confident roar from before was gone, replaced by a high-pitched and decidedly agonizing screech. 
 
    Elias twisted in the water to look at the wounded brute. Propping the rucksack along his broad chest, which was only just above the waterline, the man was still desperate to keep it as dry as possible. With the monster’s deadly advance stalled, the hulking reptile staggered drunkenly, moving left then right, evidently overcome with pain. Its head and neck thrashed wildly as it continued to cry out, mewling frenziedly at the same time. Blood lined its eyelids and poured from its stony nostrils; the predator’s insides evidently damaged by the flashbang. Then it seemed to seize up. 
 
    Save for a few subtle twitches, the Carnotaurus stood stock-still for a moment. Unsure of what was happening, Campbell simply watched as the creature’s eyes closed over. Next, pitching forward, the theropod proceeded to fall like a tired redwood, its gigantic frame set to crush Campbell right where he lay! 
 
    “Christ!” Elias gasped. 
 
    Legs splayed wide and gripping the rucksack’s top loop between his teeth now, he began to crab-walk backwards through the water, kicking up a fizzling froth in his wake. All the while, the injured titan plummeted back to earth like a scaly avalanche set to flatten him. Bearing down on the commander, the beast’s monstrous shadow swept over Campbell akin to a black mist. It was mere feet from him now, its huge profile going as far as to block his view of the sun. Still, Campbell kept kicking, scrambling to escape what was surely his impending doom. 
 
    It’s almost on me! screamed a voice in his head. Just a few more seconds and I’m done for! the same voice told him. 
 
    Like a frightened child, Elias closed his eyes, still clumsily rushing aftwards at the same time. Fearing his luck had run out, he waited for the inevitable impact that would extinguish his very existence. Campbell never thought it would end like this. After all, who expects to be crushed by a dinosaur? Maybe a heroic last stand; a blaze of glory; but not a fucking dinosaur. Seriously? 
 
    The subsequent sensation was much different to what the Scotsman imagined it would be. For what was little more than a flash in the pan, his body was overcome not by pain but with a biting cold, almost as if he was being pricked by a thousand needles all at once. Added to this, Campbell’s ears registered a harsh, near deafening craaack! followed by a familiar sizzling sound. Somewhere in amongst all this, he felt the waters of the swamp shift around him. 
 
    When the merc finally opened his eyes, he found the tip of the Carnotaurus’ bloodied snout positioned between his splayed ankles. He couldn’t tell if the animal was breathing. To be honest, a big part of him didn’t really want to know. Quite simply, Elias just hoped it was dead. The commander was drenched; his clothes soaked through all the way down to the skin. The noise Campbell had heard before was the beast impacting with the swamp’s surface and the resulting wave of swamp water hitting him was the peculiar sensation he remembered. 
 
    Drenched, beads of liquid fell in ones and twos from the tip of his nose, while others travelled down his brow and cheeks in tiny streams. Elias sat for several minutes like this, just watching the immobile figure of the collapsed theropod, both too afraid to move and stunned that he had survived his encounter with it.  
 
    I’ve got to get out of here! Campbell told himself. 
 
    Elias found once more that he couldn’t move though. Only this time it wasn’t fear that held him in place. Instead it was relief; relief that he was alive. He was savoring the moment. Slowly however, the shock of Campbell’s near-fatal ordeal began to wear off, and with this, his body could relax. Only then was Elias able to appreciate he had been lost in a daze of sorts. 
 
    I need to get up… he told himself. Gotta keep moving… find the others… before it’s too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The ache in Kate’s wrists was incessant now, her poor skin rubbed red-raw by the primitive rope used to bind her hands. Looking down at her restraints, the professor noted faint traces of blood intermingled with the coarse fabric. Still, the pain concentrated about the woman’s wrists was nothing compared to the rest of her body. Her back and legs hurt the most she found, evidence that their march had indeed been an arduous one. By Miller’s estimation however, they were now on the home stretch. Thankfully, after the better part of a day on the move, it was almost over. Or was their hell just beginning? What fresh horrors awaited them? Kate had no doubt that time would ultimately tell on this front. 
 
    In any event, Professor Miller and the others stood atop the brow of a small hill, surrounded by their kidnappers. From here the land fell away from the group, the decline smooth and gradual. Bottoming out after less than twenty feet, the land, more or less level from here on, proceeded to stretch for about a quarter of a kilometer before coming to the walls of a heavily fortified settlement. 
 
    A village, Kate supposed quietly as she looked out over the expansive plain. Their village. She warily snatched a glance at the tribesmen scattered all around her. 
 
    Ultimately, they didn’t hold her attention for long and Kate went back to studying the settlement yonder. More specifically, Miller surveyed a series of thatched, sun-bleached roofs just visible beyond the twin sets of sharpened palisades that made up the village’s imposing defenses. As to the rest of the abodes, she couldn’t quite make them out from where she stood, partially obscured as they were by the double-ring of fortifications. 
 
    Returning then to the defenses, Kate inspected the first set of palisades. This ‘outer rim’ protruded away from the main site on a menacing angle; the stakes rising from the ground at roughly forty-five degrees. It was immediately obvious that this feature was intended to ward off attackers˗ and large ones at that. Behind this initial perimeter, a second set of walls had been erected. Composed of similarly fashioned stakes, the sharpened tops of these pointed skyward. The geographer estimated the height of them at close to thirty feet, possibly even more. 
 
    Miller’s gaze turned next to the settlement’s gateway. Here was the only gap in the structure’s otherwise complete and fearsome outer perimeter. Roughly rectangular in shape, the outline of the entrance was rimmed left and right by yet more spear-like stakes, as was its top. Lastly, on either side of the entrance sat platforms. Strangely enough, these made the professor think back to her childhood in Huntsville and her cousins’ old treehouse, in particular. 
 
    Guardhouses, Professor Miller presumed silently, for some reason imagining archers atop them. 
 
    “Impressive,” she heard Greg say, the man standing just off to her left. 
 
    “Huh?” Kate turned to look at Professor Trentham. 
 
    “The structure is rather impressive,” Greg elaborated for her, “wouldn’t you say?” He signaled towards it with an open hand. 
 
    “I suppose,” Miller looked on at the settlement, her stomach roiling anxiously at the sight of it. 
 
    “How can a place like this exist?” Professor Trentham pondered aloud. “A land out of time, inhabited by dinosaurs and god-knows-what-else.” 
 
    “My dad always said; this world isn’t what it appears to be,” Kate replied. 
 
    “Is that why you became a geographer?” Greg probed. “To make sense of the world?” 
 
    Professor Trentham’s question took his colleague off-guard. The woman paused, mulling it over. “I-I…” Miller hesitated, “… never thought of it like that.” 
 
    “Now that I think of it,” Trentham returned to the original subject, “there are several examples of living fossils throughout the world, such as the Coelacanths.” 
 
    “Coelacanths?” Kate screwed up her face. 
 
    “They are a species of lobed-finned fishes that lived alongside the dinosaurs,” Greg explained. “They survived the KT-extinction event and remain virtually unchanged, morphologically that is, from their primeval ancestors. Perhaps a similar situation has arisen here in Javari Valley? Perhaps the valley itself is some sort of prehistoric refugium. There are of course legends from all over the world of relict specimens of dinosaurs, particularly in Africa; Mokele-mbembe; Emela-ntouka; Kasai Rex to name a few. What’s more, there is even anecdotal evidence to support the existence of these creatures.” 
 
    Kate was about to say something when a sudden grunt to her rear drew the woman’s attention. It was the big tribesman, the scarred one she had pegged as their leader, using his axe to point toward the village as he grimaced irritably. 
 
    Talk about a broken record. No rest for the wicked, it was time to get moving again. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Peering nervously over her shoulder, Kate looked on as the settlement’s gate locked firmly into place behind them. Operated by a weighted pulley-style system, the entrance swung closed as the last of their party, Trey and Sienna, crossed the threshold; the slab-like collection of wood working something like an inverted drawbridge. 
 
    Now firmly inside the walls, Professor Miller couldn’t shake the feeling that she was little more than a lamb being led to the slaughter. Indeed, a profound sense of foreboding gripped the woman. Pins and needles stabbed at her hands. Coupled with this was a lingering sense of nausea that sat rather uncomfortably in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Amazing,” Gregory piped up, seemingly unfazed by their predicament. 
 
    Seriously? Kate thought to herself, a little irritated by the man’s ill-placed enthusiasm. Could he not see the danger they were in? 
 
    Craning her neck back around, Kate discovered Professor Trentham edging away from her now, apparently intent on inspecting the village in greater detail. The geographer also noted Latham and Clementine had crept up beside her at some point. The pair now stood one on either side of her. Like Professor Miller, Trey and Sienna were clearly a little thrown off by Greg’s behavior, the pair watching him inquisitively. As for Miller’s fellow academic, it seemed he was utterly captivated by their abductors’ homeland, a look of near ecstasy etched on his weathered features. 
 
    “Always the academic,” Kate Miller muttered morosely. 
 
    Unlike her companion, Kate found it difficult to appreciate the village in all its primeval grandeur. Especially when she had yet to find out what its inhabitants had in store for them. Nonetheless, together with her companions, Kate plunged deeper into the belly of the beast as it were. Then again, what else was she to do? Under the circumstances, they had nowhere to run and certainly nowhere to hide. 
 
    Guided by nothing more than the angry stares of their captors at this point, the foreigners were maneuvered deeper into the fortified encampment. Left and right wooden huts topped with angular thatched roofs flanked the new arrivals. Outside some of these stood what could best be described as stalls, held aloft on the most minimalist of frames; simple but effective contraptions composed of lengths of kindling crudely lashed together. On display were the carcasses of various animals, strung up akin to butcher’s meat for sale at a market. Devoid of their hides in several cases, Miller couldn’t actually identify what many of the specimens were. 
 
    Disgusting… Kate thought, quickly averting her gaze from the bloody profiles. 
 
    It was then Professor Miller noted a trio of smoke trails in the distance. Issuing forth from fires unseen, the grey-black plumes inched high into the ever-reddening sky. All the while, red-brown bodies bustled to-and-fro about her. Awestruck by the aliens in their midst, those natives closest to the newly arrived group stared wide-eyed at the pasty-skinned foreigners. Indeed, gasps and muffled cries went up all around. Some of the tribesmen and women even shrunk from the newcomers, fearful to approach. 
 
    Surrounded as she was, Kate was beginning to feel hemmed in. Still, she did her best to ignore the feeling, pressing onward in the hope she would eventually find somewhere less confining. It was taking everything the woman had to conceal her sense of trepidation from the leering Amazons. She just hoped it was working. Kate’s father had always taught her it was best to exude strength when placed under pressure; any signs of weakness would always be exploited. 
 
    Keep your cool, she instructed herself. Call their bluff. 
 
    Professor Miller’s attention was soon drawn to a stall similar to the ones the woman had perused just before. Beside it sat a mother and daughter, dark-haired and tawny-skinned like the rest of the tribe. Although, if truth be told, Kate barely registered their presence, let alone their appearance. Rather she had eyes only for the odd creature stretched out and dangling from their rickety little stall. 
 
    “Oh my God…” Miller gasped. 
 
    Eyes widening, a memory flickered in the back of Kate’s mind. She thought back to the strange winged beasts she had spied earlier that day (shortly before the expedition dived head-first into turmoil). Something in the professor told her she was looking at one of these mysterious animals now... or something akin to them anyway. At the time, she had considered the possibility they might be bats. She now knew this wasn’t the case. In fact, Kate’s guess wasn’t even close to the truth. 
 
    “Rhamphorhynchus,” said a voice matter-of-factly. 
 
    It was Trentham. He had doubled backed at some point without her realizing. 
 
    “Whatever its name is,” Miller responded flatly, “it’s one ugly son of a bitch.” 
 
    As for Latham and Clementine, they said nothing. Evidently out of their element, the duo looked on quietly from the sidelines, happy to listen and learn, and just let the eggheads do their thing. 
 
    “Quite,” was all Gregory could think to say to Kate’s comment. 
 
    Together he and Professor Miller, along with the other two, admired (or perhaps scrutinized was the more appropriate word) the ugly carcass before them. Its beak was thin, long and pointed, lined top and bottom by teeth that protruded on awry angles. Added to this, the creature’s eyes were small and beady, staring lifelessly ahead. Wrapped in leathery skin it was the epitome of hideous. Or so Kate thought. 
 
    “How is it a conservation biologist comes to know so much about dinosaurs?” Kate asked Trentham, her eyes remaining on the little beast. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?” She raised a suspicious eyebrow in his direction. 
 
    “Oh, Rhamphorhynchus wasn’t˗ or should I say isn’t?˗ a dinosaur,” Greg answered evenly, the man’s grey eyes gleaming behind his broken lenses. “It did however live alongside them.” 
 
    “Just answer the damn question, Greg,” Miller instructed him curtly, put off by his continuing aloofness. 
 
    “Very well. When I made the decision to pursue an academic career,” Trentham huffed a little as he spoke, “my options were paleontology and conservation biology.” 
 
    “What made you choose the latter?” Miller probed, her tone easing slightly. 
 
    “Whilst dinosaurs have been a passion of mine since I was a little boy, I figured they are extinct,” Greg explained adjusting his glasses momentarily, “if I truly wanted to make a difference in the world, which I did, then conservation biology was the route to take. After all, you can’t help a species that’s already succumbed to extinction, can you?” Professor Trentham shrugged at his own words. 
 
    “How wrong you were,” Kate smirked, the last of her annoyance at him evaporating with these words. 
 
    That made Greg laugh, before he abruptly moved on again. 
 
    “How wrong we all were,” Professor Miller said to herself, barely noticing Greg’s departure. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Kate felt a massive paw wrap firmly around her bicep, squeezing tight. Shocked, she instinctively tried to wrestle free, but her accoster held on, refusing to let go. Too strong for the woman to resist, panic rapidly set in. 
 
    What the hell’s going on? her mind screamed before she had a chance to figure it out. 
 
    A fraction of a second later, Miller twisted in-place to find the ‘big fella’ looming over her once again. Lips curling with thinly veiled anger, the bare-chested brute half-grunted, half-barked at the startled woman, his scar stretching hideously as he spoke. Then he pushed her. The force of it sent Kate reeling. Professor Miller stumbled away from the native, only just managing to keep her balance in the end. As this happened, Trevon rushed to the academic’s side, trying to steady her. 
 
    “Thanks,” the professor said, albeit scowling in the direction of the swollen tormenter who had nearly toppled her. 
 
    Sienna joined them soon thereafter. Silent and still very much somber, the blonde woman glanced sheepishly in the tribesman’s direction. Interestingly, all sense of bravado had vanished from the woman’s demeanor now. 
 
    “Just keep moving,” Kate said to the others. 
 
    Cautious as to what the disfigured native might do next, and eager to catch up to the wandering Trentham, the trio moved on. Meanwhile, all around them, the cadre of grimacing warriors led by their dour-faced leader, continued to circle, watching like hawks. As for the other villagers, the civilians you might call them, like before they kept their distance from the interlopers. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Sienna squeaked, tears lining her eyelids. 
 
    Kate and Trevon failed to find the words to answer her. 
 
    Minutes ticking by, the quartet forged deeper into the village, equal parts fearful and curious. Gradually, more of the settlement revealed itself, seeming to expand in front of them. More huts came into view at this point, some bigger than others. Off to her left, Kate spied one of these larger, oblong structures. By her estimation, it must have been close to four times the size of the smallest huts she had encountered. Miller wondered to herself if it was a communal building, like a granary or smokehouse, perhaps even a temple, or maybe something else entirely that she hadn’t thought of yet. 
 
    As if stuck on autopilot, the group advanced further still into the prehistoric village. More of the smaller abodes continued to appear. By now Kate was convinced these must all be homesteads. Yet, whilst she slowly became familiarized with the sights, sounds and smells around her, each step remained tentative. After all, they were steps into the literal unknown. 
 
    Kate found the ground beneath her feet to be hard and unforgiving. Unlike the moist and decidedly lush floor of the rainforest beyond the walls, the soil here was dry and dusty; arid on account of it being well-trodden, or so she presumed. This settlement had stood for many years by the professor’s reckoning. More astonishing than this however was the indisputable fact that these people, without the aid of modern technology, had survived alongside some of prehistory’s greatest and deadliest predators. 
 
    Bit by bit, the buildings became fewer, fading from Kate’s peripherals. The woman’s sense of claustrophobia began to lessen with this, but not by much. Indeed, her anxiety by and large remained. It was fueled by the warriors’ enduring presence, in particular the scar-faced bully in their ranks. Silently, Professor Miller wondered if the others felt the same way. Looking at their faces she got the impression that this was very much the case. 
 
    Returning her attention to the village, or rather what remained of it now, Miller found the wooden buildings were all but gone. Ultimately, the absence of the primitive infrastructure meant Kate was now offered a much different and rather unexpected view. 
 
    What is that? the professor pondered, her eyes taking a moment to adjust to the new and very much unexpected sight. 
 
    Cool-blue and gleaming, something sparkled several hundred meters out from the group’s current position, the glimmering body originating somewhere up ahead where the land dipped away from them, just out of sight. Bright and piercing, the image made Kate think of diamonds. Taken off-guard by this, the professor failed to notice the land to her right had begun to climb away from them. Instead, she had eyes only for the glistening expanse in the distance. 
 
    Water… 
 
    For a moment the geographer thought she was looking at a pond. That is until her mind finally registered the sheer scale of what she was looking at. The shimmering carpet wended for miles by her approximation, its far-off shores bordered by green rainforest. 
 
    A lake! The realization hit her, the woman feeling a little stupid on account of her profession. 
 
    Several moments passed, the quartet silent as they admired the majestic sight. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Miller told the others finally. 
 
    Sienna and Latham mumbled their agreement. 
 
    “What do you make of that?” Gregory pointed to Kate’s righthand side. 
 
    Somehow, she managed to avert her gaze from the picturesque body of water. Taking her lead from Greg, Professor Miller eventually noted the change in the topography. She followed the incline, her brown eyes trailing the lay of the land. They soon came to rest on the feature responsible for capturing Trentham’s curiosity, about one hundred and fifty or so meters up the hill from them. 
 
    Kate recognized the peculiar formation immediately. Like a single finger extending away from an otherwise clenched fist, the rock formation emerged seamlessly from the arid landscape. Standing on a roughly thirty-degree angle, the slender appendage jutted out over the waters of the lake beyond, hovering over it akin to a diving board positioned above a pool. In all, its length must have been close to fifty feet. On top of that it sat about twenty feet above the surface of the lake. 
 
    “It’s known as an erosional fin,” Miller explained to Trentham, hurriedly thinking back to some of her earlier elective classes at Colorado State University. “Over time its base has been eroded by the elements, in this case most likely a combination of wind and water.” She signaled to the concave base that supported the lone ‘finger’. 
 
    “Is it stable?” Trey asked, inclining an eyebrow. 
 
    “More than likely,” Kate answered, “it would take something like an earthquake to down it, I’d say. What we are looking at is the strongest portion of rock remaining, its shape molded over millennia.” 
 
    Before she could explain any further, something in the atmosphere changed, breaking her concentration and ending the geographer’s mini lecture. Kate couldn’t quite explain what it was. But her body reacted to ‘it’ nonetheless. The hairs on the back of her neck rose as a chill slowly traced the woman’s spine. 
 
    “Who is that?” Trey asked all of a sudden. 
 
    “Who?” Kate queried, her eyes leaving the fin. 
 
    “Him,” the mercenary nodded a little farther off to the right. 
 
    Miller’s eyes shifted accordingly. To her surprise, there stood the outline of a man (or what she presumed was a man) a short way up the face of the parched hillock. Silent and stock-still, he watched Kate and the others intently, arms hanging limply by his sides. Adorned only in a loincloth and some beads about his wrists, he had the look of a vagabond. The sight would even have been comical if it wasn’t so downright creepy. Kate noticed then that even the other natives kept their distance from him. This fact alone unnerved Miller the most. What cause did they have to fear this individual? Was he not one of them? 
 
    Suddenly, the haggard figure stepped towards Kate’s group. She felt her body tighten in response. The professor couldn’t quite pin down what it was about the man (she was certain it was a man now) that unsettled her, other than to say his aura. Despite the heat, goosepimples sprang up the length of Miller’s arms as she watched him more closely now. 
 
    Descending the hill, the mysterious figure cantered forward, a confidence evident in his stride. Drawing nearer, his features gradually became more discernible. In stark contrast to the other tribespeople, his hair was an unkempt mattress of grey-white strands, as was the beard that hung from his shrunken face. The man’s eyes, small and dark, were framed by sharp cheekbones, the skin pulled tight against the latter. Purple bags sat under his eyes. The man appeared ancient, as old as the Earth itself, with his dry and cracked skin. His hide was wrinkled to boot, sagging noticeably from his bones. Curiously, three thick lines of white body-paint scored the individual’s shrunken chest, running horizontally across it. 
 
    Who is this guy? Kate found she couldn’t take her eyes off the strange character. What does he want? 
 
    Professor Miller decided then the individual didn’t have the look of a warrior. No, he was something else to this community… something else entirely. Watching the way the other villagers moved around him, making sure to keep their distance, Kate realized then they didn’t necessarily fear him as she had thought before. Rather, they respected him. No, respected wasn’t the right word. They revered him. 
 
    A priest perhaps? Kate pondered for a second. Then it came to her. A holy man… a shaman… 
 
    As the realization sunk in, the old man came to within a few feet of Kate. Stopping dead, he locked eyes with her. Ultimately, his gaze did not waver. Indeed, it felt like an eternity, the pair inspecting one another intimately. Needless to say, the ancient’s reluctance to avert his gaze unnerved the academic greatly. Professor Miller felt her pulse quicken and with this the woman’s heart began to beat harder against her chest plate. 
 
    What does he want? 
 
    Without warning, the elder jerked towards her, swiftly closing the gap between them! Kate flinched, a short scream escaping her lips before she managed to cut herself off. The woman felt her cheeks instantly flush red with embarrassment. A sneer danced mockingly across the old man’s dried out lips. Meanwhile, perhaps taken off-guard, or perhaps too afraid, none of her companions came to Kate’s aid. But in the end, they didn’t need to. The shaman’s face hovered inches from Professor Miller’s, his nostrils flaring wildly. Still, he did not harm her. 
 
    Keep your composure, Kate tried to remember her father’s lessons. Don’t let him intimidate you. 
 
    Rendered speechless, the professor began to tremble. A shuddering breath escaped the woman’s throat. As for the holy man, he remained silent, his dark, bloodshot eyes boring into Kate’s own all the while. 
 
    Keep it together! Miller told herself, trying to fend off the shakes. 
 
    Kate could feel her eyes beginning to water. She chastised herself inwardly for that. Before long, her knees grew noticeably weak. Meanwhile, the shaman’s smirk transformed into something much more malicious. His lips, thin and shriveled, peeled themselves back to reveal a horrid collection of yellow, decayed teeth. Then, just as Kate thought he was going to say something, he brusquely turned his back on the professor. 
 
    Spinning on his heels, the holy man turned to face his people instead. Throwing his hands into the air, he began to croak in a harsh tongue so utterly foreign to the professor she had no hope of understanding. His voice was like gravel, his tone low and relatively unassuming. Yet, his congregation hung on every word. Still, the shaman’s tenor didn’t remain like this for long. Rather, it began to rise as he continued with his energetic diatribe. Next, he threw his head back, crowing at the top of his lungs. In turn, cheers from the crowd went up. Clearly, they approved of whatever it was he had to say. In fact, with their excitement growing, it wasn’t long before they began to shout back themselves. Ultimately, their reaction only encouraged the holy man further. He was working them into a frenzy, and they him, it would seem. 
 
    What is he saying to them? Professor Miller wondered, her temples pounding feverishly, painful and relentless. 
 
    Still, even amidst her discomfort, Kate’s eyes refused to leave the shaman. As for the tribal leader, he continued to agitate his onlookers, reveling in their excitement. Then everything changed. Gesturing and roaring, the holy man turned to face Kate once more. An arm extended toward her, his gnarled index finger pointed squarely in her direction. With this his congregation fell silent almost instantly. 
 
    “I might not speak his language,” Trevon spoke up, “but something tells me that ain’t good.” 
 
    The warriors pounced then, stealthily moving in from the margins of the crowd. In twos and threes, they set upon the intruders, overpowering them in a matter of a few seconds. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Sienna Clementine screamed amidst the ruckus, tears spilling from her eyes. 
 
    As if answering Clementine’s desperate query, the priest proceeded to point up the hill and with that Kate and her friends were shunted away to meet their fate.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The rain fell like shards of liquid glass, fierce and relentless. It had been going on like this for the last few hours. The word ‘torrential’ came to Campbell’s mind as he watched it. Still, the Scotsman had endured worse weather than this whilst in the field. Hell, he’d witnessed worse weather than this on a night out in Glasgow with his cousins. 
 
    Perched in a tree at the edge of the rainforest, cloaked to some extent by its foliage, Commander Campbell watched the settlement at the other end of the plain through a pair of night-vision goggles, his world bathed in a ghostly shade of green. The rain made his job more difficult than it should have been, the droplets darting in and out of view, working to obscure his vision and distract him. Still, he noted off in the distance torches burning at intervals along the settlement’s inner wall of defenses. Beyond this however, there was little else about the village that stood out to him. 
 
    Not far from the settlement’s imposing gates, maybe twenty meters or so out from it, a group of five long-necked and dark-bodied sauropods trooped peacefully across the otherwise empty plain. The largest of them must have been close to fifty feet long, whereas the smallest was more like ten. Mighty and majestic creatures, their march was slow and methodical. 
 
    A family, Elias presumed to himself. 
 
    “Come in HQ,” Elias spoke into his mic as he watched the dinosaurs, his mind still struggling to comprehend their existence (in the face of all his recent experiences). “This is Reiver, do you copy? Over.” 
 
    “Reading you loud and clear, Commander,” a voice responded almost immediately. “Over.” 
 
    “I have located the enemy encampment,” he informed headquarters, his eyes shifting from the dinosaurs back toward the village. “I intend to commence rescue operation at daybreak. You have my coordinates; have choppers en route and ready for extraction by zero-six-thirty-hours local time. Please confirm receipt of this information. Over.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” said the tinny voice. “Over.” 
 
    “Roger, HQ,” Elias grimaced. “Over and out.” 
 
    Putting away his night-vision goggles, Campbell shifted from his perch, shuffling along the tree branch. Next, pressing his palms against the tubular appendage, the PMC leveraged himself before launching off it. Landing amidst the soaked bed of grass with a squelch! the merc stayed low to the ground on his haunches. 
 
    “Okay,” Elias spoke to himself, looking out over the clearing, “just one last thing to take care of and then time for some well-deserved shut-eye. Got a big day tomorrow,” he smirked wryly to himself. Although, if truth be told, he wasn’t feeling all that confident. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “We should never have come here,” Sienna finally spoke up, these words of hers the first in hours. As to what had triggered this comment, no one in her company could say except her. 
 
    By this point, the foursome had been crammed into a tiny hut that felt no bigger than an Alabama outhouse. Outside it, a pair of tribesmen draped in coarse, poncho-like cloaks stood guard in the rain, spears at their sides. Occasionally thunder cracked overhead, pulses of lightning flashing on the tail of the horrendous noise. 
 
    “No shit,” Trevon growled at Clementine, his expression brooding. 
 
    A small fire burned at the center of the shack. Except for the intermittent bursts of lightning seeping in from outside, this was the group’s only source of light. Save for Sienna, who was pressed up against the hovel’s wall, they all sat around the small fire. However, this was not so much for the warmth but rather the small amount of illumination it was able to offer them. The cramped confines of the hut were made all the worse by the lack of ventilation, and the smoke’s subsequent failure to dissipate. 
 
    “We should have known better,” Sienna went on, ignoring Latham’s jibe. 
 
    Clementine sat with her chin propped up against her knees. Not for the first time that day she exuded the air of a pouty child. Now devoid of their shine, the young woman’s eyes had taken on a decidedly grim appearance. Although that may have been a trick of the light considering their shadowy, smoke-laden surrounds. 
 
    “What do you mean, you should have known better?” Kate queried. Something about Clementine’s words didn’t sit right with the geographer. 
 
    “There were… signs,” Sienna answered vaguely. 
 
    Thunder clapped sharply, followed quickly by another subdued flash of lightning. 
 
    “What do you mean signs?” Miller narrowed her eyes at Clementine’s crouched figure. 
 
    “Do you remember the clearing crew I told you about?” the blonde woman lifted her head away from her knees. “The migrant workers,” she clarified, looking at Miller. 
 
    “Yes,” the professor said, a little hesitantly. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what Clementine had to say. 
 
    “They disappeared before they could finish the job,” Sienna reported. 
 
    “What?” Kate was lost. 
 
    “They still had a ways to go,” Clementine told her, “towards completing the road to the ranch site, I mean. Not much, but still…” she trailed off. 
 
    “You said they disappeared?” Miller wanted to make sure she understood. 
 
    Thunder cracked, followed by twin flashes of lightning. 
 
    “Just upped and vanished,” Sienna replied, “or so we thought.” She leant her head back against the shelter’s wooden wall, breaking eye contact. 
 
    “You mean you knew about those things out there?” Gregory added his voice to the conversation. The man was seated off to Kate’s left with his legs crossed in front of him, the cap Kate had gifted him gripped tightly in his wrinkled paws. 
 
    “No, of course not!” Sienna immediately became defensive. “A search and rescue squad was scrambled to their last known coordinates to investigate after we lost contact with them. Their equipment was found abandoned, but still in working order. There were no bodies. Nothing. Certainly no evidence of… dinosaurs. At first, we thought maybe they had fallen victim to guerrillas, but no ransom was made. It was as if they just vanished overnight.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to share this information with us?” Professor Miller hissed. 
 
    “For all the Company knew they got offered a better job and took it, it happens all the time in this neck of the woods,” Sienna snapped back. “There was no evidence to tell us what actually happened… no blood... no bodies… nada.” 
 
    “And you had the balls to try and pin this shit on me!” Trevon seethed off to Kate’s right, the big man getting brusquely to his feet. 
 
    Clementine’s earlier outburst all made sense now. Sienna felt guilty. The little bitch needed someone else to blame for this debacle: it had to be distanced from her… and ultimately the company she represented. That being said, if Slaine Industries had done their homework, maybe looked a little deeper into the clearing crew’s disappearance, then all of this could have been avoided. Maybe. 
 
    “Calm down, Trevon,” Miller instructed the mercenary, casting a quick glance at him. 
 
    “Calm down?” The bodyguard glared back at Kate. “After everything˗” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Kate cut him off, perhaps a little too quickly. 
 
    “No, you don’t know, Kate!” Trevon’s hands balled into fists at his sides. “It wasn’t you she blamed for all this!” He pointed at his chest. “She didn’t place the bodies at your feet in some fucked up attempt to cover her own ass!” 
 
    “I get that, Trey,” the professor held a hand up, trying to keep him at bay. 
 
    “Stop patronizing me!” Trevon was trembling with anger now. “I put my life on the line for you people! Look at me!” he pointed to the crusted wound on his head. 
 
    “And I for one appreciate what you did,” Kate told him, her tone firm but nonetheless genuine. “Truly, I do. You have to believe that.” 
 
    This seemed to go some way towards diffusing the situation. For his part, Latham seemed to be lost for words now. Still, his anger remained. That much was obvious from his brooding demeanor. The African-American’s chest rose and fell sharply with each breath that he drew, his eyes refusing to leave the figure of Clementine. 
 
    “Now we need to stop bickering amongst ourselves,” Miller’s eyes shifted from one companion to the next, “so we can figure a way out of here,” she told them, “before those assholes out there,” Kate signaled to the entrance as she spoke, “decide what it is they want to do with us.” 
 
    “Got any ideas?” Trevon’s tone was derisive. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Kate answered flatly before she turned back toward Sienna. 
 
    “What?” the blonde asked, her eyes glistening nervously. 
 
    “I’m gonna need you to play along, honey,” Professor Miller told her, stepping towards the other woman. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The two women wrestled at the far end of the hut, directly opposite the entrance, gripping at each other’s hair. Cursing and screaming, they banged one another off the walls of the hovel, throwing the occasional punch and kick for good measure. As such, it was only a matter of a few seconds before the entrance to the hut was yanked open. 
 
    Standing in the narrow entryway was one of the cloaked warriors, his companion trailing close behind him, albeit unable to enter on account of the thin doorway. The lead tribesman locked in on the two battling women who were still latched onto one another at their respective scalps. Cautious to enter, he barked something incomprehensible to them rather than intervene. Needless to say, they weren’t listening. And so, the women continued to slap and scratch like a pair of alley cats, spitting profanities at the same time. 
 
    The first Amazon stepped into the hut, followed quickly by his cohort. Neither of them noticed the other two men hugging the walls to their left and right. On the left, Trevon dashed forward, proceeding to drive a knee hard up into the first warrior’s gut, ripping the air from the tribesman’s lungs. In the tight confines, the native’s spear proved too awkward to maneuver. What’s more, he was too slow to react to even use it. The Amazon swiftly doubled over, collapsing in a heap. Dropping his weapon, he clutched at his hurting belly, whimpering and gasping for air. A second later, a swift boot to the man’s face from Trey put him out like a light, the force of it knocking loose a handful of teeth. 
 
    Meanwhile, Professor Trentham, a man not known for his martial prowess (by any means), jumped on the second Amazon. Greg latched onto the incoming native like a spider-monkey, wrapping his legs around the man’s waist and his arms around the latter’s neck, seemingly going for a ‘sleeper hold’. Entwined now, the pair spun in place, struggling less like grown men and more akin to wrestling children. Attempting to loosen the other man’s grip on his neck, the tribesman foolishly discarded his spear in the heat of the moment before trying to pry Trentham off. 
 
    “For the love of God, Greg,” Kate let go of Clementine, pushing her aside. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Greg yelped in return. “I’m a lover, not a fighter!” The two men hovered precariously by the fire for a moment, still turning and jerking. 
 
    “Trey!” Kate nodded, signaling for him to intervene. 
 
    Taking his cue, Trevon looked about himself first. Noting the other tribesman’s dropped spear, he went for it without a second thought. Scooping it up, Trey made toward the native, Greg still clinging to him. In that instant, Professor Miller’s breath caught in her throat. The frightened woman wondered what the mercenary intended to do to the Amazon. Was Trevon going to kill him? Despite how they had been treated by the indigenous population, Kate didn’t want any more bloodshed. But could the same be said for Latham? 
 
    To her relief, the PMC fired the lower section of the spear’s shaft up into the warrior’s balls. The man crumpled instantly, Professor Trentham letting go of him. The Amazon landed on his knees, gripping his battered privates, a pained grimace etched on his otherwise smooth features. Then stepping forward, Trevon let loose with a thunderous right hand that put the native out cold like his companion. 
 
    “Right,” Trey gripped the stolen spear in his left hand, “follow me.” 
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    “Keep to the shadows,” Trevon instructed the others. “Hug the sides of the buildings.” 
 
    All around, the rain continued to fall, hammering the ground. Previously dry and dusty, the soil was now a muddy soup sucking at their boots. Up above, the moon cast a pale silver hue over the village, endowing it with an almost supernatural aura. 
 
    “We have to make for the gate,” Kate called out to Latham. 
 
    “Ssshhh!” Trey raised a finger to his lips, looking over his shoulder at her through the gloom. 
 
    Darting out into the open, the quartet moved toward a larger, longer building over to their left. Making it there safely, they stopped for a spell. Pressed up against the uneven exterior of the wooden structure, the group scanned the water-laden scene nervously. The conditions meant visibility was poor. Beyond the glassine curtain, the world was one of silhouettes and shadows, indistinct and uncertain. 
 
    “What now?” Kate asked Latham in a hushed tone. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go!” he waved her on. “We can’t wait here all night!” 
 
    They were at the top of the hillock now, not far from the lakeshore. Kate recognized the outline of the erosional fin to their right, the formation cast pearl-black against the crystalline sheet that was the lake below. In the moonlight it looked beautiful, mesmerizing in fact. Still, they didn’t have time to dally. 
 
    Moving down the knoll, the group broke into a run, led by Trevon. Suddenly, two slender objects pierced the watery night! Arcing downward, the missiles landed in the ground just in front of Latham, stalling their advance. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” The merc dug his heels in, skidding a little in the wet mud. 
 
    A fraction of a second later, Kate slammed into Latham’s back, her palms slapping against the PMC’s stiffened shoulder blades. Peering beyond her comrade’s hulking frame the professor’s eyes widened in alarm. At the base of the hill stood a host of tribesmen. Kate’s mind told her there were scores of them despite the lack of light, making it difficult to ascertain their true numbers. 
 
    “Go back!” Trevon barked, turning on his heel. 
 
    Kate spun with him, preparing to flee. They didn’t get far, however. Instead, they found the disfigured warrior, ‘Scarface’, and half-a-dozen of his subordinates waiting for them, two of whom had bows, arrows nocked and all, levelled menacingly in the foreigners’ direction. 
 
    “Damn it!” Professor Miller hissed. 
 
    “Let’s dance motherfucker!” Trevon bawled unexpectedly, stepping past Gregory and Sienna and toward the senior-most warrior. 
 
    “Trey, what are you doing?” Kate yelled at his back. 
 
    Meanwhile, reacting to Latham’s posturing, Scarface’s entourage spread out around him, flanking left and right. In the dark conditions it was hard to keep track of them, their outlines fading in and out of view as they danced in the shadows. 
 
    “No, Trey!” Professor Miller cried again. “Don’t!” 
 
    “C’mon, you ugly motherfucker!” Trevon growled, edging closer to the towering tribesman, casting aside his pilfered spear. 
 
    Kate quickly gauged the two men were more or less evenly matched in terms of height and weight. Indeed, both men had broad chests and rounded shoulders on top of sculpted biceps, their powerful frames held aloft on heavyset legs. On the face of it, it would be a fair fight. Still, Miller couldn’t help but think Trey was being foolish. What did he think he was going to accomplish? Did Trey think if he could beat the big guy then the others would just let them leave? 
 
    “Trey, what are you doing?” Kate called after her friend a third time. 
 
    Meanwhile, Scarface tossed his axe aside, letting it splash in the wet mud at his feet. Next, he spread his arms wide, daring Trevon to attack, showing off his muscular physique in the moonlight. At the same time, the tribesman’s friends further widened their perimeter around them, circling like a pack of feral dogs. As all this went on, Kate’s eyes darted frantically about the darkened scene. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, trapped as they were between the two indigenous hosts. 
 
    This was a stupid idea, she thought, regretting their attempt at escaping. 
 
    Latham was only a few feet from the big fella now. 
 
    “Let’s do this!” Trevon advanced, eyes fixed firmly on the warrior, ready for action. 
 
    Movement off to Kate’s left abruptly drew her attention away from the mercenary. It was one of Scarface’s subordinates, the Amazon maneuvering in Trey’s blind spot. 
 
    “Trey!” Miller shrieked, trying to warn him. 
 
    But it was no use. She was too late. Besides, Latham was locked in on the tribal leader. And because of this he never saw the other Amazon… or the man’s weapon. There followed a god-awful crack! as the butt of the junior warrior’s axe came down on the base of Trevon’s skull. The mercenary fell to his knees, dazed from the unforgiving blow. Semi-conscious, his head sagging, the man somehow managed to remain on his knees. Scarface trudged towards him, leering at his downed foe, the man’s crescent-shaped scar flexing as his mouth contorted mockingly. Kate’s heart skipped a beat then. Stunned, she watched as the Amazon stopped a few feet from the concussed Latham. Appraising the mercenary for a second, Scarface stared down at him but said nothing. Then, without warning, he let loose with a savage kick, driving his shin Muay Thai-style into the side of Trevon’s skull! 
 
    Professor Miller screamed, her voice piercing in the night as she rushed to her companion’s aid. Before she knew it however, the unsuspecting woman’s face collided with something hard. As to what it was, she had no idea. Nor would she ever find out. In any event, the subsequent pain was the last thing the woman remembered before crashing face-first into the mud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    A resounding, bass-filled thrum˗ boom! boom! boom!˗ roused Professor Miller from her unconscious state. Even so, it was some time before the world made sense to her again, all the while the rhythmic tone played over and over, slow and steady, somewhere in the background. 
 
    Senses gradually returning to her, the geographer found her shoulders ached; a burning feeling rooted deep in both sockets. Added to this, pins and needles ran the length of her arms. Discomforted by this, Miller tried to move her fingers but found them largely unresponsive, the woman barely managing to conjure a twitch from any of them. 
 
    “What the hell?” Kate said groggily to herself. 
 
    She craned her neck up and down, left and right, searching for an answer. It was then Miller discovered she was bound. A pair of tall, gnarled, wooden posts stood one on either side of her, lengths of coarse rope securing the woman painfully by the wrists. With her feet free however, she was forced to hang from the posts in an uncomfortable quasi-spread-eagle pose. Continuing to inspect her surrounds, Kate suddenly realized it was no longer nighttime. Rather it was early morning, the sun’s golden corpus rising in the distance. 
 
    How long have I been out? Professor Miller wondered silently. 
 
    “Glad you could join us,” said a familiar voice, interrupting her train-of-thought. 
 
    It was Trevon. Like her, he was secured between a pair of wooden pillars, the man situated about six or so feet off to her right. Beyond Trey was Professor Trentham, similarly manacled. Looking left next, Kate discovered the last of their group, Sienna Clementine. The blonde-haired woman was a blubbering mess, rambling away to herself as tears streamed down her wan face. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! The mysterious beat continued, its volume rising. 
 
    “Where is that coming from?” Kate asked, still fighting the haze in her mind. 
 
    “Behind us,” Latham signaled awkwardly with a flick of his head. 
 
    Miller rotated her neck, brown eyes scanning. Kate gasped with fright when the crowd of onlookers came into focus. Men, women and children, led by the grey-haired shaman, watched the four captives intently. Next to the holy man stood a drummer, a wiry adolescent, thumping away with a pair of padded sticks on a rawhide base. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The youth hit the drum harder, his face expressionless. 
 
    Too frightened to keep her eyes on the throng of people, Miller turned away, the fear building in her. It was then she realized just exactly where she was, her world finally coming into focus. The geographer and her companions were positioned at the end of the erosional fin. In fact, the structure widened here, similar to a whale’s fluke, something which she hadn’t realized before. As such, it provided just enough room for the shackled quartet to be put on display side by side. 
 
    Beyond this, stretching out before them was the village’s adjoining lake, its surface sheening in the early morning light. Miller quickly noticed a rounded object (a rock, she presumed) positioned virtually dead-centre in the lake. Inspecting it more closely, Kate found it was almost perfectly curved; a massive island-like hump rising out of the still water. At that moment, she wasn’t entirely sure of its size. But it was big, nonetheless. Strangely, she didn’t remember it being there yesterday. Surely, she would have remembered such a significant landmark? 
 
    All of a sudden, Kate sensed someone at her side… and that someone wasn’t Trevon Latham. Shifting her gaze, Kate was confronted with the weathered visage of the tribe’s shaman, the man’s wrinkled cloak of skin hanging from his shrunken skull. Despite his close proximity, the old man didn’t bother to look at Professor Miller. Instead, he ignored her. Peering ahead, he stared out over the water, seemingly lost in contemplation. 
 
    What has him so transfixed? Miller wondered. 
 
    Without so much as a word to Kate, the shaman stepped forward. Moving to the edge of the fin, he did not rush. Instead, the old man took his time. Kate’s eyes bulged when she saw the crudely fashioned dagger in his right hand. Not to mention the dark, bristle-coated creature clutched in the other; held by its ankles, the hooves at the end of its hindlimbs just visible. It appeared to be some kind of rodent, albeit one of significant size, equivalent perhaps to a large terrier. The creature’s face, or rather what she could see of it, reminded Kate of a guinea pig, although rounder and considerably larger. 
 
    Capybara… A memory of a trip to the zoo with her parents as a child unexpectedly flashed in Kate’s mind. 
 
    Professor Miller noted, admittedly with a hint of sadness, that the big rodent wasn’t moving. This led her to assume it was either stunned or more likely already dead. Kate couldn’t help but wonder what the old man intended to do with the beast. 
 
    Then it hit her. 
 
    It’s an offering… but to what? 
 
    Miller’s eyes instinctively darted back toward the lake. To her horror, the hump from before was now gone. In fact, there was no sign of it whatsoever. Strangely, the body of water appeared calm, unnaturally so, its surface pristine and unmoving. Not even a ripple was in sight. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! The drums sounded again, causing Kate to flinch. 
 
    Taking his cue from the beat, the shaman roared to the heavens above, lifting his arms in turn. Kate jumped with fright once more, shocked by the unexpected action. All the while, the priest called out over the lake, capybara and knife in each hand. Miller couldn’t be sure, but she suspected he was offering up a prayer to his god… or was it gods? 
 
    Please don’t be more than one… Kate prayed silently. What am I saying? Don’t let there be any at all! 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Slowly, the old man turned to face Kate and her friends. His expression was blank. Totally devoid of emotion, he appeared neither happy nor sad. After a second, he zeroed in on Kate. Only then did some semblance of emotion flicker across his aged façade. His brow furrowed. Yet more creases came to line his forehead, the man’s eyes locking with Professor Miller’s own. In this moment, Kate knew what he was going to do before he even did it. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, the ancient drew his dagger across the capybara’s stubby neck, slicing its exposed throat in a shower of gore! Blood sprayed, coming in a single powerful geyser, dousing the man’s feet as well as the ground about him. Then without so much as a second thought, he turned back toward the lake and threw the rodent out over the water. The subsequent splash was cut short by the cheers of approval sent up by the engrossed crowd at Kate Miller’s back. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The drums sounded yet again, drowning out the villagers’ cries. 
 
    Meanwhile, the shaman edged towards Kate, his blade dripping with syrup-like gore. Professor Miller tensed, unsure of what the man intended to do. Was she about to become another offering? Stopping by her, he casually cricked his neck in her direction. Facing the geographer for the briefest of moments, the suggestion of a smirk played over his cracked lips… then the ancient disappeared out of view behind her. Professor Miller’s eyes inevitably travelled back to the lake. Several long seconds passed. Nothing happened. The water remained tranquil and blue, albeit tinged golden in places by the sun. 
 
    Then she saw… it. 
 
    Something dark proceeded to pierce the water about a hundred-and-fifty feet out, maybe more, resulting in a foaming wake. The object steamed forward like a breaching submarine rising from the ocean’s depths, slow and orderly. Kate’s first thought was: fin. As such, she waited for the point to appear, but it never came. Instead, the shape extended for a distance, appearing at least as first as a trailing, scar-like gouge in the water’s otherwise peaceful, crystalline vista. Before long it grew taller, like some kind of rising partition. Liquid cascaded off it, falling in waterfall-like streams from its sides. Curving off at each end, the shape was roughly semi-circular; thin but nonetheless solid. It was the ‘hump’ from before, albeit positioned face-on now, Kate was sure of it. Upon closer inspection, Professor Miller was intrigued to note the object’s sides were ribbed like a sheet of corrugated iron. Only then did she come to understand the body part was a sail. It was less than a hundred feet away by this point. Behind it an eel-like appendage soon emerged as well. Thick and tapering to a point, the limb appeared to slither in the water. 
 
    A tail! Kate surmised. 
 
    Eventually, pieces of the cranium appeared to the fore of the grooved sail. The nostrils came first, akin to a surfacing alligator. This was followed by the angular brows of the eyes, and lastly the crown, rounded off as it was. With this the creature’s head finally appeared in all its glory, supported by a sturdy S-shaped neck. Kate Miller’s eyes widened in disbelief. Possessed of a long set of narrow jaws, ending in bulbous nostrils and not to mention lined by vicious, stake-like teeth, the head was roughly crocodilian in composition. 
 
    Still more of the beast came. 
 
    Although the creature’s corpus was positioned parallel to the lake’s surface, it didn’t move on all fours as Professor Miller first suspected. In fact, she was surprised to find that it was bipedal like a tyrannosaur, moving on two powerful scale-laden legs. As for its forelimbs, these were long and muscular, extending away from its chest, hanging somewhat limply from its relatively slender frame. At the ends of the latter were onyx claws sprouting from three digits; one thumb and two fingers apiece. 
 
    It’s huge! Kate thought fearfully. 
 
    Save for its dull yellow underbelly, the dinosaur’s hide was an olive shade of green, mottled with camouflage-like black marks. As for the sail on its back, Kate soon came to realize it wasn’t dark as she had initially thought. Rather it was a vibrant, swirling mixture of yellow, orange and red. How she hadn’t picked up on this detail before she was unsure. Perhaps it had been a trick of the light, or simply too far away for Miller to properly decipher. 
 
    “Oxalaia quilombensis,” Trentham breathed its name, his tone a mixture of horror and awe. “It’s a spinosaur.” 
 
    Churning the water into foam with each heavy step, the mighty carnivore drew nearer. Angling towards them, it soon became obvious the creature was consciously making for the fin. Indeed, it had been drawn to them by the shaman’s offering. There was no doubt about it. Kate knew then that she and her companions were not the first to be sacrificed to this behemoth. 
 
    Beside Kate, Sienna began to scream, the terrified woman recoiling from the encroaching killer. The petite woman jumped and jerked, kicking her legs in the air, screeching shrilly at the same time. Still, try as she might, Sienna remained helplessly tethered, unable to muster the strength necessary to break free from her bondage. 
 
    “I’m not hanging around for that thing to eat me!” Trevon started to struggle as well, seemingly finding inspiration in the hysterical figure of Clementine. 
 
    Veins bulged under his dark skin, the man’s biceps flexing as he contorted in place. Trentham quickly followed suit. As did Kate. Behind their struggling forms, the villagers and their leader observed silently, seemingly transfixed at the sight of the huge reptile. 
 
    This is their God, Kate understood, watching the spinosaur thunder towards her group, water continuing to lather under its huge clawed feet. 
 
    The titan was close now, about fifty feet, give or take. What’s more, it was closing fast. Its olive body, still wet, glistened in the daylight. Behind it, the reptile’s serpentine tail swayed slowly from left to right. By Professor Miller’s calculations, the animal must have measured close to forty feet from snout to tail. 
 
    Next to Kate, Trevon continued to struggle. Refusing to give up, his arms were awash with sweat now. In addition to this, blood poured from the collection of wounds scratched into his wrists by the harsh lengths of rope holding him. Unperturbed by any of this, the man grunted and cried out, fighting through the pain. 
 
    “C’mon!” he yelled through gritted teeth. 
 
    What’s the use? Miller asked herself, finally accepting defeat. 
 
    With the massive beast stalking towards her, Kate saw no point in fighting any longer. As far as she was concerned, it was only a matter of time before it made a meal of them. And so, the geographer let her body slump forward, her chin coming to touch her chest. Exhausted, Professor Miller panted, hot bursts of air seeping from her weary lungs. 
 
    “It’s over, Trevon,” she heard herself say to him in a low voice, her tone unapologetically flat. 
 
    Feeling a little lightheaded, Kate Miller let her eyes close over. Still, they didn’t remain shut for long. A deafening roar shocked the woman back to attention! Miller’s neck snapped backwards in response, forcing her lolling skull up off her chest. The professor’s eyelids blinked rapidly as the startled woman took in the unreal sight before her. 
 
    The spinosaur had reached the fin. In fact, it was mere feet from Kate, the monster’s crimson eyes leering down at her and the others from behind a pair of huge, wedged-shaped jaws. Kate was rather surprised when the suspected rush of adrenaline, and accompanying fear no less, didn’t hit her system. Instead, she remained perfectly calm in the face of what was surely her impending doom. How she managed this, Professor Miller did not know. Perhaps she was just too exhausted to care anymore. And so, Kate simply studied the dinosaur. In return, it studied the woman, as well as her companions. 
 
    “Come and get me˗ you ugly piece of shit!” Kate snarled. 
 
    Apparently accepting her invitation, the beast’s snout edged closer, causing her heart to move up a gear. Next, hot air vented from the spinosaur’s globular nostrils, coming in noisy, fetid gusts. With its chest set to brush up against the edge of the fin, the huge reptile perused the four offerings curiously, its red eyes gradually shifting down the line from one to the next. 
 
    Trey hadn’t given up trying to free himself and Clementine was still hysterical. Yet, in stark contrast to the mercenary and the executive, Professor Trentham remained subdued much like Kate, the man apparently rendered dumb by the awesome sight in front of him. Things grew quiet at this point. Strangely, Clementine appeared to tire as the reptile closed those last few crucial feet, her movements becoming much less animated. She had come to the conclusion there was simply no way out of this situation for her. The woman’s time was up. 
 
    Then, taking its audience by surprise, the monster roared again. Jaws splitting wide open it unleashed an ungodly scream, shattering the fleeting silence! For the briefest of moments, the beast’s teeth shone in the daylight, its menacing dentition on full display for them all. Perhaps even more terrifying, beyond these lay a darkened, hungry gullet waiting to be fed. Emerging from the shadowy recess was a pink tongue. Long and fleshy, the organ curled as the creature bellowed, its throat’s leathery exterior vibrating with the force of the hideous shriek. 
 
    This is it… Kate told herself, waiting for the end to come. 
 
    The Oxalaia’s face inched towards Miller’s own, the reptile’s gruesome visage growing larger. At the same time, the monster used its forelimbs to grab hold of the fin’s rocky platform. Gaining some purchase, the predator’s black claws proceeded to gouge great scars into the baked soil, pulling its frame closer to its quarry. 
 
    This is it! Professor Miller repeated to herself. 
 
    Suddenly˗ with only inches between them˗ the dinosaur’s muzzle veered precariously to Professor Miller’s left! Jaws still parted, the goliath plucked Clementine from her bonds, awkwardly taking hold of her by the legs! The twine holding the woman gave way with a poignant and audible snaaap! and before Miller knew it, Clementine was gone. Pitching its head back, the Oxalaia’s jaws opened and closed feverishly like a croc feasting on a freshly caught fish. And with that Sienna disappeared down the spinosaur’s gullet. 
 
    It was Kate’s turn to scream now. After all, she could only assume she was next. The subsequent cry left her throat in a wild, uncontrolled screech. It grew decidedly louder when the huge reptile refocused its attention on her. Blood trickled over the carnivore’s uneven lips, crimson droplets falling like a child’s tears. In that moment, the fearsome killer took on a diabolical mien, almost as if it was sneering at her. It couldn’t be, could it? 
 
    “No, no, no!” Kate shook manically. 
 
    This time the creature expelled a spine-chilling hiss. Next, twisting its neck, the spinosaur’s head went nigh-on horizontal as it prepared to yank Professor Miller from her bonds. 
 
    “Stay away from me!” Miller’s cry was futile and she knew it, but it did not stop her. 
 
    The beast’s spiked teeth swiftly came to fill Kate’s vision. Snatching a shallow, panicked breath, the poor woman prepared to meet her fate˗ 
 
    ˗when out of nowhere, an explosion sounded! The noise, deafening and full of force, originated from somewhere behind their position; the hellish din taking Miller totally and utterly by surprise! But it wasn’t simply Miller that the thunderous tumult scared. 
 
    Frightened off, the spinosaur swiftly disappeared. Its massive, scaly profile swerved off to Kate’s left and out of view, managing to tear free a section of the fin’s rocky platform as it went! Next, she heard the commotion of water splashing and churning, the dinosaur presumably submerging its huge corpus once more. 
 
    “C’mon, we gotta go!” Trevon abruptly appeared before Professor Miller. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke, painting the skyline a mixture of pink and gold. Had Campbell’s mission not been so urgent, he might have sat and watched it a while longer. Instead, crouching at the base of a tree which he had spent the night under, the Scotsman watched the settlement on the opposite end of the intervening plain, silently preparing himself for what must come next. 
 
    Running a tentative hand through his ginger mane, Elias uttered an exasperated groan to himself, finally accepting the inevitability of his situation. The fact was, no one else was going to save his friends. Their survival depended upon him, and him alone. If they weren’t already dead, that is. And so, the mercenary examined his assault rifle one last time before flicking the safety off. 
 
    “Old faithful,” Elias smirked to himself, getting slowly to his feet. 
 
    Without warning, a deep, bellicose roar tore through the early morning air, obliterating the serenity of the jungle around him! Flinching in fright, Campbell ducked as he was taken off-guard, the man unsure exactly what to expect. Above him, birds in their thousands rose abruptly from their perches situated amongst the sea of interlocking trees; a great, black, screeching host swarming above the jungle canopy. 
 
    “No. Fucking. Way.” Goosepimples shot up the length of Elias’ arms. 
 
    Next came a series of hurried and booming footsteps that shook the very ground. It was the sound of these that finally sent Campbell running. Leaving the rainforest behind, Elias darted into the waiting plain. Not that it offered much in the way of sanctuary. In fact, he was decidedly exposed. Even so, bolting like a greyhound out the box, he didn’t look back… until a second hellish growl sounded. 
 
    Cricking his neck aftward, Elias witnessed the Carnotaurus’s familiar outline punch through the green and brown tree-line; jaws bared and screaming with a murderous fury! The burgundy-colored beast skidded to an awkward halt a second later, its mighty tail swinging precariously behind it as the reptile tried to keep its balance. Even in his frightened state, Commander Campbell managed to note the dried blood caked about the animal’s eyes and nostrils; evidence of the damage it had sustained from the ingested flashbang. 
 
    “Tough bastard, aren’t ya?” Admittedly, Elias was somewhat impressed the creature was still standing after their last encounter. 
 
    As for the Carnotaurus, it spotted the mercenary almost immediately. Inspecting the man’s scurrying profile for a moment, its eyes morphed into angry slits. Then, making after Campbell, the horned titan shrieked as it dashed into the plain like a hound on a fox. 
 
    How did it find me? the mercenary wondered amid his panic. My scent? 
 
    Snatching glances over his shoulder, Campbell watched in a series of fleeting, disjointed snapshots as the prehistoric terror proceeded to close on him. In those terrifying first couple of seconds, Elias couldn’t help but liken the oncoming monster to a fleshy freight-train set to plow right through him. 
 
    “Not this shit again!” Campbell growled, thinking back to his ordeal at the swamp. 
 
    Forcing himself to ignore the Carnotaurus and look ahead instead, Elias focused on the palisade-style walls of the indigenous settlement. Quickly doing the math in his mind, the Scotsman judged the distance to be just shy of two-hundred-and-fifty meters. The merc knew immediately that he wasn’t going to reach it in time. At this rate, the Carnotaurus would have a hold of him long before sanctuary was even a possibility. This meant he needed to come up with a plan to buy himself some time˗ and fast. 
 
    “Damn it,” Campbell snarled, reluctantly reaching for one of his detonators. 
 
    Uncapping the device, the petrified Scot slammed his thumb down on the trigger button. He hadn’t intended on using his ace-in-the-hole so soon, but desperate times call for desperate measures. 
 
    The result was instantaneous. 
 
    In the distance, off to Campbell’s far right, a magnificent swelling of yellow, orange and red flame spewed skyward, accompanied by a hellacious din that reverberated for miles! Tearing a gaping, five-meter-wide hole in the village’s jagged fortifications, splinters of wood, intermingled with a rising cloud of dust and soil, scattered helter-skelter. Black smoke, thick and churning, quickly followed, the choking plume rising high into the air to replace the licking conflagration. Worst of all perhaps, this nightmarish scene was accompanied by faint screams from the village’s occupants all sounding ominously in the distance. 
 
    Whereas behind the mercenary, the trailing creature veered to the left, the sudden blast taking it completely by surprise. Frightened off, its pursuit stalled there, albeit only briefly. This was exactly what Campbell had been hoping for. And so, whilst the killer hesitated, Elias gave it everything he had, continuing to make for the village and using this fleeting reprieve to his advantage. 
 
    Campbell had planted the devices around the village’s perimeter the previous night, after making contact with HQ and before setting up camp. They were his way inside. On top of that, they were the perfect diversion while he searched for Kate and the others. And whilst they remained these things, Elias just hadn’t planned on using them so soon. Nor did he expect to have a massive prehistoric carnivore in tow. He had hoped to be a bit more tactical in his approach. Now the commander’s plans were in shambles. Everything from here on out would have to be done on the fly. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to be. 
 
    Improvise and adapt, a voice told him. 
 
    “HQ, this is Reiver,” Elias spoke hurriedly into his mic, “do you have an ETA on those choppers?” 
 
    The response came back almost immediately; “Helos are inbound to your coordinates. They will be arriving in approximately five minutes, commander.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, HQ,” Elias grimaced as he spoke, “but we don’t have five minutes.” 
 
    Campbell didn’t hear HQ’s reply. Instead, his attention was drawn rearward yet again by another fearsome cry from the giant reptile. Once more the Carnotaurus was barreling after the merc, no longer fearful of the flames and accompanying commotion. Indeed, the look in its eyes was more determined than before, the beast’s huge, armored frame rippling with each thunderous step toward him. 
 
    Don’t look back! Elias told himself. That’ll only slow you down. 
 
    Focusing on the settlement’s walls up ahead, Campbell kept running, desperate to put as much distance between him and the rampaging dinosaur as possible. He estimated the village was a little under one-hundred-and-fifty meters out now, its spiked walls growing larger as the seconds passed. 
 
    You can do it! Elias told himself, his legs working feverishly. 
 
    To the man’s horror˗ and with the previous thought still fresh in his mind˗ a sinister shadow suddenly swept over Commander Campbell. Realizing the Carnotaurus was virtually on top of him, the Scotsman’s blood ran cold. He just wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    “No! No! No!” Elias whimpered, his pulse speeding out of control. 
 
    Still, the Scotsman’s fear ultimately worked to his advantage. A surge of adrenaline hit his panic-stricken system. Just what the doctor ordered, the mercenary used it to fuel a short-lived and manic sprint. Elias managed to lengthen the gap between him and the predator. But alas, not for long. The adrenaline wore off almost as quickly as it set in and Campbell slowed yet again, his muscles growing tired and heavy. In a matter of seconds, the Carnotaurus was back on him, literally snapping at his heels! 
 
    “Shit!” Elias cursed, trying to fight through the fatigue. 
 
    Zig-zag! said a voice in his head. 
 
    Just as this thought popped into his brain, the predator lunged, jaws arched wide˗ 
 
    ˗but Elias quickly cut left, the theropod missing him by a few short inches! Anticipating its next move, he dodged right a second later, the thing’s rough-skinned lips brushing against the heels of his boots. Campbell heard an audible whump! as the monster’s mouth clamped down on thin air. Better yet, the would-be killer stumbled as it failed to make contact with its quarry, momentarily losing its balance. The near miss forced the Carnotaurus to slow its advance in order to properly recover its footing. Even so, it managed the latter in a few disorderly, lumbering steps. And so, mad with anger at this point, the dinosaur could only hiss as it watched Campbell scuttle away unscathed, yet again. 
 
    Refusing to look over his shoulder for more than a second or two, Elias didn’t see all of this. Rather, his attention remained locked in on the settlement. The village was less than a hundred meters away at this point, give or take. All the while, the ground continued to shake around him as the pursuing beast’s feet pummeled the plain beneath it. 
 
    I’m gonna make it! he tried to convince himself. I’ve got to… 
 
    Suddenly, there was a rush of air behind Campbell, the sensation washing over the nape of his neck like an ocean wave. Next, the Scotsman’s body snapped backwards, pulled from somewhere about the shoulder-blades. Then, for some inexplicable reason, Elias felt like he was flying. Totally helpless, he was forced to watch as his feet left the ground! The mercenary didn’t believe his eyes. Akin to an outer-body experience, Campbell couldn’t explain it either. But it was happening, nonetheless. Somehow, he was airborne. 
 
    Rising higher, the commander registered the continued pressure located about his back and shoulders. On top of this, it was growing painful. Finally, Elias’ ears picked up on the coarse sound of fabric ripping and it all made sense to him. 
 
    “This has got to be a bad fucking dream!” Campbell cried, rising further still. 
 
    Craning his neck, Elias discovered (as he suspected) the dogged theropod holding him by his backpack, a punctured portion of the satchel wrapped around a single bowed, tusk-like tooth. Unnervingly, as he floated there, the sound of material tearing continued to resonate in Campbell’s ears. Perhaps inevitably, the merc didn’t remain airborne for long. The torn satchel gave way under the man’s weight. As quickly as he had left it behind, the ground was now rushing up to meet him! 
 
    “Shiiiiit!” Elias bawled as the green grass came at him. 
 
    With his return to earth, there was no expertly timed landing. No Judo-style roll to safety. Instead, poor Campbell crashed painfully onto his chest, palms slapping the hard ground as he impacted with it face-first. 
 
    “Bastard!” Elias swore, pain bombarding the man’s body. 
 
    Ignore it, said a voice. You’re a sitting duck otherwise. Just get up! 
 
    Instinctively rolling onto his back, the merc looked up to find the Carnotaurus savaging his captured backpack like a farmer’s dog shaking a barn rat. Zip-loc bags filled with magazines and grenades flew left and right, ejected from the mangled rucksack. Despite the loss of his munitions, it wasn’t all bad though. Appreciating the opportunity for what it was, Elias rolled over onto his front again. Quickly pushing off, Commander Campbell scrambled to his feet. His G36, which the mercenary hadn’t even realized he’d dropped, was about a meter out in front. Closing the distance in a few hurried strides, the mercenary scooped up the weapon, once more making for his destination. 
 
    Meanwhile, behind him, the dinosaur finally realized its prize wasn’t what it thought it was. Expecting a fleshy, blood-riddled meal for its troubles, the carnivore was presented with something decidedly blander instead. Angered at this, the behemoth let the backpack fall from its lips, unleashing a titanic, banshee-like scream. 
 
    For his part, Elias ignored the incensed goliath. The walls of the settlement were close now, less than fifty meters. So close, Campbell felt like he could reach out and touch them, but instead he reached for something else. Holding onto the last of his detonators, the commander prepared himself for the coming explosion. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, he engaged the device. 
 
    The ground quivered, violent as an earthquake. The accompanying noise more than rivalled the screams of the Carnotaurus; a howling, furious torrent that drowned out all else. In turn, the section of wall directly in front of Campbell disintegrated, the collection of wooden stakes embroiled in a storm of flame. Forced to shield his eyes with one of his forearms, Elias caught only glimpses of the raging conflagration. Still, he felt its heat alongside the tiny, stray pieces of debris bouncing off his body. At some point in amongst the chaos of it all, Campbell heard the Carnotaurus squealing with fright once more as well. 
 
    Unfazed, Elias rushed into the ensuing whirlwind of smoke and ash, still shielding his eyes with his arm, albeit trying to sneak glances ahead. A line of yellow-orange flames licked the ground where the charges had been buried. This was basically the only thing he could see amidst the ashen squall and so the commander made straight for it. 
 
    The flames were roughly knee-high, but this did not dissuade him. Drawing up to them, Campbell threw himself forward, clearing the flickering limbs in a single leap. Hitting the ground, he rolled into a crouched position. Bringing his gun up next, the Scotsman searched for contacts but ultimately the smoke was too thick to properly discern anything. 
 
    Rising to his feet after a few tense seconds, Campbell crept forward, G36 up and scanning. Elias’ ears were ringing with horrified screams again, some of which he recognized as belonging to children. Admittedly, this pained him. After all, they were innocents in this, and he wasn’t a monster. Or at least, the mercenary hoped he wasn’t one. The village’s children didn’t deserve what was happening to them. Steeling himself, the commander tried to block out their cries and continue with what had to be done. 
 
    In the end, the smoke proved slow to dissipate. Trudging forward, the commander coughed as it assailed his lungs. Here and there Elias was eventually able to discern the occasional shape; buildings mostly. However, the silhouettes of frightened and fleeing natives appeared as well, albeit only to disappear seconds later as they were enveloped once more by the smoke. Somewhat disorientating, these flurries of activity worked to put Campbell on edge. At any second, he was expecting an axe-wielding tribesman to emerge from the ether. 
 
    Finally, the smoke began to settle. Campbell wasn’t sure how long it had been. A minute or so, perhaps? Regardless, carried away on a gentle breeze, the grey-black cloud encircling him began to melt away. As such, the village gradually revealed itself to Commander Campbell. Surveying the collection of wooden structures, he found them beautiful in their simplicity. Indeed, the buildings’ thatched roofs made Campbell think of the old crofts that still dotted parts of the Scottish Highlands. Yet, the man’s attention didn’t remain on the structures for long. 
 
    Amidst the panicked screeching of women and children, other cries soon made themselves known to him as well. These were different, although familiar. These were ones of anger. Charcoal-painted warriors abruptly appeared on all sides, brandishing spears and axes, and in some cases, bows nocked with arrows. The initial shock brought on by Campbell’s detonations had worn off and the village’s defenders had regrouped it seemed. 
 
    Craaack! Craaack! Elias showed no mercy. 
 
    Pivoting with each shot, Elias’ G36 rattled as he proceeded to pick his targets out of the crowd. A series of controlled bursts saw man after man fall dead to the ground, their bodies riddled with bloody punctures. Yet, just like before, the natives kept coming. 
 
    Sliding back toward the smoking ruin of an entrance he had created for himself, the commander bought himself both time and breathing space from the natives’ onslaught, the Scot’s assault rifle flashing and crackling with a deadly precision in between. Nevertheless, superior weaponry or not, more natives, all lost in their blood-frenzy, poured from every direction, threatening to swamp him. 
 
    There’s too many of them! Campbell’s mind screamed. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! The ground trembled all of a sudden. 
 
    Elias halted his retreat, convinced the sound had emanated from somewhere behind him. Turning on the spot, the mercenary titled his head back, finger leaving the trigger. Slow and ominous, a shadow appeared just beyond the dissolving veil of smoke, the haunting figure framed by the remains of the village’s sundered fortifications. Still, it wasn’t a shadow for long. Like a demon venturing forth from the void, the being materialized from behind the foggy curtain. First came the snout, followed by the killer’s golden eyes topped as they were by arched brows and, more frighteningly, devil-like horns. 
 
    With this, the cries of terror from before began anew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Kate blinked, taken aback by Trey’s swift appearance. To his credit, by sheer will alone it would seem, the mercenary had mustered the strength to break free from his restraints and come to her aid. Hovering in front of her as he was, the professor could see the man’s dark-skinned brow was awash with a hard-earned sweat. What’s more, his chest heaved from the exertion of his ordeal. Eventually the woman’s eyes travelled to Latham’s arms where she noted what remained of the crude rope which had been used to bind him. These pieces were little more than frayed tendrils at this point, hanging limply from each wrist. 
 
    “I’ll get you down,” Trevon told Professor Miller, his concern for her written large on his face. 
 
    Eyes still on him, Kate nodded lamely in reply, the woman bit by bit coming to her senses; the shock from the things she had witnessed only just beginning to wear off. Meanwhile, away to Miller’s right, Professor Trentham struggled by his lonesome with his own bonds. 
 
    “Hang in there, Trentham!” Trey called to the older man, as if to say, ‘I haven’t forgotten about you!’ 
 
    “Make it snappy!” Greg replied curtly, looking a little like a tangled marionette. “Before our scaly friend comes back!” 
 
    He’s talking about the spinosaur! Miller realized. What did he call it? An Oxa-something… 
 
    Alarmed by the mere mention of it, Kate searched the scene in front of her, peering past a preoccupied Latham. And whilst she couldn’t see any immediate sign of the predator, its absence didn’t put the geographer at ease. Not by any stretch of the imagination. After all, it could pounce on them from its watery abode at any given moment. 
 
    “Got it!” Kate heard Trevon crow, redirecting her attention. 
 
    She felt her left arm drop then, gravity pulling it groundward. Quickly bringing said arm up in front of her face, Professor Miller noted a red ring encircling her wrist. It ached like hell to boot, but it was free, so she didn’t care. 
 
    “Help Trentham,” Miller instructed her dutiful companion. “I can take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Okay,” Trey nodded, turning away from her and toward Greg. 
 
    Even without Trevon to aid her, Kate made fast work of the remaining restraint, using a combination of her freed hand and teeth to undo it. And so, sliding her wrist free from the loosened coil of rope, she moved rapidly toward the two men. Extending an arm, Miller made to help˗ 
 
    ˗when out of the blue, a second explosion sounded, the noise resonating shockingly in the woman’s eardrums. Forgetting about Greg and Latham in an instant, Kate spun on the spot to find an enormous ball of flame billowing into the sky. 
 
    Campbell! she thought excitedly. It’s gotta be… 
 
    “We have to hurry,” Professor Miller said to the others, a look of hope inching across her wan features. 
 
    “Almost there,” Trevon said through gritted teeth, still working away on Trentham. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Commander Campbell was running. Again. Always bloody running. 
 
    Behind him, it was nothing short of a bloodbath as the Carnotaurus rampaged through the settlement. All the while, the animal’s great, burgundy tail swiped left and right, the tapered limb cleaving haphazardly through wooden structures to leave a trail of destruction in its thunderous wake. What’s more, in between roars of fury, the horned killer was picking off any villagers too slow or too foolish to get out of its way. As for the latter, bare-chested warriors in groups of twos and threes met the beast head-on with their spears and bows and arrows, launching primitive projectiles at the marauding reptile. Still, their missiles had virtually no effect, the Carnotaurus’ hardened casing of osteoderms easily deflecting them one after the other. 
 
    Meanwhile, lungs burning and pulse pounding, Elias wasn’t sure where he was headed… other than trying to get the hell away from the bloodthirsty dinosaur, that is. Thankfully, with bigger fish to fry, the natives no longer seemed concerned with stopping his infiltration of their home. With this particular obstacle removed, Campbell found he was making good headway as he attempted to navigate the indigenous settlement. Still, he wasn’t sure where to even begin looking for his friends. To the commander, the village may as well have been a maze. Were his friends inside one of these buildings? If so, which one? If not, then where else could they be? Considering his circumstances, going from house to house was simply untenable. So what then? 
 
    Talk about a needle in a haystack… That satellite would’ve really come in handy. 
 
    “HQ, where are those choppers?” Elias barked into his mic, the man’s eyes searching the empty sky. 
 
    “ETA is two minutes, Commander,” was the response from headquarters. 
 
    All around Campbell, tawny-colored bodies scattered; the natives embroiled in their panic. Elias scoured the seething multitude of men, women and children, desperately hoping for a glimpse of his compatriots somewhere in amongst them. 
 
    “God damn it!” Elias growled with disappointment. Where the hell are they? he wondered. 
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    “Jesus that hurts!” Trentham rubbed one of his wrists. 
 
    “Never mind that,” Kate told him pointedly, “we need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Trevon nodded, his brow furrowing with determination. 
 
    Professor Miller edged away from the other two, her brown eyes inevitably drawn to the lingering cloud of smoke off in the distance. Like a tsunami, the grey haze swept over the settlement, obscuring the woman’s view of the people, buildings and thoroughfares below. Still, there was no denying the tumult that came with it. 
 
    Just what the hell is going on down there? she thought, listening to the garbled cacophony. 
 
    Only then did it dawn on Miller that the shaman and his congregation had fled, presumably following the explosions. Like their monstrous deity, the villagers were nowhere to be seen now. Save that is for the three axe-wielding figures scrambling up the hill toward her. 
 
    “Trey!” Kate doubled back toward the merc and Trentham. 
 
    Latham rushed to the professor’s side. “Get behind me,” Trevon instructed her, immediately spotting the encroaching warriors. 
 
    The threesome retreated from the top of the brae, Trevon shielding the two academics. Cautiously, Trey guided the group back in the direction of the hut they had been confined to the night before. 
 
    Eventually the pursuing natives crested the hill. Moving in an arrow-shaped formation, one man was in the lead with the other two flanking him. Trey began to slow, and Professor Miller realized then that the man intended to stand and fight. She thought back to the night before and the beating he had endured at the hands of Scarface and his brethren. 
 
    “Trey, no!” Kate grabbed his shoulders. 
 
    “I ain’t running anymore,” Latham shrugged loose from the geographer’s grip, moving toward the Amazons. 
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    Scarface stayed low, skirting the thatched rooftop, gripping a short-handled axe in one hand and a dagger in the other. The screams of his people rang hauntingly in the tribesman’s ears. As did the bellows of the beast hunting and killing them. 
 
    Continuing to shrink his profile, the warrior watched as the Carnotaurus’ great wine-red mass drew closer. In only a few short, bobbing strides the ancient killer came parallel with Scarface’s perch, its shoulders level with the lower-most portion of the roof. The man just prayed its wayward tail wouldn’t take the building out from underneath him before he had a chance to make his move. 
 
    Eyeing the fearsome beast, a rage burned in the warrior’s chest. Most of all, he was angry at his people’s god, their supposed protector, and its absence when they needed it the most. Was this not the very reason they offered it such rich sacrifices? For its protection? Now it was up to him. He would be the savior of his people. He would slay the monster and be raised to godhood himself. Yes, the warrior liked the sound of that. And so, Scarface tensed as he prepared himself for what must come next. 
 
    Sensing his time was right, the tribesman rose to his feet, unleashing a furious war-cry. Then, dashing forward, both weapons raised high over his head, he lunged from the rooftop! Gliding through the air, the scarred man fell upon the waiting theropod, axe and knife ready to strike˗ 
 
    ˗but his hubris had given him away. 
 
    Startled, the Carnotaurus tweaked its neck in the tribesman’s direction, giving an angered growl at the encroaching warrior. Then, jaws held agape, the waiting carnivore coolly plucked the offending figure out of the air! Scarface could only scream as the killer’s pointed teeth pierced his flesh and ground his bones in quick succession. He was dead within two bites. But the Carnotaurus did not swallow him. Instead, with a casual flick of its head and neck, the creature tossed the warrior’s broken carcass aside; Scarface’s mangled body smashing into the wall of a nearby hut to crumple in a bloody heap. 
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    Trevon backed away from the Amazons, his arms held out like wings. Behind him the figures of Kate and Gregory looked on warily, making sure to keep their distance. Continuing to give ground, the merc sized up his opponents. As for the tawny trio, they advanced, venom in their stares. 
 
    Suddenly, Trevon halted. “I’ll be back,” he told Kate and Trentham, glancing back at them. 
 
    Latham took off before either of the academics had a chance to reply. In a matter of a few exaggerated strides the PMC closed the distance between himself and his foes. Firing a stiff push-kick into the lead warrior’s gut he drove the man back into his companions. Whilst one of the trailing figures managed to dodge this, the other wasn’t so lucky, and the two Amazons collapsed, tangled painfully together. 
 
    The warrior still standing lunged at Trevon, swiping with his axe! Surprisingly graceful for his size, Latham parried the attack, swiftly maneuvering himself in behind the Amazon. In the blink of an eye, Trey’s arms were wrapped around the native’s head and neck. There followed a horrendous snap! as Trevon broke the man’s vertebrae where he stood, the mercenary deftly snatching the dead man’s weapon whilst he still stood. 
 
    Stepping off to meet the remaining warriors, Trevon let his victim fall. He charged forward, the other natives back on their feet now. Blocking an incoming strike with the shaft of his stolen axe, Latham drove his elbow hard into its owner’s face, catching him on the hinge of his jaw and sending him to the ground unconscious. 
 
    However, this left the PMC exposed to an attack from the tribesman’s cohort. 
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    Professor Miller knew what was going to happen before it happened. The last remaining warrior had outflanked Latham and was about to bring his axeblade down on the man’s head! So, Kate did the only thing she could. She moved to stop her premonition from becoming a reality. 
 
    Ducking low, the geographer made a beeline for the Amazon. Taking the warrior off-guard, Kate spear-tackled the preoccupied tribesman, forcing him to the ground. The pair crashed into the dusty soil where they jostled momentarily for position. Unfortunately for Professor Miller the Amazon rolled the woman onto her back, pinning her in the dust. The tribesman’s teeth flashed like a wolf’s as he raised his axe once more, this time preparing to slam it down into Miller’s face! 
 
    “No!” Kate tried to protect herself with her arms. 
 
    All of a sudden, the Amazon jerked, appearing to spasm almost. Something hot and sticky followed, splashing over Professor Miller’s face and obscuring her vision of him. The woman’s hands instinctively went to her eyes. Rubbing vigorously, she tried to clear her line of sight. When she finally removed her hands from her face, Kate discovered the tribesman still hovering over her, albeit rendered stock-still. It was an eerie sight. Within a few seconds, Miller noticed the axe protruding from the top of his cranium, the weapon cleaved deep into his skull. The macabre result of this saw a wending trail of blood bisecting his face. 
 
    To her surprise, the warrior abruptly toppled to one side. A boot at the end of a long, muscular leg draped in camo appeared at about the same time. It was Trevon. Standing a little to her left, the PMC extended a hand toward her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Miller told Latham, taking his hand. 
 
    “Ditto,” Trevon replied. 
 
    “Where to now?” Greg joined them, eyeing the tribesmen’s prone outlines. 
 
    “C’mon,” Miller waved Greg and Trey toward her, “this way!” 
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    The gaps in between the wooden structures grew more pronounced the further Campbell ventured into the settlement. On top of this, whilst small knots of bodies continued to bustle about him, they were nowhere near the numbers they had been before. Elias silently wondered if some of the inhabitants had taken refuge elsewhere in the village or perhaps managed to escape it altogether. 
 
    As for the commotion caused by the Carnotaurus’ arrival, the noise had dulled somewhat; although it was still enough to send shivers up Elias’ spine. He was under no illusions that the monster was still hot on his trail, however hampered or distracted it had become. The commander assumed the defenders’ attacks were slowing the reptile’s advance, which of course worked in his favor. Even so, he couldn’t imagine their heroic attempts would hold the creature off for long. 
 
    Where are they? The faces of Campbell’s friends flashed in his mind’s eye one after the other. 
 
    Elias slowed then, anxious to continue any further. The commander looked about himself. Unsure of his next move, he was akin to a cub separated from its mother. Save for a few scattered shacks, the buildings had all but disappeared by this point. Yet, there was still no sign of his companions. Panic gradually set in and not for the first time that day Commander Campbell began to feel that maybe he was shit out of luck. 
 
    “Where to now?” Elias muttered irritably to himself, his pace slowing to little more than a crawl. 
 
    On his right, Campbell was presented with a barren hillock. Whereas a little further up ahead, the land dipped away from him on a soft incline, beyond which he could make out the beginnings of what he assumed was a lake; the blue sheet of water, still and shimmering. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding when you said demolitions were your specialty,” a familiar voice unexpectedly called out to the Scotsman. 
 
    Taken by surprise, Campbell didn’t believe his ears at first. The thought even occurred to him that perhaps he was imagining things. And so, decidedly stunned, Elias looked away from the lake to meet the gaze of none other than Professor Kate Miller. 
 
    It’s her… 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Campbell then, the butterflies that had been forming in his stomach calming ever so slightly. In the end, the irony that Kate had stumbled upon him and not the other way around was not lost on Elias Campbell. In fact, it brought a coy smile to the Scot’s face. Maybe he was the one who needed rescuing all along. 
 
    For her part, the geographer was standing a short distance up the hill, hands on her hips and breathing hard. Kate Miller’s eyes were wide and glistening as she pitched her head to one side, the woman clearly happy to see the commander. In that moment, battered, bruised and filthy as she was, Elias hadn’t seen a more beautiful woman in his whole life. Campbell didn’t say anything at first. Instead, he responded with a mischievous, one-sided grin, her comment lingering in his mind. 
 
    “I aim to please,” Campbell finally told her, taking a step toward the base of the hillock. 
 
    Behind the brunette, Trevon and Greg crested the hill not long after, much to his relief. 
 
    “Where’s Clementine?” Elias arched an eyebrow, noting her absence. 
 
    Kate simply shook her head at this. 
 
    “Would someone mind telling me, just how in the hell we are getting out of here?” Professor Trentham asked angrily, looking down his hooked nose at Commander Campbell. 
 
    “Problem solved, Professor,” Campbell pointed at the sky. “Looks like the cavalry has finally arrived.” 
 
    Two black dots punctuated the morning skyline. Seconds passing, they grew noticeably larger and thus more discernible. Soon the faint suggestion of spinning rotorblades could be seen as well. Added to this, the tell-tale whump-whump-whump from those same rotorblades filtered over the scene below. 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Trevon winked in his superior’s direction, leaning against Greg and propping an elbow on the older man’s shoulder. 
 
    “The plan was to rendezvous with the choppers at the clearing just outside the village,” Elias explained, pointing aftward with a thumb. 
 
    “Was?” Kate asked, puzzled. 
 
    “We can’t go back that way,” the commander motioned over his shoulder again. 
 
    “Why exactly?” Miller questioned further, her eyes locking on the ginger-haired merc. “Didn’t you just clear a path for us?” 
 
    “Let’s just say˗” Elias didn’t get to finish. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Trentham shrunk backward. 
 
    Professor Miller echoed her companion a fraction of a second later, as did Trevon. 
 
    A roar went up, high-pitched and piercing! Fresh screams sounded at the same time, villagers flooding en masse from their respective hiding places. Once more the settlement’s thoroughfares were choked with tan bodies scarpering in all directions. Where they had come from and how they had appeared so fast, Elias did not know. In any event, Campbell barely even bothered to look at them. Or over his shoulder for that matter. Quite simply, he didn’t need to. Elias knew better than anyone what was coming for them. 
 
    “We need to go, now!” he told the others, rushing forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Commander Campbell was a little shocked to find his legs were like lead. Heavy and slow, he struggled to close the distance between himself and his companions. Realizing too late he should have maintained his momentum from before, Elias watched helplessly as his comrades quickly outpaced him, the trio scrambling for the hilltop. 
 
    All the while, he felt the ground vibrating, the ominous sensation growing stronger and stronger, even managing to penetrate the soles of his boots and riding up his weary legs. Memories of the man’s encounter at the swamp played over in his head. Sadly, in the end, these were not enough to reinvigorate his exhausted limbs. 
 
    “Mill˗” Elias tried to call after the fleeing professor. 
 
    Legs cramping, Campbell tripped and fell then, his face smashing into the carpet of arid earth beneath him. The mercenary’s cheek filled with fluid immediately, pain dancing across his bruised face. Groaning, he tried to raise himself up but his arms refused to cooperate with the messages filtering down from his brain. 
 
    Get up… 
 
    The ground shook, the accompanying noise resonating harder now, the oncoming monster’s footsteps like hammers against an anvil. Terrifying as this was, Elias was prepared to meet his fate head-on. Death be damned. He would not cower before, nor shy away from, the brute that had pursued him so relentlessly. 
 
    Steeling himself, he rolled over onto his back just as the Carnotaurus’ scale-ridden face glided into view. Its tiny forelimbs twitched with anticipation, its clawed digits flexing almost feverishly. Campbell didn’t wait. Raising his assault rifle, the Scotsman squeezed the trigger˗ craaack! craaack!˗ emptying the last of his magazine in a single, short burst! A series of red geysers erupted along the underside of the theropod’s trunkish throat, the hot bullets managing to pierce its toughened hide. Still, they did little more than annoy the beast, which recoiled more in anger than in actual pain. Quickly recovering its composure, the huge reptile shrieked as it stepped closer, flashing its dagger-like teeth at Elias in a menacing grimace. Most terrifying of all, some of its fangs still dripped with the blood of its latest victim. Or was it victims? Next, dipping its head, the monster looked down at Campbell, an unmistakable anger welling in its golden eyes; a look that was only accentuated by the rock-like brows residing above them, not to mention those Baphomet-like horns. 
 
    “Do it!” Elias dared the titan. “Just do it!” he reiterated. 
 
    The Carnotaurus appeared to wear a devilish grin as it silently appraised the now helpless mercenary. 
 
    “Campbell!” he heard Trevon and Professor Miller call his name in unison from somewhere unseen. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Campbell screamed at the killer. “Finish it!” He beckoned the beast to him with his hands. 
 
    Not waiting any longer, the behemoth jerked forward. Preparing to engulf its helpless prey, the monster’s hungry maw wound open˗ 
 
    ˗just as an object, blurry and virtually amorphous, slammed hard into the unsuspecting dinosaur, driving the brute out of sight! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Professor Miller watched dumbstruck as the Oxalaia appeared on her right flank, the beast’s green hide glittering in the daylight. Dripping wet from the lake, droplets of liquid scattered to the wind as it dashed forward, all the while the animal screaming ferociously at the intruder in its midst. Quick as a cat, the spinosaur proceeded to crash unforgivingly into the other reptile, using the crown of its head like a battering ram. 
 
    Driven back, the horned dinosaur buckled, partially collapsing into a nearby hamlet, its scaly mass crushing much of the humble abode beneath its huge tiger-striped frame. Still, the demon-like creature wasn’t down for long. Bracing itself on one knee, the burgundy-colored goliath retaliated, managing to launch itself back at the Oxalaia. Jaws snapping like an angry terrier, spittle flew helter-skelter amidst the ferocious display. And in the blink of an eye, the Oxalaia was forced onto the backfoot as the other reptile tried to take hold of it with its ravenous maw. 
 
    Mesmerized at the sheer ferocity of the scene unfolding before her, Kate had to convince herself to look away from the brutal contest. Zeroing in on the still downed figure of Campbell instead, the geographer raced toward the mercenary, Latham at her side. 
 
    “C’mon,” Miller hooked her hands underneath the man’s bulletproof vest, “get up!” 
 
    “Got another mag?” Latham asked his superior at the same time, scooping up the man’s discarded G36. 
 
    “Here,” Elias produced a magazine from his combat webbing. “It’s my last one. Make it count,” the commander added, reaching for his Glock. 
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    The Carnotaurus was back on its feet now, charging after the Oxalaia. Jaws extended, the horned beast made to bite its opponent but the spinosaur sidestepped at the last second, proceeding to whip the bullish creature full force across its stubby face! 
 
    Stumbling backwards, the burgundy behemoth shrieked with anger, shaking off the pain like a wet dog attempting to dry itself. Separated now, albeit not by much, the two titans considered one another for a long moment, both suddenly overcome with a sense of hesitancy. Next, the pair began to circle one another like wolves contesting a kill. Snarling and grunting, each dared the other to make the first move. 
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    It wasn’t long before the reunited quartet reached the edge of the fin, Campbell having allowed himself to be guided by the other three. Waving their arms animatedly toward the sky, they instinctively tried to attract the attention of the two encroaching choppers. 
 
    After a few moments of this Campbell retreated from the group, his earpiece buzzing. 
 
    “Reiver, this is Raven-1,” said a female voice in his ear. “Do you copy? Over.” 
 
    “Reading you loud and clear, Raven-1,” Elias replied. “Evac site has been compromised. Please advise. Over.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. We have visual on you Reiver,” the voice came back. “Just sit tight. Raven-2 will maintain overwatch while I come get you. Do you copy? Over.” 
 
    “Copy that, Raven-1,” Elias spoke into his mic. “Over and out.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kate called to Campbell as she broke away from the others, the anxiety evident in the woman’s expression. “Can they see us?” 
 
    “They’re coming to get us,” Elias told her, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry.” 
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    The Carnotaurus feinted, trying to draw the spinosaur in. Taking the bait, the Oxalaia lunged forward snapping its wedge-shaped jaws but still somehow managing to miss its adversary by a few inches. Still, this was all the Carnotaurus needed. 
 
    Rushing forward, the Carnotaurus clamped its maw around the Oxalaia’s now overextended and thus exposed neck! Blood proceeded to gush in rivers as the former creature’s fangs pushed past the spinosaur’s coating of emerald scales, sinking deep into the juicy flesh residing beneath! The Oxalaia screamed in pain. Roiling in its agony, the wounded beast attempted to shake itself free, but to no avail. Panicking, it turned frantically on the spot, taking its assailant on a dizzying ride. 
 
    And so, the two monsters danced, circling once more, only this time joined in the most mortal of combat, the pair battering into buildings as they went! Maddened with pain at this point, the spinosaur clawed at the other reptile, using its significantly longer forelimbs to its advantage. As such, the Oxalaia raked the Carnotaurus’ neck and side, leaving bloody tracks, all the while still endeavoring to free its trapped neck. 
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    Raven-2 circled slowly overhead as the lead chopper, Raven-1, lowered its bulbous frame toward the edge of the sacrificial platform, the two black helicopters looking something like massive, metal dragonflies. The downdraught from the incoming helo was intense, the spinning blades working up a torrent of dust around the four figures below. 
 
    Heads arched expectantly toward the blue sky, the waiting quartet watched Raven-1’s grey body descend, the group forced to shield their faces as best they could. Both Elias and Trevon knew from experience the bulky aircraft were Sikorsky CH-53K King Stallions. Reliable as they come, they were the packhorses of the US Armed Forces. If anything could get them out of this hellhole, it was these babies. 
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    With a hellish howl, the spinosaur managed to wrench its neck free of the Carnotaurus’ mouth˗ scales, along with chunks of flesh, going with the retreating beast! Blood rushed forth from the horrific wound, cascading over the spinosaur’s hide to paint it a deep crimson. And whilst the wound was not mortal, it was serious, nonetheless. 
 
    Emboldened by its handiwork, the horned predator trailed after the injured Oxalaia only to be gifted with another savage swipe from the spinosaur’s tail. The tip of the Oxalaia’s serpentine appendage collided with the Carnotaurus’ rounded snout. Momentarily stalling the latter creature’s advance, the accompanying craaack! from the strike was sickening, like bones breaking. 
 
    Provided with some breathing room now, the emerald-colored carnivore repositioned itself, shuffling backward. Still, its opponent kept coming, hyperextending itself toward its quarry. In response, the Oxalaia turned side on, expertly checking the charging beast with its hip and part of its massive, multi-colored sail. Thankfully for the spinosaur, the Carnotaurus’ horns scraped against the ribbed sail, gouging twin tracks into the ribbed landscape but causing no other damage. 
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    The CH-53K hovered about four feet off the ground now, its rotors continuing to whip up a mini-sandstorm beneath it. The pilot had positioned the aircraft’s ass-end toward the platform, its loading ramp extended out like a metal tongue to allow Campbell and his cohorts access to its interior. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Elias shepherded Trentham and then Miller onto the waiting bird, pistol at the ready. 
 
    Next went Trey, then Campbell himself, the two men clambering onboard. 
 
    “Everybody, strap in!” Elias ordered the others, making a sweeping gesture to the spring-loaded flip-down-style seats lining the aircraft’s port and starboard sides. 
 
    Needless to say, Professors Miller and Trentham made straight for the stalls. Whereas, Trey lingered by his commander and friend for a few seconds. 
 
    “Thanks for coming back for us, brother,” Trevon grabbed the nape of Elias’ neck. “You had no idea we were even still alive… but you came anyway.” 
 
    “I had to try,” Campbell struggled to meet his friend’s stare. 
 
    Trevon let go of his comrade then, eyes glistening. 
 
    “Raven-1,” Elias spoke into his mic, “let’s get the hell out of here!” 
 
    “Roger that, Reiver,” the female pilot responded. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Eager to draw blood and even the score, the Oxalaia’s jaws parted involuntarily, betraying its hungry anticipation. Inspecting the Carnotaurus, the spinosaur watched its opponent back up; seemingly trying to find some room to maneuver. And so, sensing an opportunity, the Oxalaia pounced. 
 
    Yet, the Carnotaurus had other ideas. 
 
    The maroon-colored monster ducked low and the spinosaur overshot, missing its mark entirely. Reacting quickly, the Carnotaurus brought its head up, thrusting hard. Using both its horns, the wine-colored devil skewered its adversary; one spike punching through the underside of the Oxalaia’s jaw and the other puncturing its throat! A scarlet baptism ensued as the victor was doused in its enemy’s warm blood. And with that the mighty Oxalaia was vanquished. The spinosaur abruptly went limp, its mass held aloft purely by its killer’s strength. Next, giving a grunt, the Carnotaurus jerked its head and neck, allowing the Oxalaia’s corpse to slide free of its killer’s horns, the former’s huge crocodilian corpus collapsing amidst the dust. 
 
    Standing over its quarry now, the Carnotaurus surveyed the spinosaur with its yellow-gold eyes. The Oxalaia was unmoving; not as much as a twitch from it. Even so, this proved not enough for the bloodthirsty victor. It had to be sure. Stepping forward, the Carnotaurus brought a clawed foot down on the spinosaur’s already savaged neck, flattening it into the ground with a gut-wrenching cruuunch! 
 
    And with this, the surviving titan bellowed a deafening victory chorus. 
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    The chopper’s take-off was sluggish to say the least, the vehicle’s hefty frame jerking somewhat as it began its ascent. 
 
    Meanwhile inside the craft, Professor Miller didn’t waste any time slapping in her restraints. The woman was eager to be in the air, but most of all, to finally be rid of this godforsaken place. Looking across from herself, she watched Gregory do the same with his restraints. Next, her eyes travelled to Trey and Campbell who were yet to take their seats. The pair were still standing by the helicopter’s loading bay entrance, their outlines silhouetted black against the array of color seeping in from outside. 
 
    Considering them for a second, Kate couldn’t believe the two men were still standing after everything they had been subjected to in the last thirty-six hours. Evidently cut from a different cloth, they truly were warriors. 
 
    Survivors, Kate mused inwardly. 
 
    All of a sudden, Professor Miller caught movement to the rear of Trey and Elias, her brown eyes widening in surprise. Behind the mercenaries’ profiles, something huge and unexpected appeared. Reddish-purple in color, the armor-skinned figure emerged just beyond the curve of the slope connecting the village proper to the platform. To Kate’s horror, a pair of pointed, conical horns came first, before a set of dagger-lined jaws, and then finally the rest of its fearsome reptilian frame. 
 
    Miller’s words failed her completely. She did however muster a shrill scream, the sharp cry escaping her throat as she pointed toward the oncoming monster. Despite the tumult from the chopper’s powerplant, both mercs heard the woman’s desperate cry, inevitably drawing their attention. 
 
    “Campbell!” the woman shrieked finally, her arm still extended. 
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    Elias turned on the spot, dread gripping him. He witnessed the Carnotaurus rapidly crest the gradient just yonder. Racing toward the waiting helo, the fiend’s muscles flexed and contracted beneath its scaly slathering of skin. In that moment, the animal looked unstoppable. 
 
    “Raven-1, this is Raven-2,” said a male voice in the commander’s ear, “you have an incoming biologic positioned to your six! Move to evade!” 
 
    “Get us in the air, Raven-1!” Campbell keyed his mic, joining the conversation. 
 
    “I’m working on it, Commander!” was the tinny, but no less stern, reply. 
 
    “Trey,” Elias turned to his comrade, “with me!” 
 
    “Gladly,” Trevon growled, his dark eyes focusing on the tiger-striped Carnotaurus. 
 
    Elias raised his Glock, stepping to challenge his target. He silently prayed the weapon would fire, remembering it had been submerged for a brief spell back at the swamp. Trevon followed the Scotsman’s lead, the man nestling his borrowed assault rifle in against his meaty shoulder. 
 
    “Eat this, you son of a bitch!” Campbell snarled, pressing down on his trigger. 
 
    Pop-pop! Two shots from the pistol rang out, much to the merc’s relief. 
 
    Trevon’s G36 crackled to life a fraction of a second later and together the two mercs doused the charging theropod in a barrage of piping-hot lead! Still, the Carnotaurus kept coming for them, regardless of the myriad cherry-red gouts opening up all along its scaled mass. 
 
    “God damn it, Raven-1,” Elias snapped, “get us airborne before this bastard thing kills us all!” 
 
    Despite the pilot’s best efforts, the King Stallion continued to creep into the air, moving only a few feet at a time. Meanwhile, the beast’s monstrous form grew larger as it closed on the aircraft. 
 
    “You call yourself a pilot?” Campbell chided. “Punch it!” 
 
    In response, the chopper lifted another few feet. Still, it wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot. In any event, Elias and Trevon stood their ground, fingers on triggers. The combined flashes from their weapons’ nozzles lit up the helo’s interior in a dazzling display of oranges and yellows interlaced with a chaotic assemblage of shadow. Whereas behind them, the two professors shrunk in fright, hands clapped over their ears and terror etched on their faces. 
 
    All the while, covered in countless wounds, the leaking and ragged looking theropod refused to back down. Ignoring its mounting injuries, the beast roared defiantly, continuing to close on the helicopter, head down and charging! 
 
    “Reloading!” Campbell called to Trevon as his Glock cut out, the man moving to insert a fresh clip. 
 
    Covering his commander, Trey peered down his weapon’s sight, unleashing a fresh volley ˗ 
 
    ˗until his weapon abruptly ran dry as well. 
 
    “I’m out!” Latham shouted with frustration. 
 
    Elias didn’t respond, however. With no amore ammo, there was nothing he could do, let alone say to help the situation. So instead, the commander renewed his assault on the Carnotaurus alone. 
 
    Pop-pop-pop! His pistol sang out, each slug finding its mark. 
 
    Covered in its own blood, the injured titan was almost on them now, maybe ten feet from the helo’s loading bay. And it showed no signs of stopping. Quite simply, Elias and his allies were running out of time. 
 
    Suddenly, the King Stallion jerked sharply, gaining altitude. Both Campbell and Latham lost their balance momentarily. Throwing their arms out to stabilize themselves they stayed standing… for the moment. The chopper quickly shifted again, finally building some proper momentum and their ascent became more gradual. 
 
    As for the Carnotaurus, the beast realized its prey was about to escape. Lost in its bloodlust and desperate to have its prize, the theropod launched itself at the King Stallion in a last-ditch effort, loosing a savage scream as it made for the fleeing aircraft! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The dinosaur’s upper body collided with the chopper’s still-lowered access ramp, its head and chest slamming down on the metal slab with a deafening bang! The subsequent impact was tremendous, felt the length and breadth of the aircraft; from the loading bay to the cockpit. The result of which saw the King Stallion buffet sickeningly as it was thrown into a dizzying spin, its whole chassis trembling. Like a seesaw, the sudden addition of the predator’s immense weight caused the CH-53’s tail assembly to pitch downward as its nose went the other way! 
 
    Inside the cockpit, the pilot fought desperately with her controls, trying to keep the helo airborne, a klaxon sounding somewhere in between. Amplified by the aircraft’s metal chassis, the harsh and penetrating alarm came to fill the entire aircraft in a haunting refrain. 
 
    Back inside the cargo hold, Latham and Campbell were thrown off their feet. Amidst the chaos, Trey was propelled to one side, whilst Elias found himself sliding toward the stowaway carnivore and its hungry jaws! 
 
    As for the creature, with its tail and legs hanging out the back of the chopper, the Carnotaurus was holding on for dear life with its tiny, yet surprisingly strong, forelimbs; the monster’s clawed digits hooked into separate sections of the ramp’s metal grating. All the while, the beast thrashed manically, jaws snapping, trying as ever to get to Commander Campbell. 
 
    At the same time, Elias spun awkwardly in place. The angle of the struggling chopper not only made it impossible for him to get back on his feet but was in fact propelling him toward his impending doom. Well-aware he was on borrowed time, the merc instinctively threw out an arm. His body jerked to a stop as his fingers found a gap in the metal flooring, securing a handhold, albeit losing a fingernail in the process. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Elias cursed, wincing at the pain. 
 
    Sucking in shallow breaths, Campbell looked to his feet to find the predator’s snout mere inches from the soles of his boots. Recoiling, he brought his knees up to his chest, giving a yelp of surprise. 
 
    “Get to fuck!” Elias glared at the savage beast, kicking out at its craterous nostrils. 
 
    In the meantime, the helicopter continued to buffet and spin, struggling to regain anything that could come close to being called an equilibrium. As for the professors, the academics were pinned in-place in their seats by the G-forces brought on by the chopper’s terrifying descent. 
 
    All the while, the alarm rang painfully in Campbell’s ears, pushing him to the brink of madness. Beyond the hulking figure of the theropod, Elias made out the glimmering surface of the lake shining below. He couldn’t be sure how high up the helo was as the water itself was all he could see, the sacrificial platform, not to mention the rest of the village, gone from sight at this point. 
 
    Returning his gaze to the dinosaur proper, he watched as the monster’s jaws opened and closed feverishly. Like a rabid dog, gelatinous strands of salivate went this way and that, the dogmatic killer refusing to give up. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the chopper shuddered, its powerplant seemingly unable to manage the strain being put on it any longer. With this, the helo dropped what felt like a hundred feet, although Elias couldn’t really be sure. Campbell’s stomach proceeded to flip flop but worst of all he lost his handhold! Cursing, the merc fell toward the Carnotaurus’ waiting maw once more˗ 
 
    ˗only for the beast itself to be shaken loose by the King Stallion’s gut-churning descent. But this proved short-lived. The reptile put its forelimbs to use once more, its onyx claws scraping frantically across the metal beneath it, seeking out another footing… which it promptly found. Ultimately, the creature only sacrificed five or six feet before its claws carved twin sets of ragged gouges into the metal flooring, bringing its hulking body to a stop. 
 
    Gravity continued to conspire against Campbell however, who dropped helplessly toward the waiting monstrosity. He screamed as its fang-laden mouth came to fill his field of vision, blocking out all else! With only a foot to go, a sharp and abrupt pain stabbed at Elias deep in his shoulder, a pressure taking root about his wrist as well, and his fall was miraculously cut short. When he looked, Elias was confronted by an almost unbelievable sight. 
 
    To his utter amazement, he found one of Trevon’s hands wrapped around his wrist; the only thing stopping him from falling into the theropod’s maw. As for Trevon himself, the other mercenary hung from the fold-down portion of one of the cargo bay’s seats like some kind of an acrobat, the veins in both his arms damn-near popping through his skin. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” Latham shouted over the wailing alarm, straining visibly. “Now finish it!” 
 
    Campbell nodded and his features grew grim. 
 
    Looking away from his friend, the Scotsman eyed the waiting Carnotaurus. Still shrieking, the great predator tried to drag itself toward him, hatred burning in its cat-like eyes. Elias knew then this thing wasn’t meant for this world. It belonged to a bygone age of ‘kill or be killed’. 
 
    And so, Elias lifted his arm, lining up his target. 
 
    Pop! A single slug left the man’s Glock, boring into the dinosaur’s right eye socket! 
 
    The yellow-golden orb disintegrated in a fountain of blood and other bodily fluids, the bullet swiftly emerging out the back of the carnivore’s skull in a shower of blood and brains! The theropod spasmed for what could have only been a fraction of a second. Then, going limp, the beast lost its grip on the grating and fell from the struggling helo. 
 
    Silently, the Carnotaurus plummeted toward the water below, turning over in the air as it went. In the end, it was only a matter of seconds before the creature’s massive corpus smashed brutally into the azure surface, shattering it. The resulting craaack! reverberated for miles and with it a tremendous geyser rose into the air, the lake water foaming from the impact. 
 
    Whereas above, the chopper righted itself almost immediately, the pilot finally regaining control as its powerplant recovered. The alarm cut out quickly thereafter. In the cargo hold, gravity took over once more and both Elias and Trevon battered rather unceremoniously into the waiting floor, each man calling out in pain as they landed. As for their companions, no longer trapped in their stalls by the G-forces, Professors Miller and Trentham bolted after the mercenaries. 
 
    Crouching by them, the academics helped the winded men into sitting positions. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the professors asked in unison. 
 
    Elias and Trevon nodded as they each tried to catch their breath. 
 
    “I guess we’re even now, huh?” Trevon grinned in Elias’ direction, leaning on Professor Trentham. 
 
    “You’re forgetting about Baghdad,” Campbell winked as Miller helped the Scot onto his feet. 
 
    “What happened in Baghdad?” Professor Miller raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Neither Campbell nor Latham answered, at least right away. Instead, the pair exchanged smirks. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Trevon finally told her, laughing a little. 
 
    Kate’s eyes drifted to Elias, the woman wearing a curious expression. 
 
    “C’mon,” the Scotsman looked her in the eye, “it’s time we were going home.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The sight of the wine-colored saurian plunging back to earth brought only a modicum of satisfaction to the priest. After all, nothing could replace his people’s God. 
 
    As for his deity, the Oxalaia’s mutilated carcass lay to his left. He was not the only tribesman or woman in attendance. Dozens of men, women and children had returned from their hiding places to view the corpse of their fallen protector. Murmurs of disbelief permeated the crowd now encircling the scaly cadaver and the holy man discovered he did not have the words to alleviate his people’s fears. How could he? He was just as despondent as they were. 
 
    Unable to look any longer at its broken frame, the grey-haired shaman eventually averted his eyes to the sky. The strange grey vessels that had spirited away their captives were little more than black dots against the blue tapestry now. Watching them recede, a pained grimace inched across the shaman’s face and he cursed them for having come to his valley. Not only did he curse them, he prayed they would never return. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Slaine Industries HQ 
 
    New York City, New York. 
 
      
 
    Travis Humphries took a breath, the young man attempting to steady his nerves. He hovered by the door to Slaine’s office, straightening his tie one last time before raising his fist to knock. Mustering the courage after a few moments, Travis rapped his knuckles against the wooden frame. 
 
    “Enter,” was the muffled response from the other side of the thick oak door. 
 
    Travis pushed down on the handle and stepped inside, butterflies bouncing around in his stomach. The office was decidedly darker than the corridor he left behind, the lighting kept to a minimum despite it already being late in the day. Travis’ eyes struggled to adjust as a result. Still, he could see it was a spacious setting filled with an array of contemporary-style furniture, such as low-lying coffee tables and couches, its curved walls lined by shelves complete with leather-bound books. 
 
    Classy, Travis thought. This was the first time he had been inside Slaine’s office. 
 
    As for the man in question, Daniel Slaine was behind his desk, albeit standing with his back to Travis, the man apparently deep in contemplation. Slaine stood with his hands clasped behind his back admiring the early-evening view of the city beyond his bay-style window. Dressed in a dark-colored suit, he almost melded with the dim surrounds. That being said, what light there was reflected off the man’s shaved pate. 
 
    “Do you have it?” Slaine asked, his voice low. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Slaine,” Travis reached into his pocket to retrieve a black USB stick. “Everything relating to the Javari Valley expedition is on here,” he held the USB up even though Daniel didn’t bother to look. 
 
    “Everything else has been wiped from our servers?” Slaine sought clarification. “All files erased?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Travis replied. 
 
    “Good. Javari Valley’s secrets must remain just that… secrets,” Slaine told his subordinate. “The world is not ready to know the truth of what resides there. Everything we thought we understood about our world˗ and its natural history˗ stands to be rewritten by what was discovered down there in that jungle.” 
 
    “What now then?” Travis wondered aloud. 
 
    “Perhaps one day we will return to unlock Vale do Javari’s secrets,” Slaine answered thoughtfully, “to attempt to explain the unexplainable. But for now, we must protect those secrets. Will you help me do that, Mr. Humphries?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Travis answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter One 
 
    The Final Specimen 
 
      
 
    IT SOUNDED like the end of the world. Heavy, thick drops of rain fell in sheets across the landscape, pummeling trees and flattening grass. The air—filled with a palpable dewy sweetness only an hour before—hung as fatly as a gloomy fog as far as the eye could see. Blinding lightning and screaming thunder shook the building to its core. 
 
    Jason Beale looked up at the faint line of dust that fell from the ceiling. He could still feel the reverberations of the last blast of thunder as it rattled its way through the building. The sky, black with clouds, had sucked all light out of the building. He reached up and clicked a button on the side of his protective acrylic facemask. He immediately saw the world in night vision—a high-contrast green glow. The corridor lit up in front of him. He turned to look at the rest of the group. 
 
    “NVG,” he called out over the faceplate’s microphone. “Let’s keep this shit-show moving.” 
 
    Nothing had gone right for the advance team all day. From Jacobi clipping a boulder when taking a corner too fast in one of the military-grade LSVs—Light Strike Vehicles—to an equipment failure while trying to catch a bonus specimen on the list, to this ungodly thunderstorm they were now wading through. But they persisted. All 10 men—a combination of field scientists and retired Army Rangers—were crowding through the large corridor at the back of the main floor of Building 5. Beale was in charge of this force as he started counting off names and pointing. Two soldiers per scientist except for Beale’s own group. 
 
    They had run down the list that intelligence had prepared. As of today’s hunting migratory patterns, they were likely to find a specimen in Building 5. 
 
    “Roscoe. Halverson. Tenna. You’re with me.” He stood off to one side. “We go north. Smith. Wilson. Jacobi. You’re east. The rest of you take the west branch. We only need one more NR-401G for the lab. Any other specimens can be subdued or eliminated.” He hefted the shoulder strap of his Mossberg 500 shotgun—the Persuader—off his right arm. “Quiet if possible.” He grinned. “Loud if not.” 
 
    “Hoorah,” the other five soldiers called back as the three teams split apart. 
 
    * * 
 
     “Do you know the history of that bit of military slang?” Halverson asked. He was dressed in similar camouflage to the two soldiers in his group, but he held a motion detector in one hand and a waterproof computer tablet in the other.  
 
    “No, sir, I do not.” 
 
    Beale was the point man of the group, his shotgun held at eye level. Just behind him were the two scientists, Halverson and Tenna. They were both carrying sophisticated tracking equipment. Tenna had what looked like an electronic checklist blinking away, clipped to his utility belt. They all wore the futuristic-looking acrylic faceplate which had a small soda-can-sized air canister attached to the underside. 
 
    Roscoe, a tall man of 25, brought up the rear. He was carrying a Belgian-made FN FAL battle rifle. Many on the team preferred this weapon, or its British variant. He held the rifle in the same manner as Beale held the shotgun but was sweeping his eyesight back and forth in the middle distance of the huge corridor. Roscoe was on high alert, unblinking and staring into the green gloom. 
 
    “Radio operators in World War II,” continued Halverson without taking his eyes off the motion detector, “shortened the response Heard Understood Acknowledged to HUA. When spoken, it sounded like hooah.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Beale said, checking his watch. “Six more hours of air.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not all,” Halverson said. “Airborne Rangers adopted the acronym into one of their own. HOOA. Hooah. Head Out Of Ass.” 
 
    “Shocking,” Beale said. 
 
    “It caught on from there,” Halverson said.  
 
    There was no additional response from Beale as they reached the first doorway on the left. The doorways were larger than expected and it always gave Beale pause. He wasn’t paid to break down the mysterious findings of the advance team—it was his job to deliver them home safe and secure. Right now, he had a bad feeling about Building 5. 
 
    “Entering courtyard,” Beale said into his faceplate mic to the entire team. 
 
    * * 
 
    “Entering courtyard,” came Beale’s voice over Smith’s earpiece. He and Jacobi were escorting their assigned scientist—Wilson—through the east branch of the main corridor. Wilson was carrying a thermal imager while the two soldiers carried weapons—FN FALs to match Roscoe. On his back, Jacobi carried a large, collapsible trap. It would expand to a six by six cube that could be slightly modified to reduce the dimensions as the combination of high-tensile steel and PVC piping was designed to telescope in on itself. 
 
    “Copy that,” Smith responded. “Leapfrogging rooms along the east hall. Stand by.” 
 
    * * 
 
    There was no update from Harrison, Baker, and Leafly in the west corridor. 
 
    * * 
 
    The courtyard of Building 5 was immense. It seemed like a multi-purpose room with a stage on one side, a set of stone bleachers on the other, and numerous structures that defied definition. The room was dominated by a series of sculptures along the north wall. The largest one, nearly filling the space from stone floor to curved ceiling, was a tree that was carved to resemble a woman. Her features were blurred and out of proportion. She looked like the 3D representation of an impressionist’s painting. All the right pieces were in all the right places but the proportions seemed somehow…wrong. 
 
    Beale entered the room first, the big Mossberg held at the ready. Roscoe kept the two scientists in the corridor for a moment. He was swinging his battle rifle first down one path followed by the other. For his part, Halverson held a motion detector through the doorway into the courtyard. It was picking up Beale and nothing else.  
 
    While there was only one effective entrance into the room, there were dozens of places to hide. Beale was clearing as many of them as possible and finally motioned for the rest of the team to come into the giant 100 meter by 100 meter room. 
 
    Halverson, gently sweeping the motion detector back and forth, walked into the room. As he aimed the unit at the far right corner of the courtyard, he caught a small blip of activity and then nothing. The screen faded back to its default light purple. 
 
    “There was, uh,” the researcher said, sweeping the small black box back and forth, trying to catch a glimpse of what had triggered the electronic response. “There was some movement over there.” 
 
    Beale turned to look at Halverson, who indicated the corner of the room. 
 
    “NVG off,” Beale said and clicked on a powerful flashlight attached to the side of his shotgun. The strong beam penetrated the gloomy darkness caused by the thick clouds outside. He slowly swept the beam around the area Halverson had indicated. It was a tangle of branches of varying thickness. It looked like a nest. Ten meters above ground. 
 
    “What the—?”  
 
    And then it jumped. 
 
    * * 
 
    Blood. 
 
    In the west corridor, the three team members had been literally torn to shreds. The screen of a motion detector was covered in gore, but the warning klaxons were still audible. Suddenly, however, the insistent beeping halted. 
 
    Whatever had killed these men had slithered out of range of the tiny machine. 
 
    * * 
 
    Smith cleared room number four along the east corridor. He and his team were making quick work of their section of Building 5. Unfortunately, they were having no luck finding the specimen that had led them here. 
 
    He activated the advance team’s chat by simply speaking. 
 
    “Beale, come in.” 
 
    He heard static and then a clipped reply. 
 
    “Stand by,” Beale said over the radio. 
 
    His voice was calm and cool, but there was something behind it. Something screaming. And then gunfire. 
 
    The three men ran down the corridor to the Y-junction that would lead them to the courtyard. 
 
    * * 
 
    Specimen NR-401G dropped from its nest and landed gracefully in front of the team. It immediately skittered to the right and tried to find an exit. 
 
    While muted in the night vision filter, the team knew that this specimen was colored a deep brown with dark green stripes. In the natural light, amplified by Beale’s flashlight, they could see it a bit more clearly. It was nearly three feet tall and had a tail that seemed too short—just over a foot and a half long—that started the entire width of its body and quickly tapered to a sharp point. No one had yet observed NR-401G using its tail as a weapon, but it seemed more an obvious use than one of balance. The specimen had a long snout full of razor-sharp teeth and what looked like a Mohawk of thick brown bristles from between his eyes halfway down his long neck. 
 
    “Stand by,” Beale said into his faceplate. 
 
    With a quick look left and right, the specimen lunged at Beale who fired his shotgun into the ground to halt the giant lizard’s approach. Halverson yelped. Roscoe muscled around the scientist and hurled the protective cage toward the beast. 
 
    Four things seemed to happen all at once. First, Roscoe hit the red button on the small black remote attached to the combat webbing across his chest. Second, now activated, a blue laser beam shot out of the control surface of the containment pod as it hurled toward the specimen. Third, the specimen halted, frightened by the gunfire. It had no frame of reference for weaponry, but the sound was scary enough. Fourth, the containment field automatically expanded along its telescoping pipes and fully engulfed NR-401G. It slowly clacked back into place coming to rest on the floor of the courtyard. 
 
    Five seconds from start to finish. 
 
    It took 20 more seconds for Smith and his team to arrive at the courtyard. By then, NR-401G was sedated after receiving a carefully dosed vapor from Halverson. 
 
    “You got him?” Smith asked, holstering his sidearm. 
 
    “Yeah.” Beale nodded and pointed to the nest up in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Shit,” Smith said. “When did they start doing that?” 
 
    Beale shrugged. 
 
    “Not sure,” he said. “Gonna have to remember that one, though.” He turned to the three scientists—Halverson, Tenna, and Wilson—who were standing around the collapsible containment box. NR-401G seemed to be sleeping peacefully. Occasionally, its tail would thump against the reinforced PVC. “Send it home.” 
 
    Halverson nodded and hit a few buttons on the rear control surface of the unit. Outside, a red light started blinking on one of the LSVs. Inside Building 5, dozens of bearings snapped into place on the bottom of the containment unit and the whole thing started sliding through the courtyard along its mapped path back to the waiting vehicle. 
 
    Led by Beale, everyone reached up and snapped their masks back into night-vision mode. 
 
    “Anything else?” he asked the group. He gave the question a few seconds of silent response. “Okay. You three,” he said, nodding to the three researchers who still huddled together as the containment pod left the room, turned right, and headed down the hallway. “Go with the specimen. Get it secured in an LSV. And you get locked down also. We don’t want any more surprises. Jacobi, you’re with them.” 
 
    “Hoorah.” 
 
    “Roscoe, Smith,” Beale continued. “You’re with me. We’re going to locate Harrison’s team and evac double-quick. This building has some bad mojo right now.” 
 
    * * 
 
     The team of Army Rangers made it back to the Y-junction and turned left to follow the path laid out in Harrison’s original orders. Both the soldiers and the scientists were maintaining radio silence with only Roscoe trying to raise the west team every 30 seconds or so. 
 
    They slowed at the top of the corridor. Each of the three soldiers had activated NVG with a detailed HUD (heads-up display) overlay. They were getting real-time readings of their environment. Temperature. Distance measured by their reticule. It was a line of data along the right side of their vision. 
 
    “Harrison, Baker, come in,” Roscoe said quietly. The high-tuned microphone in the faceplate could easily pick up his whisper and transmit it over the HD radio signal. There was no answer. 
 
    Smith hefted his left arm. Like all of the soldiers, he had what amounted to a laptop computer strapped to his forearm. Roughly the size of a large smartphone, the unit was the epitome of military strategy. He hit a command and the screen came to life. It was both a motion sensor and an overlay of their current location. It was reading the two missing soldiers’ units. They were further down the hallway. Not moving. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Smith said. 
 
    Beale nodded. 
 
    “Move out,” he said.  
 
    They had negotiated just more than half of the west corridor and Beale, in the lead, stopped. He held up his right hand in a fist as a wordless signal to the two men behind him to halt. All three took a knee, battle rifles up, eyes forward. Three meters ahead, there was a huge pool of blood, some weapons, a couple pieces of equipment. 
 
    And some limbs. 
 
    Even worse than that was how the smear trailed off to the right into an open doorway on the north side of the corridor. All three men were stone quiet. Beale crouch-walked to the leading edge of the door. He was careful not to step on the gloved hand that rested on the grime-covered floor. 
 
    When he reached the door, he stopped and slowly reached his left hand around to a pocket at his lower back. He pulled out a small rubber ball and gently rolled it around the frame and into the room. The rubber surface of the ball was nearly completely silent and Beale only rolled it far enough to clear the door frame. The ball stopped automatically and started sending a signal back to the three men in the hallway. 
 
    On their visors, it resembled a picture-in-picture screen. It was a fairly standard room type on floor one of Building 5. It was about eight meters square with no windows and no furniture. The camera in the small ball’s sensor had centered on an object moving, only slightly in the far corner of the room. It was completely in the shadows. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Roscoe whispered. 
 
    Either by hearing this utterance or sensing the three men in the corridor 10 meters away, the creature turned. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Smith whispered. 
 
    They were looking at an uncategorized apex predator. The word “UNCLASSIFIED” was blinking on their faceplate HUD screens with numbers and data flashing all around the image perimeter. Soon, the word was replaced by the text UC-0104 as the shared computer started building a file on the as-yet unstudied dinosaur. 
 
    It was nearly 10 feet tall and had to stoop slightly to stand in the room. It stood on its hind legs and had a thick tail curled around its feet. Massive cords of muscle were clearly visible beneath a spiny, reptilian skin. Twin rows of spikes ran the length of its back and tapered to blend in with the base of the tail. 
 
    Two of its four arms were holding the lifeless corpse of what was left of the researcher Leafly. Ragged bits of flesh fell from its powerful jaws. It stopped chewing as it turned its head toward the door. 
 
    “Barrier,” Beale called out as he tossed a flash-bang into the room. He could hear the pop as the tiny canister exploded and the creature roared in anger as it was temporarily blinded. Smith pulled a metal bar out of a thigh pocket and jammed one side into the door frame. He pressed a button and the metal bar instantly expanded to cover the width of the door and then upward as it climbed to the top of the frame. It was instantly attaching itself to the frame with an industrial strength adhesive as Smith and Roscoe were hitting each side of the barrier with nail guns that shot long, spiked projectiles. The door was completely barricaded in 10 seconds. Twelve seconds after Beale had thrown the flash-bang, the barrier shuddered as the creature rammed it with incredible force. 
 
    “Gotta go,” Beale said. 
 
    The three men turned and ran, double-quick, down the corridor to meet up with the scientists and the waiting evac vehicles.  
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