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Chapter one

Survival Day 1





Car horns blare, adding to the obnoxious congestion concerto. Horns, car radios, multiple conversations on loudspeaker, and lunatics screaming four-letter words as if ranting will free them from this traffic limbo. Is a peaceful commute home too much to ask for? 

Some people tap their horn, making a beep beep beep instead of holding it down like an opera singer belting out an ear-piercing cadenza. It’s entertaining to watch the other drivers stuck in traffic, flailing the middle finger—the normal way of saying Please move over and get the hell out of my way. It’s not like I haven’t given thousands, possibly millions, of middle fingers since getting a driver’s license. I think it’s even taught. Well, my mom did.

“Remember, always check your mirrors—” My mother’s platinum blonde hair flipped as she whipped her head around. “Did you see that asshole cut you off? Flip him the finger!”

“Mom, I wasn’t going fast enough.”

“No, you flip him off and teach him a lesson. He should know better.”

That was my first time driving with her. I had driven with my father a handful of times and enjoyed his lessons. Not so much my mother’s. It’s weird how two people can be deeply in love but have completely opposite views of the world. How they ended up together, I’ll never know. I remember awkwardly raising my hand just past the door frame, barely visible to other drivers, wishing I could shrink down into the seat instead of giving the finger to a poor elderly man who looked incredibly lost.

My mother, because of her fresh Botox injections, struggled to smile, puffing out her lips until she imitated a blonde Betty Boop. “Now, that’s how you drive.”

She’s ruthless behind the wheel. One year, she totaled three cars and blamed it on the various victims I know she hit. If she were here, she’d be slamming her hand down on the horn, deafening everyone.

Mom, thank you for teaching me how to yell. Dad, I swear, if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t know the practiced art of patience.

A man in a red pickup truck next to me gets so fed up with the standstill, he grabs the steering wheel in a fit of rage and tries to rip it off. If anyone were looking at a GPS, they would see that this traffic jam goes on for miles and the next exit isn’t until after the accident. There’s no point in enraging oneself. A transport ambulance, one lane over and two cars in front of me, puts the rig into park.

Good idea.

We’re stuck. Might as well do the same and crank up the music, because pissing and moaning won’t get me anywhere. Some people forget logic when driving and think the horn is a magic button that will clear the highway. In reality, all it does is let everyone know how big of an asshole you are.

I roll down my windows to get some air circulation. It’s a nice spring day with a warm, gentle breeze. The weather has been perfect, while I’ve been stuck in an office all day. Thankfully tomorrow starts the weekend. John’s birthday weekend.

An expensive black sedan three lanes over holds down the horn. Now other people are honking at them to stop holding down the horn. It’s really a stupid cycle and now I regret opening my windows. It’s not like closing them does much to muffle the noise, unfortunately.

My phone rings through my Bluetooth. Since I’m stuck in traffic and hate overhearing other people’s phone calls, I switch to the speaker on my phone. If I had to guess, John’s probably in the kitchen, cutting vegetables and prepping dinner. Lucky John gets to work from home, but he always starts dinner since I get to deal with a congested commute.

“Hi, Amber. How’s the drive? What’s your ETA?”

“Right now, my GPS is saying put the car in park, order pizza, and camp out for the night.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Yeah. A helicopter just flew over. From what I can tell, the accident is at least a mile or two ahead. I don’t know when this mess will clear up.”

“Are you in between exits? No escape?”

“Yup. I’m stuck.”

“Well, I prepped dinner. Call me when you’re fifteen minutes away.”

“What are we cooking to start off your birthday weekend?” I ask, knowing it’s going to be some delicious cut of beef.

“I stopped at the butcher and picked up some filets. I’m going to make a burgundy mushroom sauce to go over them.”

“You’re making mashed potatoes too, right?”

“Of course.” He sighs. “You never let me cook steaks without mashed potatoes.”

“We’ve done baked potatoes.”

“Not often.”

“Fine. Since it’s your birthday, let’s do baked potatoes with the works.”

Tomorrow, I plan on taking him to a local brewery with a farm-to-table restaurant on the property, but before we drink and eat, we’re going to take our new shotguns to the range.

He laughs, making me smile. “Alright. Are you still in park?”

“Yeah. It’s going to be at least a half hour before they reopen the highway. They need to clean up the debris and the helicopter hasn’t taken—” The car shakes. The road buckles. People around me scream. I’m screaming. “Oh my God! John!”

“What? What’s wrong? Talk to me!” His yelling only adds to the chorus of cries surrounding me as people flee their cars and scramble across the trembling ground, attempting to find safety. They make their way to the grassy meadow. Heads pivot side to side, looking for phone towers or buildings that might topple down.

“Earthquake!” people scream.

Earthquakes don’t happen here. They never have. 

Everything around me shakes. Every object in my car. My lunch box, phone, charger, the gun cases, boxes of bullets; everything is rattling. People run away, abandoning their vehicles for the empty field. “John, what do I do? Stay in my car or run?”

My gut tells me to stay in my car.

John’s talking—yelling—but my phone keeps breaking up. I can’t make out anything he’s saying. Just bits and pieces of words mixed with static.

“John, I love—” That feeling you get when you’re on a roller coaster and the car creeps to the edge of the highest drop, then flies down the track, making your stomach flip as you feel weightless in a secure thrill ride that was built to make you smile. That isn’t exactly how this feels, but it’s close.

The key differences are I’m not smiling, I’m not safe, and I’m going to die.

The road falls away like the soil has never been under the highway. My car plummets. Around me, cars and people scream as a hole spanning the entire four-lane highway swallows us into an endless darkness.

“I love—” are the last words I can make out.

Pitch blackness and screams surround me. I must be falling into Hell.


      [image: image-placeholder]My head hurts. No. It throbs. It’s as if every pulse of blood circulating in my veins is squeezing my skull in a horrible rhythm.

I touch my forehead and wince. It’s swollen and wet. Something jabs into my chest. I don’t know what it is. I run my hands over smooth circular rubber. A wheel. It’s a steering wheel. I’m in my car.

I force my eyes open, blinking repeatedly. The sunlight blinds me. Where are my sunglasses? They were on my head.

Was I in a car accident?

No. I was stuck in a standstill. The last thing I remember is screaming. Oh wait, I was screaming, too, screaming at the top of my lungs loud enough to make them explode as I kept falling into a never-ending twilight. It just kept going. It was like I fell into nihility. At one point, I worried if I would ever stop falling.

How am I alive? Am I alive?

I sit up straight in the seat and instantly regret it. My ribs. One of them might be broken. Now for the real test. I take a deep breath in. It hurts like a bitch, but my lungs aren’t punctured. I’m not wheezing. Lifting my shirt, I press my hand against my chest and try to determine which ribs are broken and which are bruised. It’s hard to tell when I’m already turning one large shade of purple, but I start at the top and move my hand down each rib until I feel one on my left side that is either badly bruised or fractured, given how I jump at the touch. The right side is just bruised, I think.

I look in the rearview mirror to see how bad the lump is on my forehead but glance through the windshield, realizing I don’t know where I am. The highway is gone.

All the cars that were stuck in traffic are here—well, most of them. They’re all upright, like mine. Nobody’s upside down or sideways, which is incomprehensible. It’s as if all the cars were picked up and placed here. Everyone who stayed in their vehicle is doing what I am, checking themselves for injuries and grasping that something is wrong. Really wrong.

In the clearing, there are forty to fifty vehicles. Beyond them is a forest with plants and trees I’ve never seen in person before. They look almost fake. Like the replicas I saw at the prehistoric museum, but these sway in the breeze.

I stare at the mirror. I must have really hit my head hard. Hard enough to hallucinate. Things that shouldn’t be here are. Things that don’t exist in our time surround us.

I brush aside stray brown hairs and tuck them behind my ear. The bump is smack dab in the middle of my forehead. In the center where it’s most swollen, the skin broke open. It’s not gushing, but more of a nonstop trickle. I check my eyes. They aren’t dilated. That’s good. I probably don’t have a concussion, which only makes the foliage outside my car much more frightening. A concussion would at least explain my hallucinations.

People have gotten out of their cars and are looking around. I pick up my phone from the bottom of the passenger side floor. The screen’s cracked. I try to turn it on. No luck. It’s useless right now. I can’t call for help. I can’t let John know I’m okay. He must be freaking out.

I stretch my arms and legs, then my stiff back. Every vertebra cracks. My back’s sore, but I don’t think a disc slipped. My body is okay—I think. I’m uncertain about my head, but I should take an inventory of what I have in my car, since I have no clue where I am.

In my purse, there’s a full bottle of ibuprofen, thank God. I down two of them without water. There’s also my wallet, eyeliner, mascara, tweezers, nail file, battery pack for my phone, extra charging cable, and that’s it. Stored in the center console is a two-inch knife and a spare set of house keys. Inside the glove box is a first aid kit. The first aid kit is smaller than I remembered. Only a couple of alcohol wipes, ointment, gauze, and bandages.

I wince as soon as the alcohol wipe touches the broken skin. One bandage looks large enough to cover the area. It looks ridiculous in the middle of my forehead, but that’s my luck. I go through everything in the front of the car, which is just a bunch of junk. Receipts, pens, a tire gauge, insurance cards, new and expired registration cards. Stuff I really don’t need, at least not here. Wherever here is.

I stop shuffling through insurance cards and old registration slips. There’s something very valuable in my car. Two things.

I turn in my seat and hear more popping from my spine and almost black. Both gun cases are on the floor, covered by my lunchbox and a sweater. No one will know what’s in here. It’s better to keep it that way. For now.

More people venture out of their cars. I figure I should join them and see if anyone knows anything, which I doubt. Out of habit, I grab the car keys, still dangling in the ignition. Curious, I try to turn on my car. The only thing it does is make clicking noises, but it won’t turn over. Odd. I give up and get out of the car, lock it, and pocket my keys.

Most people seem to have been in their cars alone or with coworkers, possibly carpooling. An elderly couple sits alone in an old Ford Sierra. It doesn’t seem like anyone has checked on them yet.

As I walk toward them, a violent rumble echoes off the trees, making me crouch on instinct.

I backpedal to my car on all fours as I scramble for safety. The only thing that makes a noise like that isn’t alive. Long ago, I heard a similar noise in a movie. That roar was close, but different. More lifelike. Which makes it even more terrifying.

Another loud grumble shakes the ground as I fumble with my keys. I jam the right key into the door, unlocking it, then jump in while closing the door, leaving the keys hanging. Others scream and run back to their cars. I push back my seat and sink to the bottom of the floor, squatting underneath the steering wheel, attempting to be as small as possible without screaming in pain. Any animal who can bellow that loudly must be enormous and I don’t want it to see me. For that matter, I don’t want to see it.

Footsteps, if you can call them that, thud against the ground. Another roar, closer than before, makes people shriek, which makes the footsteps approach faster. Someone honks a horn and then screams, possibly trying to scare away whatever is outside our cars. I have an inkling it won’t be dismayed by the racket.

I cover my ears with my hands to block out an explosive growl as a rush of stomps tests my car’s suspension. Each bounce slams my knees into my chest. The taste of blood fills my mouth as I bite my lips shut to suffocate screams of pain.

A nearby door opens and slams shut. Someone screams, “You’re not real!”

The stomps slow to a stop.

“That’s right! Come get me! Prove you’re real!”

A thunderous roar responds to the challenge, followed by fast-sounding stomps. As if it’s chasing something or someone.

“Oh shit! It’s real!”

For a moment, I think about reaching for a gun case, but even I know the shotguns won’t do more than annoy the giant. There’s a reason why, when you hunt an elephant, you bring elephant bullets. A simple shotgun loaded with normal shells will feel like bees stinging its thick hide. All I will accomplish is pissing it off and putting a target on myself.

No. It’s better to stay quiet. I scoot back as the brake wedges into my butt. If I twist my neck at a weird angle, I can see out the window, but I keep shutting my eyes in between stomps.

“This can’t be real! It can’t! No!” Manic laughter comes from the man who left his car, I presume.

I open my eyes just in time to see a leathery brown body pass my car door. All I saw was a thigh or part of a leg.

That. Thing. Was. Huge.

One foot is all it needs to smash my car into a pancake. One foot. I gag. My mind is having a hard time responding to what I just saw. It can’t be possible. It just can’t.

How did a dinosaur just stroll by my window?








  
  

Chapter two

Survival Day 1





It takes longer for people to leave the safety of their cars again. Most want to stay in them, shelter in the false security that their vehicle brings. I realize that now. But when I was crouched down, trying to be as small as possible, it was the only thing I could do. Though deep down inside, I still knew if that beast stepped on my car, it would easily crush me to death. Something that big must have claws and teeth. Locked inside our cars, we’re canned food and its claws and teeth are a giant can opener. 

That truth makes it hard to leave the superficial comfort of my own car. No place is safe.

It’s been almost a half hour since the man who taunted the dinosaur—I’m still having a hard time convincing myself that’s what I saw—let out a bloodcurdling scream, as I imagine he was eaten alive. After a few agonizing minutes, the loud stomps started again and went another direction, quieting with each step. There are no more roars or screams. Everyone is too afraid to make a sound.

The silence is just as frightening, if not worse.

Sitting in my driver’s seat, I try to wrap my head around the situation. Less than an hour ago, we were stuck in traffic, an earthquake hit, we fell through a sinkhole or something like that, and we’re now, somehow against all logic, in the Jurassic era. That sounds like a mad lib. Maybe that’s why it makes no sense.

A couple of men climb out of a construction van and look around. It encourages other men to join them. I can’t hear what they are saying, but they’re shaking their heads and looking pissed. A few women walk toward them, checking over their shoulders to make sure nothing lurks behind.

I open the center console in my car and grab my two-inch knife. It’s not much, but it’s something. The tiny weapon boosts my confidence and makes me feel like a badass. Too bad I don’t know how to use it, let alone close it once opened. I should have handled it more. While on that subject, I wish I had gotten some target practice with the shotgun. Any would be helpful.

Flinching, I get out of my car. Crouching on the bottom of the floor didn’t help my ribs; it only made everything worse. Slow, shallow breaths. They don’t hurt nearly as much.

I double-check that my doors are locked; I don’t need anyone stealing the only possessions I have and might be the most valuable.

Staring at my car, I contemplate taking a shotgun but decide against it. First, I want to gain as much information as possible before I give anything away. It’s not greed; it’s logic. Right now, I have the upper hand and I don’t want anyone to know. Plus, I don’t want the weapons to fall into the wrong hands. I need capable, trusting hands. A leader of sorts. I’m not sure how to determine who can be that leader within a group of strangers and has good aim.

A woman checks on the elderly couple, giving them each a water bottle. Since they are being taken care of, I head to the group of people arguing with each other. Everyone is in a panic and trying to blame someone. Most are questioning what they are seeing—well, truthfully, everyone is.

A muscular, tan man climbs out of his Jeep and leans against it. He listens to the bickering and shakes his head. A couple of other men jump out of their work trucks to investigate. Before I know it, most people are standing together, talking in unison, wasting the ibuprofen I took for my intensifying headache.

I take a couple of steps back and look over the crowd. It’s very disproportionate. Hell, it’s a sausage fest. If there’s a hundred men, there might be thirty, forty women. On instinct, I cross my arms, covering my chest.

“We need to figure out where we are first!” a man shouts.

“We’re on the turnpike. Where else would we be? We must have hit our heads…” another man says.

“Don’t be ridiculous. We can’t all hallucinate the same thing,” says a woman with brown hair styled in a towering bun held up by chopsticks. “I’m a neurosurgeon; we all can’t see the same thing. It’s impossible.”

“Then how do you explain this?” A man in a black business suit with fancy gold dollar-shaped cuff links waves his hands in the air. “Tell me, Mrs. Smarty-pants. How did this happen, and where are we?”

She puts her hands on hips and steps up to him, inches from his face. “I’m just as confused as all of you, but the one thing I can tell you from experience is that we aren’t all hallucinating the same thing. That T-Rex with a fin on its back was real. Is real.” She points at the man who gave her an attitude. “As real as you.” She stabs him in the chest with her pointer finger. He’s speechless. It seems a woman standing up to him is surprising and possibly frightening, even more so than being transported to another place. She turns to face the crowd. “Now we need to figure out how and why, so we can go home.”

I clear my throat. “Shouldn’t we try to make some type of shelter and a wall or maybe stick some sharp logs and metal into the ground so nothing else tries to attack us in the meantime?”

People turn their heads. Some glare at me.

I shrug. “I’m just saying we need a shelter first, then water and food. Our cars aren’t insulated, and we don’t know how low the temperature drops at night.”

“Do you expect us men to build you a castle, your highness?” a gruff man with a white beard and stained blue shirt asks with a nasty grin.

I roll my eyes. “You’re clearly no Prince Charming.” A few people laugh. The gruff man’s face reddens. “No. But I think if we work together, we could make a structure of some sort that could keep all of us warm and protect us from whatever that was.” As I speak, I remember I had packed my trunk with clothes for donation. I think I might have some camping equipment in there too. I’ll have to dig through it.

“She’s right,” the man leaning against the Jeep says. “We need shelter, water, food. In that order. For now, we can sleep in our cars, but we need an actual plan.” He looks around at the various construction crews. “Seems like we have some talent for building. Let’s make it happen.”

“We should also check to see if anyone is hurt,” adds the surgeon.

“I’ll help,” a man in scrubs says. “My name is Keith. I’m an ER nurse.”

“My name is Clare.” The neurosurgeon shakes his hand and smiles.

“Why don’t you set up over there?” I point to the transport ambulance, missing its driver. “Anyone see the driver?”

The three of us leave the main group and head to the vehicle. Keith opens the door to find the driver slumped over.

Keith jumps into the rig and checks his pulse. “He’s alive. Must have hit his head and knocked himself out.” He lifts an eyelid. “Pupils are dilated.”

The name on the man’s uniform says Doug.

“Let me see him,” Clare says, placing a hand on Keith’s shoulder, guiding him out of her way. 

“How can I help?” I ask Keith, now out of the rig, watching Clare work.

He turns to look at me, eyeing the dressing on my forehead and the way I’m standing. “First, we should look at your head. You might have a concussion,” Keith says. “Anything else wrong?” he asks, looking into my eyes and at my wound.

“Just some bruising on my ribs. I can breathe okay, so I don’t think anything is broken, just uncomfortable.”

“Let me see. I’ve seen too many car accidents doing late night shifts in the ER,” Keith says. “I’ll take a quick look.” We climb up into the back of the ambulance as Clare tends to Doug. The stretcher is flipped on its side. Plastic bags litter the floor. Different devices for various life-saving techniques I know nothing about lay in heaps but look salvageable. Maybe dented or slightly broken, but I’m sure we can save everything.

Keith clears the way and turns the stretcher upright. “This is a mess, but better than nothing.”

“I think this is as private as it’s going to get,” I say, lifting the bottom half of my shirt.

“Let’s take a look.” He squats down and carefully glides his fingers over the worst area. “Ouch. Yeah, I’d say it’s very bruised. How’s your breathing?”

“Unpleasant. I can’t take in deep breaths, but slow and shallow are fine.”

“When you take a deep breath, do you wheeze?” He feels each rib, taking time and care to inspect them, pushing harder than I want him to.

“No. Just pain.”

“The bruising is bad, but you’re lucky—no breaks. You might have a hairline fracture, but I won’t be able to tell without imaging. You need rest. No lifting anything heavy and I’ll see if I can get you an ice pack. There should be a few in here,” Keith says while opening drawers. “I know breathing hurts, but every few hours you need to take a couple of deep breaths and make yourself cough.”

“I’ll pass on the ice pack. It might come in handy later,” I tell him as he fishes through the drawers. “Why cough? That sounds downright awful.”

“You can develop pneumonia from shallow breathing. Bruised ribs, you’ll survive. Pneumonia out here—with whatever is happening—I can’t guarantee your recovery.”

“Right. No lifting and practice breathing. In the meantime, what can I do to help?”

Clare turns away from her patient in the front seat of the rig and studies me through the open window behind the front seats. “Find more doctors and nurses. I hope there’s a few more. And tell those with injuries to come here.”

I nod. Somewhere off in the distance, a low rumble reverberates. It’s different from the roar we heard earlier. It doesn’t sound like a predator, but it’s still frightening. I hurry back to the main group, who are still busy arguing about what to do first.

“Amber? Is that you?” To my right, a man with blond hair and blue eyes stares at me, frowning. I’ve known him for the last seven years and I’m just as upset to see him.

“Mike! No! You need to be home with Danielle.” I’m devastated. My best friend’s husband is here when she needs him the most. They just had a baby three months ago. Between postpartum and no sleep, she needs help.

He hugs me, making me cringe as he puts pressure on my chest. I back out of the hug and tenderly touch my ribs.

“And you should be home with John,” he says, taking a moment to look at my chest and my forehead. “You okay? What happened?”

“I must have hit the steering wheel when we were falling. It’s okay.”

He nods, rolling his eyes, knowing I’m probably downplaying the pain. “This is my coworker, Chad.” He waves to the guy wearing the same tan uniform. “He drives the truck.”

“Hi,” I say, not really knowing what else to say at a time like this. Instead, I scrutinize him, judging if his gray eyes lie and if his charming smile is a disguise. “Can you guys help me? I need to round up all the doctors and anyone who is hurt and send them over to the ambulance. Can you go car to car while I’ll deal with the group?”

“Of course,” Mike says. “We’ll do whatever we can to help.”

I nod as I make my way into the middle of the group, who are still debating. From the sounds of it, a third of the people want to find a way home this very instant, no delay. The other third doesn’t think this is reality and we’re stuck in some type of matrix glitch. The remaining group is smart and arguing what priorities we should focus on so we can survive. All this fighting, when time is crucial to our survival, is driving me nuts, besides fueling my headache.

“Any of you who are doctors or work in the medical field, please head over to the ambulance. We’re setting up a triage unit. Anyone who is injured, please go there for treatment!” I shout over the bickering.

People talk amongst themselves. Two people walk over to join Clare and Keith. They don’t appear injured, so I’m going to assume they can help. After a few moments, the arguing continues. I stare at the group and realize this is going nowhere. Two men shake their heads and laugh at the conflict. If I were to gamble, I’d say they are military of some sort and are taking bets on how long we’ll survive.

I can only listen to the morons for so long before I’m compelled to scream. “Enough! What are the three most important things we should do? What did they teach you in school? What have you learned by watching those stupid survivor shows? Have you learned nothing?”

Everyone looks at me, blinking blankly.

“Shelter. Water. Food. Everything else isn’t a priority. Not now. Yes, finding a way home is number four on the list, but we can’t find a way home if we don’t survive the night!”

The crowd mumbles and nods. Some shake their heads and cross their arms, displeased at what I said, thinking it’s pointless to build here when we should just go home.

“I’ll say it again. She’s right. If I were you, I’d listen to her,” the suntanned man says.

“What would you like us to build with? There isn’t any lumber? There aren’t any stores?” the gruff man with the stained blue shirt argues.

I roll my eyes. “Look around. There are trees everywhere. Cars, pieces of metal are everywhere. Use them. You have tools and, I’m assuming, brains, hopefully. Do what our ancestors did. Chop down a tree, cut it to size, and use it. What do you think people did before Home Depot?”

A few people in the crowd snicker. Even some construction workers smile and laugh.

A young man wearing an orange flannel button-up comes forward. “That’s going to be a lot of work, but I have experience.”

Blue shirt glares at the young man.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Jose.”

The wheels in my head turn. “Can you organize a crew for lumber? Firewood and building supplies. We will also need a separate crew to build a makeshift perimeter. I’m assuming all the cars here don’t work, since mine doesn’t?” I ask, looking at the crowd.

“Our van won’t turn over,” one man says, then another. A couple of women agree.

“So we don’t have vehicles. We have scrap metal and temporary shelter. I’d suggest since there’s a rock wall behind us, we move the cars closer to it and any vehicles not in use for sleeping be the start of some sort of wall.”

The man with the white beard and stained shirt folds his arms. “And what will you women be doing? Cooking and gossiping?”

Even a few men shake their heads in disgust as women yell at the chauvinistic jerk. He backs up, realizing he’s pushed too far, and cowers behind a few men.

I sigh. “We will sort through the cars. Gathering blankets, towels, clothes, food; anything and everything. Organize and distribute. Next priority. Are there any hunters here?”

Four men scattered through the crowd look up but are too timid to raise their hands. I don’t blame them.

“We’ll need your expertise in trapping, hunting, and skinning.” I look at a man with speckled gray hair. He’s wearing worn camo pants and cocked his head to the side at the word hunt. “Can you organize a hunting party?”

“With that thing out there?” he asks with his eyebrows raised so high, they nearly touch his hairline.

I shrug and bite the corner of my lip. “Eat or be eaten?”

The hunter lets out a big, hearty laugh. “What’s your name?”

“Amber. Yours?”

“Bob. You remind me of my daughter. Same type of humor. I’ll get a group together and form a concept of a plan,” he says, then lets out a long whistle. “Hunters, come over here. We got some new meat to taste!”

I walk over to the muscular, tall men who look like they could survive any terrain. “You two, what’s your names? What training do you have?”

“Well, Amber, you’re good at reading people and ordering them about, huh?” the suntanned one with tattoos covering both arms asks. “Name’s Jacob,” he says, reaching his hand out to me.

“No one else is doing the job.” I sigh and shake his hand. “I assume you’re both military of some type. It might be a good idea for the both of you to join the hunters. We need water and food. Besides you two, there are only a few others who appear capable enough to survive.”

“Lady, I’ll take that as a compliment,” the other one says, tucking his thumbs into the belt loops on his jeans. “Name’s Brutus,” he adds. “Hell, everything you say makes sense, but dang, I’m scared of becoming dino shit. Did you see that thing?”

“The only part I saw was its thigh from my window. You don’t need to remind me how terrifying all this is. And my name is pronounced Amber.” I hate being called anything but my name. I’m not honey, I’m not sweetheart, and I’m for sure not lady or baby. Even John knew better than to give me a nickname.

Jacob flashes a side smile and laughs as he points to Brutus. “I’m with him. What are we going to use for protection? What are they going to hunt with?”

“You’ll have to ask Bob. He’s formulating a plan,” I tell him, unsure I want anyone to know about my weapons just yet. I’m still gathering myself and figuring out who to trust and who to be wary of. I’ll probably give them a gun and some shells, but I only have so much. We won’t be able to depend on that long-term if needed.

“Um, excuse me, Amber?” A man with a yellow bow tie looks around warily as he slowly approaches us. “You seem to be in charge.”

I look around to see who he’s talking to. The men next to me shrug. “Are you talking to me?” I ask.

“Ah, yes.” The man nods as tremors ripple through his body. He looks like he’s been hiding behind a stack of books and a desk his whole life. “I think, I think I can help. I’m a paleoecologist. I’m still in shock at what I’m seeing, but I’m starting to think clearly. The dinosaur we saw before, it doesn’t belong here.”

“News flash, doc,” Brutus says. “None of us belong here.”

“I’m sorry. My name is Harold.” He cracks his knuckles. “What I’m trying to say is that dinosaur—it wasn’t a Tyrannosaurus, it was a Spinosaurus, and it didn’t live in the Americas. They never lived in the Americas. From what we can tell from fossil evidence, they lived in North African swamps. And those”—he points to some plants—“those cycads have been extinct for thousands of years. And over here,” the scientist says, trembling—I can’t tell from fear or excitement—“this is a welwitschia plant. It is found only in the Namib desert and grows only in arid places. This isn’t the right environment. This isn’t the right location. Everything here shouldn’t be here, but it is.”

Jacob cocks his head to the side. “You’re telling me that plant shouldn’t thrive here, that those trees are extinct, and that the dinosaur we saw never lived on this side of the planet? What you’re telling us is that we aren’t in the right time or place?”

Harold pushes his glasses up his nose. “Yes. It seems we are somewhere in between.”








  
  

Chapter three

Survival Day 1





“What?” I ask, somehow able to speak. “What does that even mean?” 

“I don’t know.” Harold tries to crack his knuckles, but they won’t pop. Still, he goes through the motion. “I don’t know what this means for us. Not yet.” He paces back and forth. “The only thing I can hypothesize is that we can’t be the only people here.”

Brutus tilts his head back. “What makes you think that?”

“The wildlife. It’s random. From random time periods. From all over the world. What makes you think we are the only people here?” Harold asks, pushing his glasses up his nose.

“Haven’t seen any evidence of that yet,” Brutus says with a shrug. “I won’t say that isn’t a possibility, but I like facts.”

“As do I. As do I,” the scientist mumbles and stares off into a forest that has trees the size of skyscrapers. Green clumps of leaves crown the tops of the tall giants attempting to reach the sky, hiding unknown creatures in their foliage. “If you’re going to adventure into the woods, you may want to take me. I won’t be able to fight, but I may aid in identifying what’s out there. Tell you what to avoid and what can help, to the best of my knowledge.”

Jacob and Brutus exchange a look and shrug.

“If you want to, but you said it: You can’t fight. So don’t depend on someone else to protect you,” Brutus says.

“Wait,” I say, putting my hands on my hips. “You can’t go. We might need your advice. The knowledge only you have. What if you’re attacked? It’s safer for you to stay here.”

All three men stare at me.

Jacob shakes his head and looks up at the sky. “She has a point. If he’s the only one who knows anything about the environment, we should be more protective of him. However, he could be useful while exploring.” He looks me in the eye. “What if we’re extra careful?”

I throw my hands in the air. “You don’t need to ask my permission. It’s just a strong suggestion.”

John’s right. I’m bossy. Hell, everyone in my life would say that. I blame my mother.

“Just making sure it’s okay with you. Hey, what are they arguing about now?” Jacob’s gaze darts to the crowd. It has splintered into multiple groups. Jose’s group is arguing with the asshole in the blue shirt’s group; I didn’t know he had a group. A man like him can be dangerous.

I march over to find out what the conflict is over, ignoring the pain in my chest with every step. Brutus, Jacob, and Harold follow behind. Well, the scientist lingers far behind but still follows at a distance. The men who I suspect are military but have yet to confirm it are at my heels.

“What’s wrong? What’s the problem?” I ask Jose.

“They won’t share their tools. He has landscaping equipment, but he won’t let us use it or work with us,” Jose says with his fist balled tight.

“Who?” I ask.

Jose points to a man in his mid-forties and probably the owner of the company, not a laborer, based on his crisp clothes. “What’s your name? Why won’t you help?”

“Dan. It’s my stuff. I might need it and I don’t want inexperienced idiots breaking my tools.”

“Then you can decide who uses them, but don’t let the tools go to waste because you’re afraid. Look around you! Fear is our reality. Use what you can, while you can. Our lives… well, we might not be alive much longer. Especially if everybody keeps bickering. We’re losing daylight.”

Everyone looks up at the sky like they forgot that night will soon be here. What terrors come with nightfall? I don’t want to know.

“We don’t know for sure if the cars won’t work,” a man shouts. “We haven’t even attempted fixing them. Why dismantle them when we can use their engines?”

“Our electronics don’t work either. It’s like all the batteries are dead,” says another man. “If we can figure out how to recharge them, we might be able to get them to work.”

“Recharge them with what?” another man asks.







OEBPS/images/96c51607-106d-41c3-a9e6-e73f38314d65.png







