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Red heard the gunshots first—not just any gunshots but Corbin’s AR-15, specifically—followed by others, and his first thought was, Jesus Christ, he’s finally snapped. But then he heard screaming as well as the unmistakable bark of a cavern raptor— which was instantly recognized by another, and another, and another still—and knew the perimeter had been breached. He turned instantly and began running toward the meeting area, then halted, suddenly, for he had no ammo beyond that which was already in his Scout rifle. He reversed direction and bolted for his dwelling, entering the lagoon area, where he keyed in the code to the bungalow and banged open the door so that Ryx burst into startled flight. There was a cartridge bandolier slung over the chair of his drafting table; he snatched it up and ejected his clip, then slapped in a new one and hurried for the meeting area.

He hadn’t run far when he came across the first body as well as the first raptor (the body laying slit open from throat to crotch while the raptor devoured its unspooled intestines), and Red squeezed off a round, blowing a hole in its head which shot a stream of dark blood no less than six feet before the beast dropped like a sandbag and Red circled around to find the others—but mostly to find Charlotte.

He heard her shout over the engine of one of the rides. “Red! I’m over here! The Scrambler!”

He scanned the amusements quickly and saw her long, brown hair blowing from one of the ride’s carriages: she had activated the thing and sought refuge on it, and was now being swung and whipped about dizzyingly even as a trio of cavern raptors tried to attack. He ran to the fence which encircled the attraction and quickly chambered a round, but found it difficult to target any animals as they scrambled to dodge the carriages, darting this way and that with frantic precision even as they persisted in the assault.

“No ammo!” she shouted, the ride bringing her close and then whisking her away again.

At last he squeezed off a shot, and missed completely. Corbin called from the top of the Gingerbread House: “You’re no good down there! Find some high ground and pick them off!” He shot several times in rapid succession and one of the raptors jolted, spraying blood. Red chambered another round and trained his sites—krack!—but missed yet again. He was answered by another volley from Corbin, which missed its target too but managed to blow holes in several of the carriages, one of which had been passing directly beside Charlotte. “Cease your fucking fire!” Red shouted furiously. He fired again and hit one of the animals in its haunches, dropping it instantly (although it continued to snap at the spinning carriages and Charlotte’s in particular from where it lay), then sighted the remaining raptor as it seemed to fall into synch with the ride’s rhythm and began to simply hold its position, ducking as the empty carriages whisked over its head and crouching to attack, its foreclaws splayed, the sickle-claws on its feet tapping. “Now, Corbin!” Red barked, beginning to squeeze his trigger—and paused, for the raptor was staring directly back at him, cocking its head, its white eyes blinking, even as Corbin responded, “Cease fucking fire, asshole. That’s what you said. I’m covering Dean.” And red fired.

But the raptor dodged left and scrambled behind the ride’s central hub—shielding itself—and Red thought, with dawning horror, My God, it understands. It understands that we can kill it from a distance. He jogged sideways along the fence to get a clean shot but the raptor only advanced further around the hub, maintaining the barrier. He held up the rifle even as Charlotte swung close and was yanked away by the ride once more.

“I’m going to throw you the gun!” he shouted, and focused on her intently, attempting to track her despite the chaotic movement of the coaches.

“Is that a good idea?” she exclaimed.

“No,” he hollered back. “But it’s all we got. Now get ready!”

She spun close once again and he almost threw it—but thought better of it at the last minute and waited, even as the raptor stepped out and rose its head, seeming to calculate its chances of success if it were to leap at her as she cycled back. “Watch it!” snapped Red. He aimed his rifle and the creature retreated behind the hub.

And then she was on the way back, her hands help up, and when she had rotated close enough to him he tossed her the gun and she caught it in both hands. “All right, all right, all right!” Red cheered—then paused, suddenly, for the raptor had poked its head out from behind the hub and was looking back and forth between them: calculating, its head cocking, its little mohawk of black feathers rising and falling. And then it looked directly at him and there was a little moment between man and dinosaur—for they both realized how vulnerable he was—before it abandoned its focus on Charlotte completely and charged at him, weaving between the carriages.

He heard Charlotte squeeze off some rounds as he bolted for—he didn’t know—the diner, yes, the diner! He could see them now, some of them, at least, on the other side of the glass: Doc Gardner and Frank Miller, Big Blue, the primitive girl—alas, he was never going to win a footrace with a velociraptor. “Corbin! Corbin! I’ve got a situation down here!”

“What’s that?” Corbin hollered back, even as the raptor vaulted over the Scrambler’s fence and pursued. “Cease fire, you say?”

Red heard gunshots—not Corbin’s AR-15—it was Charlotte, trying hopelessly to hit the raptor from the spinning carriage. “Corbin!” someone screamed, but Red couldn’t tell if it was Charlotte or himself.

“What’s that? I can’t hear you over all the cease fire!”

Red ran, hearing the animal’s sickle-claws tapping against the pavement, hearing its labored breathing, feeling its closer proximity with each thudding heartbeat, smelling its gamey odor, and as he did so he remembered the look in the cop’s eyes in the window of the supermarket’s office, a look that said, I could leave you hear right now, asshole. Because seconds count ... and it might just come down to you or me.

And then a volley of shots rang out which he instantly recognized as coming from Corbin’s AR-15, and he heard the raptor whelp and collapse to the ground. And he jogged to a halt near the door to the diner and supported himself on his knees, gasping for breath, as a silence set in, one in which he dared to hope that it was, in fact, over—that they had survived. Again. Somehow.

Not everyone, he reprimanded himself.

“Is that it?” someone called out at last—Harley Jackson, the auto mechanic. He was on the enormous Ferris wheel, which Red hadn’t even noticed was turning. “Is that all of them?”

Nobody said anything. Red moved back out into the open slowly, scanning the area thoroughly. “Everyone stay where you are. Just in case.”

He approached the fallen raptor cautiously.

“Red!” shouted Charlotte from the Scrambler.

“That’s probably not a good idea,” said Corbin.

Red raised his hand and patted at the air: It’s okay.

He crouched near the dying beast, whose dark blood spread slowly across the floor, and watched as it inhaled and exhaled laboriously. Strangely enough, he felt an odd sort of connection to the animal; it was similar to the connection he had with Ryx, his archaeopteryx—similar, he supposed, to the connection he felt with all animals. He recalled Corbin’s words during the ad hoc committee meeting: If there’s one thing we learned ... is that these things are not animals. They’re weapons.

A moist, white eye rolled to regard him coolly, and he looked into it, seeing his own reflection. They have purpose. Intent. They’ve been infused with it somehow.

But he saw no intent in the creature’s eyes, or, if he did, it was fading, fading along with a highlight of color he could not define, a color he could not compare to any he had ever seen, except the primitive girl. Except Naaygi.

And then the raptor’s entire body constricted, it just shrunk as if something had left it, a vapor, a mist, a soul, who could say? And he reached out slowly and closed its eyelid. Then he looked back at the diner to find its door propped open and Gardner and the others starting to gather upon its sidewalk, among them Naaygi herself, who stared at him from her wheelchair as though in great curiosity, her head cocked at an angle, the neon catching her eyes so that the unpronounceable color twinkled and gleamed.

Charlotte shook the tin can one more time for good measure, then it was time to draw. She passed the can to Frank Miller first, who took it somewhat gingerly and looked at the others in the circle for what seemed a long time before finally reaching in and pulling out a ticket. Relief flooded his face and he exhaled before turning its reverse side to face the others. “Off-duty,” he said, and placed the ticket on the table.

He passed the can to Harley Jackson. Everyone deemed competent with a firearm (or was willing to learn) had gathered by the lagoon outside Red’s residence to draw straws for the night-watch. Corbin had gladly volunteered, of course, but he couldn’t patrol the entire 15-acre complex alone, and even he would have to sleep sometime. And while others had expressed a willingness to step up—Charlotte, and, to her surprise, Red, Chairman Dean, who seemed to be chair of nothing since the attack, Big Blue; to her credit, for she had never fired a gun before, Taher, and little Don Martin—it was felt a drawing would suit the democratic spirit of the earlier meeting best. And the need for a night-watch was clear, for it had now been established that the raptors had gotten in not by leaping the fence but by burrowing underneath (something previously
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