Though Si nmon was obviously still alive, he lay still and |et
the fire ants consune him Harry and Samant ha had spent hours
| ooking for their fell ow castaway, but none of the grisly imges
their overstressed inagi nations had conjured could equal this
horror. Sinmon was |ying conpletely naked on his back, one obviously
broken | eg curled underneath him The only sign of his clothing
was a red polo shirt, now shredded, hanging froma bush severa
feet away.

Sinon’s nouth was open and his jaw noved reflexively, as if
he were trying to swallow. Hi s w de open eyes stared sightlessly
into the palmtrees above him His left hand was plunged into the
noi st earth next to his scabbed and reddened torso.

And then there were the fire ants. They were feasting on his
ri pped and broken |l eg, his scratched stomach and chest, and the
numer ous gashes and w cked | ooking bites on both sides of his

neck. From a di stance of ten feet, Harry could actually see little
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bits of flesh in the manacles of the ants departing for their
nest.

Com ng upon this scene had been a paral yzi ng shock. They
m ght have stood |ike statues watching the ants tear Sinon apart
until nightfall if not for a sudden banshee like bird call. It
was sone kind of tropical bird none of them had seen or heard
before but which seenmed to dwell on this small island.

Startled into action, Harry and Samant ha rushed forward.
“Sinmon!” She call ed desperately. Her brother reacted to neither
her voice nor her sudden appearance above him She nmade to grab
his armand lift himup. Then his condition registered on her.

“I'f we yank himup we could ness up his leg nore!”

Harry had been about to nention this so he nodded. “W need
to stabilize the leg. See if you can ... um... wake himup.” He
began searching for sticks Iong and thick enough to serve as
splints.

Samant ha was kneeling beside Sinon, calling to himand
snapping fingers in front of his eyes. There was no reaction. H's
pupils were huge and fixed and m ght as well have been painted on
for as much as they seened to be registering her novenents. Shaking
himdid nothing but attract the attention of several fire ants
whi ch bit her. She crushed them angrily and began sl apping the
rest of themoff her brother. There were hundreds of them and
now t hey were getting on her and biting her hands and arns.

Samant ha shrank back, cursing and crying out in pain as nore
of thembit her. It wasn’'t until she was out of range of
reinforcenents that she was able to get all of themoff of her.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered to Harry, who had returned with two
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approxi mately equal sized splints. “Wat can we do about the damed
ants, they’'re vicious!”

Harry pondered that, staring at his best friend turned ant
buffet. “All 1 can think of is securing his | eg and draggi ng him
to the beach. W haven't encountered them down there yet and we
can wash themoff of him?”

Samant ha agreed and they set about doing it. They straightened
Sinon’s leg and splinted it with the sticks and their shoel aces.

Al t hough the sound of the shattered bones grinding together as

t hey straightened the |l eg nade Harry want to scream Sinon did
not react at all. H's eyes were still open but he seened to be in
a deep conma.

Whien they were ready to nove Sinon, Harry circled the scene
| ooking for the rest of his clothes and his other possessions.

Spyi ng sonet hing black and furry that |ooked |ike the sweat pants
his friend had been wearing, Harry | eaned forward and reached
into a thick tangle of vines and bushes so he could pull it out.

Sonething furry and alive seized his hand. Before he coul d
react, two razor sharp needles were sinking into his flesh. Harry
screaned and yanked his hand back with all his mght. The fangs
ri pped down excruciatingly and finally pulled out before his hand
was free of the undergrow h.

Moani ng and stunbling backwards, Harry's feet hit a rock.
Before he knew it he was tipping backwards and | anding hard on
the noi st but rocky and vine covered earth.

Sonet hi ng bl ack darted fromthe undergrowth and | anded on
his leg. Harry screaned again, incoherent pleas for help interm xed

with cries of pain. But the black thing, the approxi mte size of
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a large cat, |leaped to Harry’s stonmach and t hen upper chest. There
was a quick inpression of glittering blue eyes and |ong silver
fangs before it ducked its m sshapen head and twi n prongs of pain
exploded in the left side of his neck.

Harry’ s hands shot up reflexively but he could not dislodge
the thing. His fingers encountered six rippling but thickly furred
| egs which seened to end in sponges rather than toes or cl aws.

Its back felt like a tiny canel ... if a canel had three squishy
hunps.

Then Samant ha was above him swinging a thick branch. There
was an ear piercing scream a nonent of increased pain that
expl oded to hellish agony, and then the creature squatting on and
biting himwas gone.

Samant ha watched it land six feet away, flip up on it’s |egs
with frightening speed, and widen its blue eyes at her. It was
not hi ng she had ever seen before. A furry hunpy mass with six
legs and no tail. No visible nouth, only a silver fang jutting
fromeach side of its |unpy skull.

As she eyed it, her club ready, Harry got shakily to his
feet. Samant ha backed up a step. “Grab ny waist band if you have
to, but for heaven's sake don't fall down again!”

Harry munbl ed sonething in a disoriented voice and stayed
with her as they slowy backed away fromthe creature and towards
Si non.

Samant ha eyed the glittery eyed creature, nonentarily fixated
on the foany drool dripping dowmm fromthe left fang. “Wat the

HELL is that thing?”

( CONTI NUED)



Sensel ess/ Dext er Goad/ 5.

Even as she spoke, Harry stunbl ed again. He tightened his
grip on her waistband in an attenpt to not fall flat on his back
a second tine in two mnutes. But all he succeeded in doing was
pul i ng her sweatpants and panties down to her ankles as he fell.

Samant ha grabbed wildly for a nearby tree branch, |osing her
weapon in the process, but it was no use. She | anded hard on top
of Harry, which at |east saved her bare bottomfrom severe
thrashing fromthe sharp ends of the rocks and sticks littering
the earth beneath them

Samant ha was barely aware of Harry's fresh grunt of pain
fromher |anding before the furry nightmare was upon her. A stench
wor se than her uncle’s sl aughterhouse greeted her as it | eaped
nimbly atop her knee and then |launched itself to her neck. Twin
daggers of agony sank into her throat.

For a second every old vanpire novie flashed into her m nd,
but there was no sucking sound. She didn’t know what it felt |ike
to have bl ood drained fromher neck but this didn't seemto be
it. Instead, she felt cold all over her body, even the parts still
cl ot hed.

“CGet off her!” Harry screanmed, tugging at the creature.

It conplied, whirling about and darting for his neck again.
A second | ater he screanmed agai n.

Samantha rolled off her friend, fingers searching for a
weapon. Her |eft hand found a sharp rock and in a second she was
on her knees beside Harry, rock in both hands, and stabbing the
creature again and again. Hot blood as thick as syrup geysered

every direction. When the creature finally lay still, Samantha
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di sl odged its fangs fromHarry' s neck and tossed the vile thing
as far away as she coul d.

Samant ha stood and pul |l ed her clothes back up to her waist.
She was coated in purplish blood up past her elbows. It had felt
hot and disgustingly sticky at first but nowit felt |ike nothing
at all.

Qdder still, she could see the wnd blow ng the | eaves and
branches around her. She could see her hair being tossed around
by the suddenly brisk wind ... and yet ... she couldn’'t feel the
wi nd. Should feel the wi nd against her face but didn't. Should
feel the furry nightmare’s blood on her but ... didn't.

Samant ha grabbed her left armin her right hand. She coul dn’t
feel this connection with either |inb. She couldn’t feel her shoes
around her feet or her tongue in her nouth. It was as if she had
been injected with a body sized dose of Novocai n.

Wi ch she probably had. That THI NG nust have a nunbi ng poi son
whi ch spurted fromthose repul sive fangs. Once it had nunbed
soneone, the much smaller creature could feast at will and | eave
the rest for the fire ants. Wich explained Sinon’s condition.

Harry’ s nmoani ng shook her fromher reverie. He was sitting
up, clutching his chest with one hand and rubbing his eyes with
his other. He was noaning “what is wong with me?” over and over
agai n.

“Cone on, Harry. W have to go NOW W have to get back to
the canp and regroup, there m ght be nore of them around here.

There surely are.”
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Harry jerked his head her direction. H s hands dropped
lifelessly into his lap. H's eyes had the same thousand yard stare
t hat she had seen so shortly ago from Si non.

“I can’t see, Saml |'mblind! That thing didn’t touch ny
eyes but I'mblind! And — and | can’'t feel anything. | can’t even
snmel | anyt hing!”

A thrill of fear shot down her spine. These creatures didn't
just nunb the sense of touch, they nunmbed every sense if enough
of their venomgot into you. Did that nean Sinon was stil
conscious? Still conscious but blind and deaf? Nunbed sensel ess
i ke soneone trapped in a sensory deprivation chanber? Conpletely
unawar e of anythi ng happeni ng around him even the fact that he
was bei ng consuned one mnute bite at a tine?

“Holy shit.” Samant ha breathed. Wth a renewed sense of
urgency, she grabbed Harry and tried to pull himup. “Stand, Harry,
we have to get out of here NOW”

“I"m not standing al ready?” He asked bew | deredly.

Was that all he could do? Hear? He couldn’t see, taste, snell,
or touch. He didn't even know if he was |ying down or standing
up.

Harry’s hands and feet jerked in odd directions, wholly
uncoordi nated. He obviously couldn’t tell what position any of
his linbs were in, he was noving randomy and reflexively.

He wasn’t supporting his weight and she couldn’t hold himup
any |onger. Samantha let go to avoid being pulled down on top of
hi magain. Only the sound of the inpact and the snaps of bones in
his right hand breaking as he |landed on top of it alerted Harry

that sonmething was wong. “Did you fall? O was that nme?”
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“You don’t feel your hand? You just broke your hand, Harry!”

“I didn't feel a thing.” He giggled hysterically.

Bef ore Samant ha could reply she heard a rustling behind her.
She spiraled around to find two nore black | unpy shapes boundi ng
towar ds them

Samant ha ran. If and when her mnd turned to sonething beyond
her imredi ate survival, she could rationalize that there was no
way she could get Harry out with her in tine before the things
had bitten her enough tinmes to nake her as hel pl ess as he was.

That was true, they had been only yards away and were noving fast
enough that they would probably catch her anyway. Trying to drag
al ong soneone who couldn’t keep his feet under himwas certain
deat h.

As she ran a thought flashed through her mnd. W slept here
| ast night. After the crash yesterday we slept on the beach just
100 yards fromthis spot. These creatures were that close to us.

The treeline was in sight and she could hear the waves
breaki ng on the beach ahead of her when Harry started scream ng
behind her. Shrill, incoherent, pitiful screanms. They had reached
hi m and nust have stopped to bite hima couple nore tines. Samantha
found the energy to run even faster.

But she had forgotten that she could no | onger feel her |inbs
or anything else. Her feet got tangled with each other and before
she knew it she was face first in the sand twenty yards fromtheir
canp. The sand had al ready been red hot when they crossed it to
enter the woods and | ook for food this nmorning. The sun was | ust

setting so the sand had to be hot enough to fry her flesh.
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But for all she could feel, she mght as well be snuggling
up to a roomtenperature pillow. Even if she hadn’t heard rustling
behi nd her, however, she still would have quickly gotten up because
not feeling her skin burning would not change the reality of it.

I ntact skin would cone in handy once the poison wire off and she
coul d feel again.

If it wore off.

But it had to, didn't it? Any poison that didn't kill you
woul d wear off. Didn't it?

Samant ha was running again. She didn’'t even hesitate at their
canp but continued on into the surf. When the water was up to her
knees she dived head first into the water and swam as fast as she
could. Her imedi ate goal was to reach the plane weckage. One
wing was still jutting above the ocean surface and she could cling
to it and watch what happened on the beach. |If these buggers could
swim and started comng after her she would continue out into the
ocean until she drowned. A death she could feel was infinitely
preferable to one she coul d not.

She was about 20 feet fromthe exposed wi ngtip when an angry
buzzi ng began behind her. Samantha didn’'t waste her breath or
energy twi sting around to | ook beachward. As |ong as she didn’t
hear spl ashing sounds they could make whatever el se kind of noise
t hey w shed.

She couldn’t feel the water on her skin but she could now
snmell the unm stakable acrid stink of oil. The plane’ s renaining
fuel must be | eaking into the ocean.

“We got what we paid for.” Sinon had said |ast night on the

beach as sat around their fire. “We could only afford the rattiest
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pl ane they had and that’s what they gave us. Wrthl ess piece of
shit.” He had said, glaring at the exposed wi ngtip that Samant ha
had now reached and was clinging to.

She turned finally to | ook at the beach only 24 hours ago
had seenmed so desirable as the three of them swam fromthe
wr eckage.

Now t he beach was filled with the creatures, over a hundred
of them They stood in a line, just beyond the high water mark on
the sand. All of themwere staring at her with silver teeth
glittering in the fading sunlight and blue eyes fixated on her.
Their toeless feet pawed the sand restl essly, making them seem
i ke thoroughbreds |ined up and anxious for the starting gun.

“The Filipino government is hiding sonmething on that forbidden
island,” Sinon had said defiantly not two days ago. “I’mgoing to
get sonme pictures of what it is. Maybe there’s a Pulitzer Prize
init!” He had said the last with his usual boyish grin that she
had so | oved. The grin that always nmade her willing to follow him
into hell and back.

Samant ha stared at the line of hellish denbns staring back
at her and realized Sinon’s canera was still aboard the plane. It
was in his very expensive steel exterior padded canera case. |f
she renmenbered correctly, this case was watertight.

Excel l ent. She could get his picture of what the Filipino
government was hiding on this forbidden island. That was the | east
she could do before she died out here. After enptying the rol

she’ d replace the canmera in the watertight case and swmit out

as far away fromthe island as she could before she drowned.
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It wasn’t a good plan, it certainly wasn’'t as happy plan,
but it was all she had at this point. She thought of Sinon |aying
there notionless and soundl ess as fire ants ripped himto shreds
one mcrobite at a tine. No doubt these nonsters were planning to
cone by later for a snack of their own.

To hell with that. Samantha woul d rather die al nost any ot her
way than being conpletely unaware of it as it happened.

Resol ved, Samantha rel eased the wing tip and slide beneath

t he waves. She found the door they had opened after the cabin

filled wwth water. It was still open and she found Sinon’s canera
case on the first try. It was still under his seat.
Samant ha wondered if the pilot was still strapped in his

seat and figured he probably was. A piece of the front propeller
had broken on inpact and sliced through the windshield and into
the pilot’s head.

They had thought they were the | ucky ones to avoid that fate
but now it | ooked |ike he had gotten off easy.

Samant ha broke the surface with a | oud splash. She grabbed
the wingtip again wth one hand and began rolling the conbination
| ock tunblers on the case with the other.

Wien it was open she discovered with delight that the case
was i ndeed wat er proof .

Samant ha | oaded a roll of high speed filmto account for the
dimm ng light and started shooting, a grimsmle on her face.

The creatures were still in their line, staring balefully at
her.

“Smle, you bastards.” She said with fierce glee as she

continued to take their pictures.
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Samant ha had been an A ynpic |evel |ong distance swmer in
her youth. She could push this case ahead of her for a long tine
bef ore she drowned.

The End



