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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Flying was one of the few things that made Cyrus uncomfortable to an extent that bordered on being an outright phobia. It wasn’t an issue for him often, having only flown once two years prior at the age of 16, but the ordeal of it had left him a new, mostly irrational trigger for his anxiety.
 
   Which is why this time, before the first leg of the longest plane trip he’d ever been on, Cyrus had been sensible and taken a couple of sleeping pills before settling into his seat. His brother Darius had teased him about it, while his friend Peter had only asked if he had any to spare, which he hadn’t.
 
   I can’t breathe, he thought.
 
   Cyrus twisted his upper body and neck around, feeling the familiar wet, weightless sensation of being underwater. His first instinct was to pump his arms and pull himself to the surface, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember which way was up.
 
   After several terrifying seconds of panicked flailing, he caught sight of the bright, unobscured sun in the sky beyond, glinting off waves of the ocean and creating shifting patterns of reflected light. Cyrus kicked hard as his lungs burned, gasping as he broke through to the surface and took that first, sweet gulp of air.
 
   He didn’t do anything other than tread water for several long seconds, unsure of whether or not he was in the middle of a dream. The weight of his clothes, soaked through completely with heavy salt water, made the situation feel real, regardless of whether it was or not, and Cyrus knew that he needed to do something.
 
   “Darius!” he shouted. “Peter! Amy!”
 
   We were all on the plane together, he thought. I remember taking off, and then I fell asleep…
 
     And now, he was in the water. If he assumed that he was truly awake, it left him with only one or two logical conclusions. The plane had crashed, or at least suffered damage bad enough to fling him free of the passenger compartment. He’d probably fallen from low altitude, or somehow had an ungodly amount of luck on the landing, given that he couldn’t feel any serious injuries in his body.
 
   But Cyrus’s arms were getting tired. He could see a small beach, spanning less than a few degrees of the horizon, and began swimming toward it. A surge of energy went through him now that he had a goal, even if it was only short term, and he put all of his body to work pulling him forward to the shore.
 
   The distance was much further than it looked. Cyrus had no idea how long he’d been swimming for when he made it close enough to see the details of individual waves crashing against the surf. He grimaced as he realized that his very un-waterproof phone was in his pocket, along with his wallet, passport, and keys.
 
   His body felt like it was laden with lead weights for the last stretch. Cyrus kicked his feet downward, finally finding that the water was shallow enough for him to stand. He breathed heavily and took only a couple of steps before stepping into an underwater sinkhole.
 
   “Damn it,” he muttered, trying to pull his foot loose. It was stuck in something thick and viscous, mud or possibly clay, and as he stepped out of it, his sneaker slipped off completely. 
 
   Cyrus swore under his breath and sank underwater, trying and failing to recover the lost shoe. He gritted his teeth and slapped an arm across the water. The sneakers had been a gift from Darius, given to him after his older brother had stopped by a couple of months earlier and made a few choice comments about the stench of his old, beaten up Nikes.
 
   He tried again to find the lost sneaker, writing it off as a lost cause after a minute or so. Cyrus stumbled the rest of the way to the beach, sinking to his knees on the hot sand and doing his best to get a grip on the situation. He tried to stay somewhat positive, focusing on the fact that he was still alive and still uninjured, and safe on an island. It was no small miracle after a plane crash several hours out over the Pacific Ocean.
 
   At least I’m off the plane, now. I guess my fear of flying was founded, after all.
 
   His thoughts almost immediately turned to the people he’d been with, and he felt concern stab into his chest, pushing out his water logged fatigue.
 
   “Darius!” he shouted, standing up. “Amy! Maggie!”
 
   The group of them had been on their way to Fiji, eight of them in total. Cyrus, his best friend Peter, his neighbor Amy, his older brother Darius and Darius’s girlfriend Maggie, along with a few other assorted friends of friends not invited by Cyrus directly. Most of them were in college, or like Cyrus, newly graduated from high school.
 
   And as far as Cyrus knew, the island that he was currently on could very well be Fiji or some other inhabited tropical locale. The beach surrounding him was certainly picturesque, and he had no way of knowing just how long the plane had been in the air before the accident. 
 
   “Hello?” he shouted, straining his vocal cords. “Can anybody hear me? Hey!”
 
   He took a step along the beach, and then frowned and turned around to look behind him. The ordeal in the water had left him with no real sense of direction. Cyrus couldn’t see any nearby houses or lakeside properties, but that didn’t mean that there couldn’t be any, maybe just past the deep green of the tropical jungle tree line.
 
   He spent a couple of minutes tracing his way along a stretch of about a hundred feet, looking for any paths through the foliage, poking his head through bushes and tall grass. There was nothing that suggested the touch of civilization. 
 
   Cyrus felt a rising sense of unease, almost panic, forming in his solar plexus. He muttered to himself, musing about where the sun was in the sky, which direction was probably west, and what that meant. It was all nonsense, and he had enough self-awareness to know that he was probably in a state of shock.
 
   “Darius…” he said out loud. “Darius will know what to do. I’ll see if I can find Darius.”
 
   He ran a hand through his curly black hair, cut short more out of convenience than style, and smelt something odd. It reminded him of the smell of a charcoal barbecue grill, but before any meat had been tossed onto the grill.
 
   Cyrus looked away from the beach, taking a couple of steps back and standing on his toes to see the island better. Beyond the jungle, near what looked like the center, was a black stone mound of relatively high height. A small plume of smoke, faint and insignificant against the blue sky, trailed upward from it, toward the wispy white clouds above. 
 
   He was tired, but not so tired that he couldn’t make sense of it. Smoke was a good sign, and probably meant people and industry.
 
   Or it means fire, he thought. Maybe even volcanic activity.
 
   A sinking feeling came over him as a couple of dark possibilities elbowed their way into his thoughts. He took a deep breath and started down the beach, resolving to find his friends and worry about the rest later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Cyrus followed the beach for a few hundred meters, curving with it as it turned around the edge of the island. The evidence, at least from what he could see, was building in support of him not being on Fiji, or any other nearby inhabited area. The island seemed as though it was very small, certainly not large enough to support much of a tourist community.
 
   He spotted someone sprawled on the surf ahead, a girl wearing jean shorts and a loose white top over a swim suit. Cyrus recognized her almost immediately as his friend Amy and felt his heart sink. She wasn’t moving, and her body was at a strange angle.
 
   “Amy!” he shouted, rushing over. He turned Amy onto her back and felt for a pulse. It was there, but only just barely, and he couldn’t tell whether or not she was breathing.
 
   Cyrus shook her shoulders lightly to no avail. He brushed sand off her face, and then, lacking any better options, leaned forward to give her the kiss of life.
 
    Out first kiss, he thought. We never really saw each other like that, but I get the feeling she’d find this pretty funny.
 
   He alternated between breathing into her mouth and pushing down hard on her sternum, feeling more than a little foolish for never taking the free CPR class Weston High School had been offering all of its students at the start of each year. Time seemed to stretch out, and Cyrus felt himself losing hope.
 
    
    And then her eyes blinked open, and Amy let out a terrified scream. 
 
     
 
   
 
    
 
   Cyrus weaved back and forth, dribbling the ball in circles with his feet on the grass. It was tiny lawn, only a few hundred feet square, and he had never been good at soccer. He’d be a high school freshman in less than a month, however, and he needed something to occupy himself afterschool, like Peter had with the track team, but for him.
 
   He tripped over an uneven patch of ground and kicked the soccer ball a little harder than he should have. It bounced into the street, rolling in front of a large moving truck. The driver honked his horn, and Cyrus jogged over to recover it.
 
   The moving truck only drove for another couple of feet, coming to a stop in the driveway of the house next door to Cyrus and his mom’s tiny two bedroom place. The house next door was large, almost a mansion, built back when the property values in the neighborhood were still high, and taken care of by a sweet old woman who’d passed away two years earlier.
 
   An entire family climbed out of the moving van, a mother, father, and two sisters. One of them was probably closer to Darius’s age than Cyrus’s, in her early 20s at least. She had brown hair and a somewhat mousey look to her, cute, but only just barely.
 
   The other was probably a high schooler, like him, though it was hard to tell how old exactly given the variance in the appearance of teenagers. She had fine blonde hair which she kept cut short, only falling just past her ears. Her eyes were true blue, like the color of deep water, and her face was beautiful, with the sharp angles and perfect symmetry of a supermodel.
 
   Cyrus made himself start walking over before his mind managed to trick him into being more nervous than he already was. The girl was standing a bit away from the rest of her family, who were busy beginning the final stages of the move.
 
   “You’re moving in?” asked Cyrus.
 
   The girl just stared at him.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Obviously.”
 
   Cyrus smiled reflexively. Her tone was bored and a little haughty, but something else mixed in with it, a hint of sensitivity with a dash of insecurity. He was fascinated by her.
 
   “Me and my brother never thought anybody would buy this place,” said Cyrus. “It’s been empty for almost two years now. Too expensive for most people in Weston, I guess.”
 
   “Don’t hit on me.” The girl turned to look at him as she spoke, seriously meeting his gaze for the first time.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m really sick of being hit on,” said the girl. “All of the guys at my old school hit on me constantly.”
 
   Cyrus opened his mouth, and then closed it. A silent moment passed.
 
   “That’s… a shame?” said Cyrus, trying to defuse.
 
   The girl frowned at him slightly, an odd blush spreading across her cheeks.
 
   “I mean… they made weird comments and stuff,” she said. “It’s just because I got my boobs early.”
 
   It took every ounce of Cyrus’s willpower to keep his eyes from flicking down to her breasts, but somehow, he managed it. 
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” he asked.
 
   “I… I’m just getting things straight,” she said. “I don’t want things to be awkward.”
 
   From the inside of Cyrus’s house came the sound of angry, stomping footsteps. The front door swung open, snapping audibly as it reached the end of its range of movement. Laura Smith, Cyrus’s mother, took a step out onto the porch, staggering as she walked.
 
   “Where is it?” she shouted, looking at Cyrus.
 
   Cyrus put a hand on his forehead, looking toward the street strategically, away from his mom and toward the girl.
 
   “Mom,” he said. “Please. Let’s talk about this after.”
 
   “This can’t wait,” said Laura, stepping out onto the lawn. “It’s not as though… money just mysteriously disappears on its own.”
 
   Cyrus turned around.
 
   “There’s nothing mysterious about it.” Cyrus gritted his teeth, hating everything about the situation. “Mom… please, can we talk about this after?”
 
   “Cyrus, where the fuck is the money I had in my wallet?”
 
   “Safe!” Cyrus felt his hand ball into a fist even as he lowered his gaze, unable to meet her eye. “It’s safe. I put it somewhere that you won’t find it, so it will still be there tomorrow, and the day after, or whenever I can get around to buying us some more groceries.”
 
   He set his hands on his hips, smiling incongruously as anger roared through his chest.
 
   “It’s safe, mom,” he said. “You need to get some help.”
 
   Laura stood watching him for a moment, wearing her own anger openly. Cyrus felt so frustrated, so very frustrated. Eventually, she shook her head and turned away and headed inside. Cyrus waited until the door was closed before turning back to the girl.
 
   “Awkward enough for you?” He forced a halfhearted grin onto his face. The girl smiled back a little, and reached out her hand.
 
   “I’m Amy.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Cyrus.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, it’s okay, I got you. You’re safe.”
 
   Cyrus cradled Amy in his arms, rocking her back and forth, and side to side. She’d already vomited up a bit of seawater onto him, but his relief over having found someone else alive and unharmed far outweighed any concern he had for his plain black t-shirt and heavily worn cargo shorts.
 
   Amy made a gasping noise, her blue eyes slowly focusing on him, confusion evident on her face.
 
   “…Cyrus?” She shivered slightly and shook her head. “The plane… No!”
 
   “Hey, relax,” he said. “Just take a deep breath. You’re okay.”
 
   “This can’t be happening!” shouted Amy. She pulled herself up to a sitting position, her loose, low cut t-shirt shifting slightly and offering him a view of cleavage that seemed wasted on their situation.
 
   “We’re on an island, Amy,” said Cyrus. “Everything is going to be just fine.”
 
   Amy had been the first person Cyrus had invited to come with him on the trip after Darius had pitched the idea of a tropical vacation. Though he’d never been as close to her as he’d been to his brother or to Peter, the past month had been complicated, connecting them through strange and unexpected circumstances.
 
   They had a lot in common, though at the same time, they’d inhabited completely different ends of the high school spectrum. Amy was 18, the same age as Cyrus, and they were still next door neighbors. However, Amy’s perfect grades, perfect attendance record, and popular social status were the polar opposite of Cyrus’s troubled circumstances.
 
   At least, that’s what I’d always thought.
 
   “The water.” Amy coughed and shook her head. “I… I almost drowned!”
 
   “What?” Cyrus grinned at her. “I thought you liked swimming?”
 
   The remark earned him an exaggerated glare, and Cyrus reached out his hand to help her to her feet. Amy was barefoot, her flip-flops presumably lost in the chaos. Cyrus felt foolish wearing only one sneaker, so he slipped it off and stuffed both of his socks into it, setting it aside on the beach in case, for whatever reason, he needed it later.
 
   “What do we do?” asked Amy. “Is there… are people here to rescue us yet?”
 
   Cyrus frowned, glancing out at the empty blue ocean, beautifully daunting in its expansiveness.
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “I’m sure it won’t be long, though. They’ll have information on where the plane was headed and what happened, I’m sure. Speaking of which, do you remember what-”
 
   “Oh god!” Amy shouted, cutting him off. She pointed her hand at something further down the beach. Cyrus looked over and saw a person, or rather, a body, lying in the surf, limbs twisted at odd angles, blood dripping from an obvious head wound.
 
   He walked over slowly, dropping to one knee to examine their injuries as he had with Amy. It only took a moment. The person was a man in their mid to late fifties, loose tufts of grey hair, tanned skin. He was very much dead.
 
   “Cyrus, this is too much,” cried Amy. “I can’t do this…”
 
   “Just… breathe,” he said, pulling her into a hug. “Just focus on breathing.”
 
   Noticing how good Amy felt against him made Cyrus feel rather ashamed of himself. She had a slamming body, and had been one of, if not the most, attractive of all of the girls back at Weston High School. Her breasts were large, shapely, and buoyant. Her butt had just enough curve to it to catch the eye without unbalancing her, and she had the kind of trim, effortlessly thin waist that made other girls catty and jealous.
 
   “I… I’m okay.” Amy pulled back, pushing him away from her. Cyrus saw her expression drawing back into something neutral, almost cold. “I’m okay.”
 
   He nodded. What everyone, Cyrus included, who got to know Amy White came to understand was that her personality was nearly the opposite of her comely good looks. She wasn’t a mean or cruel person, at least not intentionally, but had a habit of pushing people away, usually the boys at their school that insisted on trying to court her favor.
 
   She had a way of looking at people that warned them away from her. Cyrus knew her just well enough to understand that it was more of an automatic defense mechanism than anything she truly meant from her core, but that didn’t make locking gazes with her deep blue eyes any less intimidating, even for him.
 
   “Here, there’s no point in us just standing around,” he said. “Let’s go see who else we can find. We can pretend like we’re in Fiji, and just uh, on a secluded beach.”
 
   He scratched his head and looked away as Amy shot him a look. 
 
   The beaches in Fiji aren’t covered in corpses.
 
   She walked beside him as they continued along the beach. The sun was high in the sky, suggesting that the time was around noon or maybe just after. Their plane had departed from the states at five fifteen that morning, meaning that they’d been in in the air for around six hours at the time of the incident.
 
   Cyrus remembered his question from before and briefly considered bringing it up with Amy again. The expression on her face told him that she was doing all she could to hold it together, and going over the details of the crash probably wouldn’t help her with their current reality.
 
   “There’s another body,” muttered Amy. She didn’t point at this one, instead shifting her gaze toward the jungle and trees.
 
   “That’s…” Cyrus blinked, recognizing the grey Nike Olympics t-shirt and black jean shorts. “My god… That’s Peter!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   He sprinted the distance over to his best friend, sliding to a stop at his side. Peter was covered in sand and mud and looked even worse than the old man’s corpse had. Cyrus gritted his teeth and forced himself to flip him over onto his back.
 
   “Pete… Please, no Pete. Don’t be dead.”
 
   Peter coughed.
 
   “Fuck you,” he replied.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus flipped the door to his locker open, pushing his 12th grade math textbook into the top shelf and pulling out his knapsack. It was 3:15 on a Friday, and the hall was crowded with students and an overall sense of relief at the arrival of the weekend.
 
   He heard Peter heading his way long before he saw him, a round of congratulatory applause and cheers accompanying him in appreciation for his latest first place finish at one of the spring track meets. Weston High School took sports very seriously, a fact that Cyrus had learned himself after failing to make the cut for varsity soccer.
 
   “Cyrus.”
 
   “Pete.”
 
   Peter flipped him off.
 
   “Would you stop calling me that, already?” he said, smiling. “Peter. Just one more syllable, with that dangerously hard R at the end.”
 
   “Hey Peter,” said Stacy, one of the varsity cheerleaders as she slipped by them in the hall.
 
   “Stacy.” Peter smiled at her, holding eye contact for long enough for Cyrus to guess that she was probably up next in his friend’s long line of sexual conquests.
 
   “You’re so full of shit,” said Cyrus. “That’s why I call you that, to keep you grounded.” 
 
   He gave Peter a hug handshake in greeting and nodded to him. They’d known each other for longer than Cyrus could remember, always best friends, always close.
 
   “I have to talk to you about something,” said Peter.
 
   “Is this about Amy again?” Cyrus shrugged. “Look, I told you, she’s my next door neighbor. We’re friends, but I don’t have any deep insight into the ways of her heart, or anything.”
 
    
 
   Peter folded his arms and looked at him seriously, exhaling out through his nostrils.
 
   “Dale told me something interesting in math class,” he said. “About the weed he bought last weekend. More specifically, about who he bought it from.”
 
   Cyrus looked over both shoulders and frowned.
 
   “Can we go somewhere else to have this discussion?”
 
   “You need to stop,” said Peter. “You’re going to end up in prison if you don’t.”
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Being poor, being on the verge of homelessness… is its own kind of prison in Weston,” he said. “My mom is… well, she’s sick. I’m the one who’s responsible for making sure we pay rent on time each month.”
 
   Peter shook his head.
 
   “You should tell somebody, then,” he said. “There are people, organizations that can help.”
 
   “I’m 18,” said Cyrus. “There’s nothing. You know I’m not like you, Peter. No scholarship, No college in the fall. No rich extended family to fall back on, no offense.”
 
   “As long as I’m your friend, you’ll never be homeless,” said Peter. “Fuck, even if we stop being friends, the offer still stands. I have your back.”
 
   Cyrus knew that he meant it, and tried to express how much the offer meant to him with a simple nod and a slight smile.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “Peter.”
 
   Peter shook his head and punched him in the shoulder.
 
   “Just don’t go soft on me, okay,” he said. “And maybe put in a good word for me with Amy.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Deep breaths,” said Cyrus. “You’re alive. You’re on the beach. Just working on your tan.”
 
   “My fucking head is killing me.” Peter groaned and sat up, rubbing his temples. His eyes lit up when he saw Amy. “Hey! How’s it going? Looking good, Amy!”
 
   Amy frowned at him and turned to look out toward the ocean. Peter shrugged and wiped sand and mud from his face.
 
   “You okay?” asked Cyrus. “Any major injuries?”
 
   Peter shook his head.
 
   “Nah,” he said. “You know me. Spry as a spring chicken.”
 
   He spat mud and what looked like a bit of blood onto the sand next to him, rubbing the underside of a split lip.
 
   “I thought I’d be the one looking for you,” said Peter. “Man, I had just enough time to think about how fucked you were on the way down, with those sleeping pills and shit in your system.”
 
   “They are pretty effective,” said Cyrus. “But apparently, cold water beats them in a fair fight. Speaking of the crash…”
 
   He looked over at Amy, wondering if she’d recovered her composure enough to join in the discussion. She didn’t seem interested.
 
   This is too much for her, he thought. Probably too much for all of us.
 
   “Yeah, it was weird,” said Peter. “The plane went through this like, black cloud. Smoke, maybe. Then there was this noise and the plane jerked to the side and it was like… the whole passenger compartment just split open.”
 
   “Wait, you’re saying we all just fell loose into the water?”
 
   Peter nodded.
 
   “Was anybody else with you, or nearby?” asked Cyrus.
 
   “No fucking idea,” said Peter. “It was all I could do to keep myself afloat. Started swimming into shore, but something from the plane fell and hit me…”
 
   He brought a hand up to the back of his head. Cyrus could see the curve of a lump there, but no broken skin, and given that Peter seemed cogent, it probably wasn’t a serious concussion.
 
   “It’s a miracle that anyone survived,” said Cyrus. “Jesus Christ…”
 
   “Well, we’re alive,” said Peter. “That probably means everyone else is, too.”
 
   “Pete…” Cyrus frowned, looking over at Amy. “We already found someone who… didn’t make it.”
 
   “How the fuck would you know? Are you an EMT?”
 
   “Uh, no…” Cyrus scratched his head, feeling uncomfortable.
 
   “Then you don’t know,” said Peter. “The helicopters will be here soon enough, and will let the rescue crews sort that kind of thing out.”
 
   “Sure,” said Cyrus. “In the meantime, we should probably keep looking for other survivors.”
 
   “Let’s just think of this as a preview of Fiji,” said Peter. “We’ll be back on our vacation soon enough.”
 
   Maybe, thought Cyrus. But maybe not.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   “We should stay on the beach for now,” said Peter. “So we can wave down the helicopters or the rescue planes, or whatever they’ve sent to come find us.”
 
   Cyrus shrugged, feeling a little bit less confident than his friend in their near term rescue prospects.
 
   “Okay…” he said. “Any other survivors are likely also going to still be on the beach. It’s probably a better bet for us to find people, anyway.”
 
   Amy had been silent for several minutes. Cyrus looked over at her, meeting her gaze and raising an eyebrow.
 
   “I’m okay,” she said. “I’m just worried about my friends.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I still haven’t seen Darius or Maggie, either. It’s probably best if we try to keep moving and find whoever we can, as soon as we can. Are you good to walk, Pete?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Peter stood, not so subtly flexing his muscles as he shook out his arms and legs. “Let’s go.”
 
   The three of them walked along the beach at a slow pace. It was a beautiful day, hot and perfect for swimming, but excellent weather could only do so much to change the vibe of the situation. Cyrus worried that they’d see another body around the next bend, and as they came around it, his fears were validated by several.
 
   “Ew…” whispered Amy. “They’re already starting to smell…”
 
   “I don’t think they’re dead,” said Peter. “They’re probably just unconscious, like I was.”
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus trailed off, not wanting to burst his friend’s bubble if it was part of his coping strategy. “…Sure, who knows. Let’s keep moving.”
 
   None of them said anything as they continued along the beach. Cyrus kept scanning the tree line of the jungle, half expecting to see a house or maybe a road poking through from in between the trees. There was nothing except dense vegetation and coconut trees, some of which, he noted, were ripe with fruit.
 
   They heard shouting after another minute of walking, just beyond the beach’s curve. Cyrus glanced at Peter and Amy before breaking into a jog, his heart racing as he hurried off to assess the situation.
 
   “Darius!” Maggie, Darius’s girlfriend, stood knee deep in the shallows, her gaze locking onto Cyrus with hopeful intensity.
 
   “It’s just me,” he said. “Cyrus. Cyrus the Great.” 
 
   Maggie’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. She was wearing a pink and white sundress, still wet with seawater and tight against the curves of her body. She took a deep breath, seeming marginally composed in comparison to how his other friends had been when he’d found them.
 
   “Cyrus,” said Maggie. “Well… I’m glad you’re okay, at least.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus flipped to the next page of the novel he’d been assigned for homework, mentally creating a list of plot points for his 6th grade reading comprehension essay. He was trying, with mixed success, to keep his mind focused on academics instead of video games, his computer, and the fact that it was a Friday evening. He tapped the tip of his finger on his leg, frowning as he scanned down to the next paragraph.
 
   The front door opened, and Cyrus heard Darius’s voice, pitched low and quiet, along with another voice he didn’t recognize. He waited where he sat at the kitchen table until his older brother rounded the table, holding hands with one of the most attractive girls Cyrus had ever seen.
 
   “Hey buddy,” said Darius. “I want you to meet my friend, Maggie. Maggie, this is my little brother, Cyrus.”
 
   Maggie seemed tall to him, but that may have been the result of Cyrus still being only 12, and not yet grown into his full height. She had chestnut brown hair that spilled across her shoulders, full and vibrant.
 
   Her eyes were emerald green and dazzling to look at, the cheeks of her pale face underneath faintly freckled. Her lips were red and perfectly kissable, and her breasts were a little above average in size, but not huge. Cyrus stared at her stupidly for a moment before standing up from his chair and walking over.
 
   “Um…” He scratched his head, feeling unusually self-conscious. “Hi.”
 
   “Do you have a nickname, Cyrus?” asked Maggie. “Anything special you want me to call you?”
 
   Her voice was sweet and soft, gentle without being patronizing. Cyrus was used to some of Darrius’s other friends talking down to him, acting as though the fact that they were high school seniors and he was still in grade school meant that they needed to hold back in conversation.
 
   “No,” he said. “Uh, just Cyrus is fine…”
 
   “Not ‘just Cyrus’.” Maggie smiled conspiratorially at him. “The Cyrus. Cyrus the Great.”
 
   Cyrus grinned at her, feeling foolish and flattered.
 
   “Cyrus the Great,” he repeated. “I’m totally using that.”
 
    
 
   Maggie laughed, and in that moment, Cyrus wanted nothing more than to sit and talk with her for hours and hours. She was beautiful, inside and out.
 
   “Hey buddy, we’re going to be studying in the room for a bit,” said Darius. “Probably the next hour or so. Can you give us some space?”
 
   “Yeah, no problem.” Cyrus nodded, appreciative of an excuse to put his reading homework away for a bit. Their house was tiny enough to be uncomfortable at times, and the room that he and Darrius shared was embarrassingly small.
 
   “Just, uh, be sure to knock first, if you need anything,” said Darius.
 
   “I’ll… go for a walk, for a bit,” he said.
 
   Maggie smiled and nodded to him as he started for the door.
 
   “It was nice meeting you, Cyrus,” she said. “I hope we get a chance to talk sometime.”
 
   “Me too.” He smiled back at her, his heart fluttering at the suggestion.
 
    
 
    
 
   “He’s not with you, is he?”
 
   If it wasn’t for her eyes, Maggie would have seemed to any observer to be completely calm and in acceptance of the situation. Those eyes, those emerald green eyes, were filled with pain and despair of such a depth that Cyrus found that he couldn’t meet them for longer than a second.
 
   “It’s Darius,” he said. “My brother is practically invincible. I’m sure he’s out looking for us right now, probably just down the beach from here.”
 
   Maggie nodded, though the gesture lacked anything resembling confidence. She walked out of the shallows and onto the beach, shaking some of the water out of her dress as she wringed out her hair.
 
   “I promise you that he’ll be okay,” said Cyrus. “I know Darius. It’ll take more than a plane crash to do him in.”
 
   He’s like me, except better.
 
   Maggie flashed him a weak, halfhearted smile and put a hand on his shoulder. Her touch made Cyrus instantly and guiltily aware of how beautiful she was, the disheveled elements of her appearance only adding to her enchanting aura.
 
   Amy caught up to them a couple of seconds later, followed by Peter, who seemed to be trailing behind her intentionally. Maggie looked genuinely relieved to see them, though she didn’t know either of them all that well, having left high school before they entered the ninth grade.
 
   “Amy,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re alright.”
 
   “Likewise,” said Amy, smiling back.
 
   “I’m here, too,” said Peter. “Miraculously alive and uninjured.”
 
   “Yes…” said Maggie. “Good to see you, Peter.”
 
   “Wow, you look amazing in that dress!” Peter whistled. “Maybe it’s just the water, but-”
 
   Cyrus cuffed him hard on the shoulder before he could say another word, seeing the annoyed expression on Maggie’s face. He knew his friend well enough to know that he was just trying to lighten the air a bit, but it couldn’t have been more inappropriate, given their current situation.
 
   “We’re still in the process of finding other survivors,” he said, turning back to face Maggie. “I should tell you… there have been a couple of people that we’ve found who, uh, didn’t make it.”
 
   Maggie nodded, closing her eyes for a contemplative moment.
 
   “Of course,” she said. “We were in a plane crash. It’s to be expected, really.”
 
   “We should keep moving down the beach,” said Amy. “I still haven’t seen Aiden or Candace.”
 
   Aiden and Candace were Amy’s two best friends, both of whom had been invited along shortly after Cyrus had told her it was to be a celebratory, group trip. 
 
   “Right,” said Maggie. “And I brought Kyoko with me… gosh, I feel so terrible about it now. I hope she’s okay.”
 
   “We’re okay, at least,” said Cyrus. “Let’s not make any assumptions until we’ve done a bit more searching.”
 
   He nodded to Peter, who still looked a bit annoyed at being cut off before, and started walking along the beach again.
 
   “We should probably start making a rock signal,” said Peter. “You know, in case the planes have trouble spotting us from the air.”
 
   Cyrus frowned and looked up at the sun. It was slowly starting to sink down toward the horizon. He had no idea how long it would be until nightfall, and exactly what that would mean for them, stranded on the island.
 
   “Let’s talk about all that once we’ve finished our search,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “You know what this place reminds me of, Cyrus?” 
 
   Peter walked next to him, with Maggie and Amy following just behind, within earshot. Cyrus shrugged at his friend.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That old swimming hole we used to go to, back before Lake Mantis got all nasty and polluted,” said Peter.
 
   “Ah. Right.”
 
   “Hey Cyrus, you got any weed on you?” asked Peter.
 
   Cyrus stared at him blankly.
 
   “Are you being fucking serious right now?” he asked.
 
   “I just figured, if any of us would, it’d be you,” said Peter. “It would certainly make things more fun until rescue gets here.”
 
   “No, Peter,” said Cyrus. “I don’t. And I think that’s one of the worst ideas I’ve ever heard.
 
   They passed a section of beach tangled in seaweed and a couple of rotten fish. Oddly enough, even though the smell was borderline rancid, it reminded Cyrus of something. He was hungry, and more than a little thirsty.
 
   We’ve been on the island for hours now, he thought. And we were on the plane all morning before that.
 
   “You know what?” said Peter. “I bet we could take a sick group selfie in front of some of these coconut trees.”
 
   Cyrus immediately perked up at that, wondering why any of them hadn’t thought of it sooner.
 
   “Phones!” he said. “Of course!”
 
   Maggie and Amy were already checking their pockets as he turned back to them. Cyrus pulled out his own phone, frowning as he thought about whether or not it was waterproof.
 
   “Mine won’t turn on,” he said, trying and failing to coax life into it through the power button.
 
   “Same here,” said Amy.
 
   “…It’s working.” Maggie flipped her screen to face Cyrus and the rest of the group, showcasing a simple background of her and Darius at their high school graduation.
 
   “Service?” Cyrus said, barely able to keep his excitement contained. Maggie frowned at him.
 
   “Nothing,” she said. “And the battery is about to die.”
 
   The sudden emotional crash that Cyrus felt inside his gut was hard for him to just brush off. It was as though in that moment, the unavoidable realities of the situation were thrown directly in his face, without any cushioning or restraint. They were on a small island in the middle of the Pacific, with no way of contacting the outside world.
 
   “Just… turn it off, for now,” said Cyrus. “Maybe… they’ll be some hope later.”
 
   The words felt halfhearted, and from the way Maggie looked at him, he could see that she and the others were also picking up on his vibe. She blinked her beautiful, emerald eyes and looked away from him, smiling sadly as she held her phone’s power button until the screen went white, and then black.
 
   “You didn’t even take a selfie,” said Peter. “No fun.”
 
   The four of them approached the next curve in the beach. Cyrus figured that they were at least halfway around the island. Their pace had been slow, the sand making for an annoying surface to walk across, and fear and confusion keeping them from being able to move confidently.
 
   More bodies awaited them, and Cyrus felt suddenly concerned about what having so many of them nearby would do to the island’s smell. He moved to go around the first one, but Maggie took him by the arm, her soft hand squeezing just above his wrist.
 
   “We have to check,” she said. “To see if any of them are… people we know.”
 
   Cyrus read her meaning clearly and shook his head.
 
   “We’ll check, but Darius wouldn’t die like this,” he said. “Face down on the beach… it’s not really his style.”
 
   Maggie smiled at that, but it faded almost immediately as the four of them split up to begin checking the identities of the dozen or so corpses on the nearby beach. Peter seemed reluctant to do his part and sort of hovered back, near the tree line.
 
   Cyrus found a man about a decade older than himself with blond hair and nice muscles, wearing a pair of jeans and a loose button down shirt. He moved onto an attractive woman in a stewardess’s uniform, frowning as he realized to what extent the crash had cut the passengers down by.
 
   He stopped by another body that was facing away from him, a man with curly black hair and a bright blue t-shirt. He turned the man over, surprised for a moment by how much the corpse looked like his brother. Cyrus blinked, and then fell to his knees.
 
   “Da…. Darius.” His stomach lurched, and he dry heaved onto the sand next to his brother’s body.
 
   “No, no, no, no!” Maggie sprinted over, sliding on her knees through the sand as she covered Darius’s fallen form with her own. “Darius!” 
 
   They both checked and double checked for a pulse, finding nothing. Cyrus was muttering incoherently, unable to comprehend how it could have happened. He turned to look at Maggie. 
 
   All of her face was empty of emotion, except for her eyes. Cyrus saw true sadness in those eyes, along with tears quivering in the corners, breaking loose and falling freely down her face.
 
   “You promised me, Cyrus,” whispered Maggie.
 
   “I… I don’t understand.” Cyrus squeezed Darius’s hand, feeling that a bit of rigor mortis had already set in.
 
   “How could you?” Maggie took a slow, shaky breath. “What good is your word? You promised me he’d still be…”
 
   She broke off, her words turning to silence as she fought to hold back sobs. Cyrus stared down at Darius’s face and wished that he could switch places with him.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus worked the rake over the lawn, collecting the leaves into a single, stately pile. He’d already been over the grass once before, the previous week, but the tree on the border between his house and the empty property next door seemed to be dead set on undoing his efforts.
 
   He saw Darius’s car rolling in from down the street, pulling into the family’s empty driveway and sitting still for a moment before his brother climbed out. Darius had on a new pair of sunglasses, along with a nice pair of jeans. He grinned as he walked over to Cyrus, pulling him into a tight hug.
 
   “Little bro,” he said. “How’ve you been?”
 
   Cyrus smiled and shrugged.
 
   “Hanging in there,” he said. “I guess.”
 
   Darius nodded.
 
   “Well, at least you’ll officially have the room to yourself starting tomorrow.”
 
   Cyrus shifted his head to the side slightly. They’d shared that room for just about his entire life up until that point. It was crowded with the two of them in it, but it was home.
 
   “So you and Maggie finally got your new place, after all?” Cyrus, even though it made him feel a little sad to see his brother go. “Congrats.”
 
   Darius took the rake out of Cyrus’s hands and tossed it to the ground. He set both of his hands on his brother’s shoulders and looked him squarely in the eyes.
 
   “I’ll still be around,” he said. “We won’t be living in Weston, but I’ll be dropping into town at least weekly.”
 
   “Sure,” said Cyrus. “You’ll be missed. It’s going to be a little weird, with just me and mom here.”
 
   “That’s what I need to talk to you about.” Darius’s hands tightened their grip. “She’s going to need your help, Cyrus. You have to promise me that you’ll help her stay out of trouble, and keep her on a healthy path.”
 
   “I promise,” said Cyrus.
 
   “And promise that you will, too,” said Darius. “I know some of the people you’ve been hanging out with are a little sketchy. Don’t get into anything illegal, don’t even dip your toes into it.”
 
   “Of course.” Cyrus smiled at his brother.
 
   “You’re the man of the house now, Cyrus.” Pride shone in Darius’s eyes as he looked at him. “Stand up and do what needs to be done.”
 
    
 
    
 
   They walked down the beach for a while, far enough to leave the sight and smell of the bodies behind them. Nobody said a thing, and Cyrus collapsed to a seat next to Maggie, staring at his bare feet and feeling more ashamed than he ever had been before in his life.
 
   Darius… he thought. This can’t be happening.
 
   “Maggie.” Amy took up a position on Maggie’s opposite side. “I am so sorry.”
 
   Maggie shook her head and forced a bit of composure back into her voice.
 
   “It’s okay…” she said, softly. “I mean, there’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing anyone can do.”
 
   “Darius was a good man,” said Peter. “One of the best men I ever knew. This is all just… so fucked.”
 
   Cyrus shook his head and said nothing. He wanted to reach out to Maggie, to pull her in close and give her a tight, comforting hug. It’s what Darius would have done, he knew. Thinking about that made him feel even more guilty, and even more ashamed.
 
   “We have to… keep going,” he finally said. “We still have to think about our own situation.”
 
   Amy seemed to be the only one listening. She nodded and walked over to stand in front of him, pacing awkwardly back and forth.
 
   “I mean, what can we really do?” asked Peter. “It won’t make a difference at this point. We just have to sit and wait for rescue to come.”
 
   It was late afternoon, and even on a long, tropical summer day, the sun had to set eventually. Cyrus took a deep breath and resolved to mourn Darius later, when it wouldn’t get in the way of him helping his friends.
 
   “Rescue isn’t here yet,” said Cyrus. “We need to keep looking for other survivors. And we need to think about what happens if they don’t get here before tonight.”
 
   “Right,” said Maggie. “Of course.”
 
   Cyrus stood up and offered her a hand. She took it without looking at him, straightening her dress out after rising to her feet. 
 
   “I sincerely doubt that we’ll have to worry about being here overnight,” said Peter. “But you are right about finding other survivors. Come on Amy, let’s give these two a minute and head down the beach to see who we can find.”
 
   Amy hesitated.
 
   “I think… I should probably stay,” she said.
 
   Peter’s expression flashed into a scowl for an instant, and then he shifted back into an easy, practiced smile.
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “You guys just stay here, so I can find you easily.”
 
   “This is a good spot for us to setup, anyway,” said Cyrus. “It’s clear of, well, anything that we might not want to have to look at during the night.”
 
   No corpses in sight, in other words.
 
   Peter jogged off in the direction of beach that had yet explored, pumping his legs like the elite track star he was. Cyrus ran a hand through his hair, feeling tired and drained, but knowing that he couldn’t just check out of the situation.
 
   “Well then,” he said. “We’re probably going to need a fire for tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   The three of them collected firewood in dead silence, sticking to the border between the beach and the jungle. Amy offered sympathetic looks and the occasional comforting touch on the shoulder as Cyrus passed by her. Maggie’s demeanor was stoic, guarded, almost cold, if not for the wounded look in her eyes.
 
   Most of the stray firewood came from long since washed up pieces of driftwood. There weren’t many trees with easily accessible branches directly nearby, but they managed to find enough scraps to make do. Cyrus found a couple of old, fallen coconuts, probably not suitable for eating, but with dry husks that would serve as excellent tinder.
 
   Peter came back earlier than any of them had been expecting with another group of survivors in tow. Cyrus immediately recognized Amy’s friends, Aiden and Candace, along with Maggie’s friend Kyoko and another woman that he didn’t recognize.
 
   “They were on the other side of the island, looking for us,” explained Peter. “Very similar situation.”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “It’s good that all of you made it,” he said. “We’ve seen a lot of bodies scattered about on the beach.”
 
   He tried to keep emotion out of his voice, knowing that if he lingered for too long on Darius, on what it truly meant for his older brother, the rock in his life, to be gone, his composure would crumble.
 
   “Amy!” 
 
   “You two are okay!” said Amy. “I’m so glad…”
 
   Candace was a plump college freshman with red hair and freckles, and she ran toward her friend with her arms outstretched. Aiden, a petite brunette girl who’d been in several of Cyrus’s classes, followed close behind, joining Amy and Candace in a tight group hug.
 
   Nearby, Maggie and Kyoko, a slim woman in her late twenties with a very reserved personality, were having a similar reunion, though with a much more somber tone. Maggie was whispering something to the other woman that clearly unsettled her, likely news of Darius’s death.
 
   I’ll have to be the one to tell mom, when we get back, thought Cyrus. If I can even track her down, this time.
 
   Kyoko wore a blue, sleeveless blouse along with a pair of tan capris. Her hair was jet black and shoulder length, and her eyes were almond in both color and shape. She always seemed to have a small smile on her face, even now, as though constantly drawing from an inner sense of contentment.
 
    
 
   Peter stood next to the last woman, who was dark skinned and looked to be in her mid to late twenties. She was of medium height and had large breasts and a very athletic build. Her hair was artificially straightened and pulled back into a tight ponytail, and she wore a black pair of yoga pants and a workout top.
 
   Peter seemed to be talking to her almost incessantly, gesturing out to the ocean and sky, as if going through the same motions of explaining how they would soon be rescued that he had with the others. Cyrus sat alone for a minute, waiting while a bit of the tension melted out of the group. They didn’t feel quite so alone anymore, even if their situation was still dire.
 
   “Everyone, bring it in.” Peter strode into the center of the group, gesturing for them to pull in closer. “We need to make things as easy on our rescuers as we can, starting by making a signal fire to draw the attention of the planes as they fly over.”
 
   “We’ve already started collecting wood,” said Cyrus. “But I’m not sure if it’s wise for us to use all of it in one go.”
 
   “It needs to be as big as we can possibly make it,” said Peter. “No point in not taking advantage of the resources we have on hand.”
 
   “There’s already smoke going up from, well, whatever that is.” 
 
   Cyrus pointed to the large rock mound in the center of the island that he’d mostly ignored since first noticing it upon washing up. Sure enough, a small trickle of smoke was still emanating from somewhere within it, snaking up into the sky like a chimney trail.
 
   “It’s a volcano.” The new woman, whose name Cyrus still hadn’t gotten, spoke up. Most of the eyes of the group turned to face her, Amy and Maggie’s expressions a reflection of Cyrus’s curiosity. The woman took notice and nodded to the three of them “Sargent Tamyra Douglas of the US Army.”
 
   “Cyrus,” he said. “This is Maggie, and that’s Amy over there.”
 
   Tamyra nodded politely to them as they further extended their introductions, saying little.
 
   “Anyway,” said Peter. “The fire is non-negotiable, Cyrus. They might find the island, but they’ll need help finding our exact location.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s a bad idea, but let’s also save some of the firewood we’ve collected,” he said. “You know, in case…”
 
   He trailed off, seeing an odd expression on Peter’s face. The sun was setting over the western horizon, turning the sky a mixture of purple, red, and orange. It cast a long reflection across the ocean, and half of Peter’s cheek caught it at just the right angle to make one of his eyes look blood red.
 
   “In case what, Cyrus?” he asked. “In case we have to go all Gilligan’s Island?”
 
   He laughed, but it sounded forced, and nobody else joined in.
 
   “We’ll use around half of what we have to start, how about that?” Cyrus set a hand on his friend’s shoulder as the two of them walked over to where the wood scraps were gathered. “And then, if we hear a plane or helicopter overhead, we can throw on more.”
 
   “Fine,” said Peter, his tone of voice contradicting the word a little.
 
   A new problem emerged as the two of them started toying with the dry branches and tinder. They didn’t have anything to start a fire with. TV and movies always made it seem like something that anyone could do, with enough persistence and a couple of dry sticks.
 
   Peter even made an attempt at striking two rocks together to create sparks, but all he managed to do in the end was nick one of his fingers. Cyrus tried to spin a stick into a tinder bundle, over and over again, his hands starting to blister as the last rays of the sun died out.
 
   “What happens if we don’t have a fire tonight?” asked Amy.
 
   “We’ll get it lit,” said Cyrus. “Don’t worry. It’s just taking a minute.”
 
   “This is so fucking irritating,” muttered Peter. “The seems like one of those things that we should be able to just do naturally.”
 
   “Seems like it,” said Cyrus. He looked over at Maggie, who was sitting quietly next to Kyoko. She avoided his gaze, though she seemed to have recovered somewhat from the impact of finding Darius’s body.
 
   Darius would probably have a fire started in under a minute, he thought.
 
   Cyrus considered it for a moment more and then slapped a hand against his forehead. Though he’d often tried to hide it from the people closest to him in his life, Darius was a smoker, a cigarette smoker. Cigarettes, which were totally fine for him to bring on a plane, along with a Bic lighter to go with them.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said. “Keep trying, Peter.”
 
   Peter grunted, and Cyrus started off in the direction of Darius’s body. Surprisingly, Maggie jogged after him, catching up to him and taking him by the hand.
 
   “You’re going back,” she said softly. “To his body?”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “You should stay,” he said. “There’s no reason for you to see him like that again.”
 
   “I know.” Maggie swallowed and leaned in against Cyrus, whispering into his ear. “Please… Can you push him out into the water? So that he’s not just… like the other bodies? Just lying there, as though they don’t matter…”
 
   “I will,” said Cyrus. “I think he’d like that.”
 
   For an instant, Maggie leaned her forehead against his, warm and soft, her hair tickling at Cyrus’s face. Then she pulled back and took a deep breath before turning around and walking away from him.
 
   It took Cyrus about ten minutes to reach the spot on the beach where Darius’s body lay in the sand, just as he’d left it. Drawing close to it made him feel weak and vulnerable, and it almost felt like being a little kid again.
 
   “Darius,” he whispered. “Big bro. Damn it, Darius…” 
 
   He set next to his brother’s body for a minute, letting one of his hands rest on Darius’s back. He knew exactly what he’d say, if he were still alive.
 
   I need to focus on the things I can control. I need to get that fire started, and be the rock that this group needs.
 
   Cyrus patted Darius down, finding a pack of soggy cigarettes next to a Bic lighter in his pocket. He tried to light one of the cigs, but they were too wet, and part of him knew that it would piss Darius off to see him take up smoking. He smiled at the thought and then started dragging his brother’s body into the ocean.
 
   It took him longer than he’d expected, and he was almost in over his head by the time he found a current that seemed to be heading out from the island, rather than in. He pushed Darius’s limp form into it, waiting for a minute to ensure that the body wouldn’t come back. It was pretty dark by the time he finally started back to the other survivors.
 
   Cyrus spooked Maggie and Kyoko on his way back into the camp, raising up his hands in a gesture of harmlessness when he saw the expression on their faces.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I’m back.”
 
   “Any luck?” asked Maggie. Cyrus nodded.
 
   “He’s… at peace now.”
 
   Is he, though? With us still here, still totally fucked?
 
   “And I have the lighter,” he said, forcing his thoughts forward.
 
   He walked over to where Peter sat next to the fire bundle. To his credit, Peter was still striking his rocks together, trying to make a spark catch the tinder. Cyrus bent down next to him, struck the igniter on the lighter a couple of times until it flicked to life, and then lit the tinder in several places.
 
   In under a minute, they had a real fire, the glow and warmth of it changing the vibe of the night to something a little less desperate than what it had been. Amy and Maggie came to sit on either side of Cyrus, and the rest of the survivors all took up places around the circle.
 
   “We’re alive,” said Cyrus, smiling at all of them. “We should be thankful.”
 
   Maybe for tonight, he thought. But it won’t last.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about what I said before,” said Maggie.
 
   Most of the survivors had broken off into groups of two and three to chat with each other once things had settled down. The conversations around the fire sounded almost like they would have at any campsite or bonfire party, except for the way a few of them grumbled about being hungry or thirsty.
 
   “It’s okay,” said Cyrus. “We’re still struggling with it. I understand.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have said what I said.” Maggie reached out and took his hand, looking him directly in the eye. “You’re his brother, Cyrus. I’ve known you for almost as long as I’ve known him. We’ve… been through a lot together.”
 
   Cyrus squeezed her hand back, smiling at her and trying not to zone out and think about how pretty she was. They had been through a lot together, even before coming to the island. They shared a comfortable intimacy with each other that went beyond the typical bounds of a casual relationship.
 
   He’d considered a couple of times before how things would have been different if he’d met Maggie first, under different circumstances. She was five years older than him, sure, and it was really little more than a fantasy. But he had considered it, and something in the way Maggie was looking at him right then, the flickering firelight playing across his features, made him half suspect that she’d thought about it, too.
 
   “Cyrus.” Amy walked over to where Cyrus and Maggie sat, crossing her arms a little awkwardly. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
 
   “Of course,” he said. Cyrus smiled at Maggie, who politely stood up and took a step back.
 
   “I’ll let the two of you have a minute,” she said. Her tone had a subtly possessive quality to it, almost like a mother, or a teacher. Maggie walked over to where Kyoko sat, and Amy dropped down to her butt next to Cyrus.
 
   “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “I never got a chance to thank you,” she said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She was leaning toward him, her head and legs angled slightly in his direction. Cyrus tried not to glance at the way her white blouse billowed open, her swimsuit underneath acting a bit like a skimpy bra.
 
   “You don’t have to,” said Cyrus. “Having you alive and well is thanks enough.”
 
   “I don’t mean for what you did on the beach,” said Amy. “I mean… for what happened before. For the other thing.”
 
   “Oh.” Cyrus frowned slightly and resisted the urge to chew his lip. “You probably shouldn’t talk too loudly about that.”
 
   “What does it matter, at this point?” asked Amy. “We’re a thousand miles away from the authorities and anyone who is going to care.”
 
   “Amy…” Cyrus held a finger up to his lips. “Sorry, I just… I don’t feel like you should be thanking me for that.”
 
   I never told her about all of it. She doesn’t know what really happened. Nobody does.
 
   Amy scanned his expression. Her face was so pretty and perfect, but still so young. She looked like a teenage actress or supermodel, gorgeous and growing even more beautiful with every year.
 
   “You’re right,” she said. “But still. I appreciate it.”
 
   Cyrus nodded curtly. Amy stayed sitting where she was, clasping her hands together and looking into the fire.
 
   “Do you remember anything about the crash?” asked Cyrus.
 
   She nodded slowly.
 
   “The plane flew through some kind of black cloud,” she said. “I know how that sounds, but it’s the truth. It was like… suddenly all the windows were dark, and everything smelled like smoke. I thought it was from the engines, but after seeing that smoke plume coming from the center of the island, I don’t really know…”
 
   “All of the smoke might have affected the plane somehow,” said Cyrus. “But still… that doesn’t seem like enough to make it crash.”
 
   “There was this enormous, booming noise,” said Amy. “And then the plane just… disintegrated. It was like something shattered it, like smashing a plate.”
 
   Cyrus thought about it for a second, unable to get a clear picture of events in his mind.
 
   “We really are lucky to be alive,” he said. “I’ve heard of people dying from plane crashes that happened way less dramatically than that.”
 
   “We are,” said Amy. “And we’re lucky to have you here with us.”
 
   She smiled at him, and Cyrus felt oddly self-conscious.
 
   “Hey, I haven’t done anything,” he said. “Just what anyone would have done.”
 
   “You know, my sister was talking about you last week.”
 
   Cyrus sat up a little straighter. Amy’s older sister, Lana, had been a teacher back at Weston High, one of the only young, female teachers at the school.
 
   “Uh… she was?” he said, dreading where the conversation was going.
 
   “Yeah,” said Amy. “Asking a lot of questions about how you were doing. She was your homeroom teacher, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” He didn’t elaborate more than that, and he could tell that Amy could sense something was up.
 
   “What?” She poked him in the shoulder. “You have to tell me! What is it?”
 
   “It’s nothing,” he said. “She was… a good teacher.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus moved down a row of desks, frowning as he looked over at the one he’d been sitting on that morning. It was after school, and he hadn’t realized that he’d forgotten his jacket in homeroom until the end of lunch. His fourth and fifth period teachers had not been kind enough to let him head down to Ms. White’s room, so here was, attempting grab it at the last minute.
 
   “Looking for something, Cyrus?” 
 
   Ms. White stepped out of her back office, frowning slightly as she watched him. She’d been Cyrus’s neighbor for a while after she and her family, Amy included, had moved into Weston, but she’d found her own place shortly before accepting a permanent teaching job at the beginning of the year.
 
   She was a pretty woman, but not quite outright attractive. Her hair was dark brown and while her face was quite cute, her body lacked the breasts and butt that even some of the younger high school girls were already developing.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” said Cyrus. “Sorry, Ms. White. I forgot my jacket here in homeroom this morning.”
 
   Ms. White’s eyes were probably her most intense feature, two greyish blue pools that were more expressive than most people in their entirety. They looked somewhat amused, and a sinking feeling came over Cyrus as Ms. White turned and walked over to the door of the classroom, closing it and locking it.
 
   “Is it your jacket that you’re worried about, or what I found in the pocket of it?” asked Ms. White.
 
   Cyrus’s heart sank. The weed in his jacket wasn’t bought and payed for. It was the property of his dealer, Jackson, an older twenty something who had no qualms about taking physical retribution when his product came up missing.
 
   “Ms. White, I don’t know what-”
 
   “Don’t bullshit me, Cyrus,” she said. “I could smell it before you’d even left homeroom.”
 
   She was wearing a white blouse, the top button undone just enough to reveal a slice of her cleavage. The black skirt that went with it was tight around her hips. It was the most flattering outfit Cyrus had ever seen her in, and it reminded him that it was still pretty common for the older boys at his high school to talk about the things they’d like to do to her, if they got the chance.
 
   “It’s… not mine,” said Cyrus. It was the truth, in a manner of speaking, but it was clear enough from Ms. White’s expression that she wasn’t buying it.
 
   “Cyrus, this isn’t like you,” she said, walking toward him. “I read one of your English reflection essays, remember? The one about what it means to be a man, responsibility, taking positive action?”
 
   Cyrus remembered. He’d written it shortly after the first time his mom had disappeared and left him to fend for himself in the house for a week. He remembered it almost to the word.
 
   “I don’t want to see you go down a bad path, Cyrus.” Ms. White was standing right in front of him now, and she let one of her hands settle on his shoulder. “Is there any reason why I shouldn’t call the main office right now and let them know about this?”
 
   Cyrus had a plan, albeit a very flimsy one. Throughout the year, Ms. White had been borderline flirtatious with all of the male seniors, or at least all of the ones that were old enough to be over 18. 
 
   He’d always just taken it as a quirk of her personality, the way her hand would linger on his when passing him something, the winks, the suggestive phrasing. But it was the only thing that he had now, other than begging and pleading, that he could leverage to his advantage.
 
   “Ms. White,” he said, gathering his courage. “I think there’s a very good reason why the two of us should keep this as our little secret.”
 
   He took a small step forward, putting himself inches away from being pressed directly against her. Ms. White’s expression flashed with surprise, and then something else.
 
   “What are you doing, Cyrus?” she said, her voice unconcerned.
 
   “You locked me in your classroom with you,” he said. “What’s that going to look like to the eyes of the principal, or the superintendent?”
 
   Ms. White scowled at him.
 
   “I-”
 
   Cyrus leaned in and kissed her, pulling her body tight against his and feeling an unexpected flash of hot desire as their lips met. He was no Casanova. Technically, he was still a virgin, having only made out and fooled around on the lower bases with the girls he’d dated throughout his high school career.
 
   But Cyrus had no intention of giving up and letting his life fall apart because of the well-meaning intentions of a teacher who’d never known a day of real adversity in her life. He risked it all on a gamble, knowing that the flirty narrative around Ms. White was just as primed for a scandal as his own reputation as the guy who knew where to find certain things.
 
   He pulled back from the kiss, half expecting Ms. White to slap him immediately. She was blushing slightly, and it took her a moment to recover her composure enough to speak.
 
   “This… is insane.” She shook her head.
 
   “The door is already locked.” Cyrus leaned his lips into her neck, kissing her and noticing that he was also already hard. Ms. White’s body was receptive, even as her eyes continued to cycle through a range of complicated emotions.
 
   “You… I can’t believe you,” she whispered.
 
   “We could always just talk more about things,” said Cyrus. “In your back office.”
 
   Every homeroom teacher had a back office, a small, private room that they used to keep their papers and personal things. Ms. White’s was only a few steps away, right behind the teacher’s desk. Cyrus took a step toward it and felt Ms. White relent, walking just in front of him, holding one of his hands and leading him forward.
 
   “I…” She was blushing, and looked as though she couldn’t decide whether to smile or to glare at him. “Just… come on.”
 
   They stepped inside her office. Cyrus closed the door and locked it, immediately turning back to face Ms. White. She took a seat on top of her desk, crossing her legs in that suggestive, seductive way that only a minority of women ever truly perfect.
 
   It was like erotic magnetism was pulling him toward her. He kissed her, feeling himself doubting whether or not the decision to seduce had really been his in the first place. Ms. White cupped his cheek and pushed her tongue into his mouth, taking his hand and leading it to her breasts.
 
   Cyrus had never been so turned on before in his life, but at the same time, he felt suddenly intimidated and overwhelmed by the situation. Ms. White seemed to sense his hesitation, pushing him back slightly and making a show of unbuttoning her blouse.
 
   “Mr. Smith,” she said. “Are you a virgin?”
 
   Cyrus didn’t answer her, but apparently, that was answer enough. Ms. White stopped fiddling with her blouse, smiling coyly as she slipped off the desk and pressed herself against him.
 
   “Maybe I read you wrong?” said Ms. White. “You seemed so assertive before. I thought you were the type of guy who knew what it meant to be a-“
 
   He cut her off in midsentence with a kiss, suddenly motivated by his volatile teenage hormones and knowledge of the fragility of the situation. Ms. White responded eagerly, and even more so as he pushed her back against the desk, turning her around and pulling her butt against his hard bulge.
 
    “Oh, Cyrus…” She let out a small moan as he ran his hands across her breasts and then slipped them under her skirt. “You’re… a very fast learner.”
 
   “And you’re a very slutty teacher,” Cyrus whispered, letting his fingers glide across her already wet panties. Ms. White practically fluttered against him, entranced by the heat of the encounter. He pulled her panties down and quickly unzipped his jeans, freeing his cock from the confines of his boxers and sliding up her skirt.
 
   “Oh, whoa…” Ms. White ground herself against him, but her voice was suddenly hesitant. “You should get a… a condom.”
 
   “Really, Ms. White?” Cyrus felt a sudden, sadistic thrill as he pushed the head of his cock against her hot, wet cunt.
 
   “It will only take a second,” she whispered, almost pleading. “I have one in my… Oh, god!”
 
   Cyrus thrust forward a little, feeling as though he was taking revenge for the way she’d played him with his jacket. Ms. White’s body practically pulsated in ecstasy. She arched her back and leaned her head into his shoulder, at the mercy of his cock.
 
   “Ms. White,” he said. “I’m going to fuck you and fill you up at the end, like the dirty slut you are. How does that make you feel?”
 
   “Oh god!”
 
   Cyrus couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he pushed a little deeper into her. Was it really this easy? The encounter had spiraled out of both of their control so quickly, and it seemed as though the further he pushed it, the more gasoline he threw on the fire, the more he had her wrapped around his finger.
 
   He unbuttoned her blouse further and pulled her bra down, pleasantly surprised by the size of her breasts as he exposed them to the open air. Cyrus tweaked one of her nipples, eliciting another shocked and borderline offended gasp, and then began to slide himself in and out of her.
 
   Ms. White made tiny, whimpering noises, clearly working hard to keep from screaming in pleasure. Cyrus, as well, found that he had to bite his lip to keep from moaning and losing himself in the moment. It was his first time, and he felt like he was nailing it as much as he was nailing her. It felt good, empowering, and so very, very dirty.
 
   “Ms. White?” A voice came from outside both the office classroom doors, followed by heavy knocking. “We need to get into your classroom to finish cleaning for the afternoon.”
 
   Cyrus hesitated, holding himself back from his next thrust as the janitor’s knocking continued. He kept his cock in Ms. White as his teacher tried to compose herself enough to properly respond.
 
   “I… I’m sorry,” called Ms. White. “I’m giving a student… some extra tutoring.”
 
   Cyrus thrust into her, kissing her neck and groping her breasts. Ms. White let out a quiet whimper and tried to slap his hands away.
 
   “There are other places you can go,” called the janitor. “We’re already finished with the library and most of the classrooms on the first floor.”
 
   “Nooo…” Ms. White called back. “We… need to do it here. And… right now.”
 
   Cyrus began pumping into her a little faster, a thrill going through him at the risk he was taking. The desk shifted slightly, scraping against the tile floor.
 
   “Are you okay in there, Ms. White?” asked the janitor. “Is something going on?”
 
   “Nothing is… going on.” Ms. White’s voice came out in pulsating bursts, dripping with sex and pleasure. “I’m busy in here right now!”
 
   The janitor sighed and mumbled something else, and then there was no sound from the hall. Cyrus pushed Ms. White down flat on the desk and began pumping into her hard. Ms. White started to moan, quietly at first, and then increasing in volume.
 
   “That’s right, Ms. White,” said Cyrus. “You’re so busy in here. Giving extra special, extra tutoring.”
 
   “Jesus,” moaned Ms. White. “Cyrus!”
 
   He pumped into her hard, loving everything about her reactions and the control he had. Cyrus slammed into his teacher, feeling her soft butt against his crotch, her tight cunt accepting his hard cock. He… went bit too fast, and didn’t pull himself back in time.
 
   “Oh…” he grunted, losing a bit of his aggressive state. “Whoops.”
 
   The orgasm was brilliant, flooding his body with pleasure to the tips of his fingers and toes. He almost collapsed on top of Ms. White, whose body continued to gyrate underneath him, seeking a release that it didn’t quite get.
 
   Cyrus was too inexperienced to know what to say, or where to go from there. Part of him, most of him, in fact, was mortified by the things he’d said to her and the way he’d said them. He pulled back, sheepishly pulling up his boxers and avoiding eye contact, expecting serious consequences or at least a vicious reprimand.
 
   “Cyrus…” Ms. White buttoned up her t-shirt and leaned back against the desk, crossing her legs. “…You understand what happens if you tell anyone about this?”
 
   Cyrus could see his cum leaking out of her, staining her tight black skirt, proof of where he’d been.
 
   “I… understand,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Ms. White smiled at him.
 
   “Oh, don’t apologize,” she said. “That… was amazing.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cyrus?”
 
   Cyrus blinked. Amy was frowning and looking at him expectantly.
 
   “Uh... what?” He scratched his head.
 
   “You’ve been staring at the fire for like, minutes now,” she said. “Did something happen between you in my sister?”
 
   “No,” he said, smiling. “Of course not.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Night came on in full force, and as it did, it became clear to all of the survivors that they would at the very least, be spending some of the night on the island. The fire crackled and offered a small measure of warmth and comfort, but none of them relished the idea of sleeping out on the sand.
 
   “We can make small sleeping pads for our heads out of the leaves,” Cyrus said, answering a question one of Amy’s friends had asked. “But there’s no getting around sleeping on the beach, at least not for tonight. We’ll just have to rinse off in the ocean in the morning.”
 
   “If we’re still here in the morning,” said Peter.
 
   Something tells me we will be.
 
   Cyrus kept the thought to himself, not wanting to demoralize anyone, and started off toward the jungle’s tree line. It was dark, but the light from the fire was unobstructed across the beach, and they managed to find a few plants with large, glossy leaves, each one about the size of a small pillow. He picked enough for the group and walked back to the camp, passing one out to each survivor.
 
   “Thanks,” said Tamyra, the new woman. Cyrus nodded to her.
 
   “Sorry, we didn’t really get a chance to talk before,” he said. “Are you doing okay?”
 
   She just nodded and stared at him. After a second or two of it, Cyrus coughed and moved onto the next person, feeling uncomfortable.
 
   Peter sat a little apart from the rest of the group, and once all of the other survivors had settled in for the night, Cyrus walked over to him and sat down. He waited for a minute. Usually it was easy to tell what was on Peter’s mind, but the chaos of the situation made it hard for Cyrus to get a read on him. 
 
   “Tell me honestly what you think, Cyrus,” said Peter, looking out into the ocean, rather than directly at him.
 
   “Straight to the point tonight, huh Pete?
 
   “Fuck you.” Peter flicked a handful of sand at him. “Come on man. What do you think? The truth, as you see it, of our situation.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
 
   “We went down in the middle of the ocean,” he said. “We’re on an island, sure, but the Pacific is a pretty big place. We might end up being here for a few days, at least.”
 
   “I don’t buy that shit for a second,” said Peter. “They must already know where we are! How could they not?”
 
   “You asked for the truth,” said Cyrus. “And that’s not to say that we’re doomed, or anything.”
 
   “I know,” said Peter. “Of course. We’re all still alive.”
 
   Not all of us, thought Cyrus. Not Darius.
 
   He bit back the thought, knowing that the last thing Peter needed was for him to lose start losing his cool.
 
   “I think we just need to take practical steps to ensure that we make the best of our situation here,” said Cyrus. “Simple things, our basic needs. We can start tomorrow.”
 
   Peter was silent for a moment. Finally, he turned to face Cyrus, clapping a hand on his shoulder and flashing a perfect smile.
 
   “Cyrus, you’re the best friend a guy could ask for,” said Peter. “Having you here, and knowing that you have my back, it makes all the difference.”
 
   “Thanks, man,” said Cyrus. “Same to you.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t have any weed on you?”
 
   Cyrus snorted and pushed Peter over on the sand.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “We should both get some sleep, too.” 
 
   It was a lot easier than Cyrus had been expecting to pass out on the beach, even while dealing with the ants and tiny bugs that made it their home. He was physically and mentally exhausted from the events of the day, and fell asleep almost as soon as his head touched down on the leaf.
 
   He awoke early the next morning, rising with the sun. Most of the other survivors were either already awake or slowly stirring. A few, like Amy’s two friends, were reliving their initial states of shock as they confirmed that the crash hadn’t all just been a bad dream.
 
   Maggie walked over to Cyrus and sat down next to him, smiling and flicking a few strands of crab grass out of his hair. She looked a little disheveled, but no worse for wear overall, though it was clear enough from her body language that she was dying for a chance to wash up.
 
   “Sleep okay?” she asked. Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Surprisingly, yeah,” he said. “You?”
 
   Maggie smiled sadly.
 
   “Couldn’t stop thinking about Darius,” she whispered. “But I knew he would have wanted me to get some rest, so I tried.”
 
   It took Cyrus a minute to think of what to say back to that.
 
   “Yeah, he would have,” he finally said. “He would have wanted you to do everything you need to in order to keep surviving, and make it through this.”
 
   He reached his hand out and gave one of Maggie’s a squeeze. Those perfect emerald eyes settled onto his, accompanied by a soft, grateful smile.
 
   “Attention, everyone.” Peter was making his way to the approximate center of the group, next to the burned out fire from the night before. “I’ve thought a lot about our situation, and where we need to go from here.”
 
   Maggie shot Cyrus a curious look, as though asking whether or not he was comfortable with letting Peter take charge. Cyrus just shrugged.
 
   “We’re going to build a raft,” announced Peter.
 
   He’s out of his mind.              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   A long moment of silence hung over the group. Peter had his hands set on his hips and was grinning at them as though he’d reinvented the wheel. After about ten or twenty seconds of listening to the group whisper to each other, Peter continued.
 
   “We build a raft, and we get the hell off this island,” he said. “Odds are good that we’re within like, a hundred miles of Fiji, anyway.”
 
   “That’s not how odds work,” said Maggie, frowning at him. “Unless you have some information we don’t.”
 
   “Look, we can’t just sit here on our asses and do nothing.” Peter jutted out his chin. “It’s the only sensible thing to do.”
 
   “What about waiting here for rescue?” asked Amy. “What’s not sensible about that?”
 
   Peter made an annoyed noise and looked as though the only thing holding him back from swearing was the fact that he was now talking to Amy.
 
   “Look, I was as sure as anyone yesterday that the rescue choppers would be on us within the day,” said Peter. “But they never showed up. They might have already written us off as a lost cause.”
 
   “You’ve seen the news stories before, surely, Peter,” said Maggie. “That’s not how it works. The families of the passengers, hell, the whole world keeps looking until they find something. They’ll find us, it’s just a matter of-“
 
   “And when they do, we’ll be safe and sound, either on the raft or in Fiji,” said Peter. “Survival is proactive. Right Cyrus?”
 
   Cyrus had remained silent during the discussion, and now all eyes turned toward him, including Peter’s. 
 
   I know what those eyes mean, he thought. He’s asking me if I have his back.
 
    
 
    
 
   A fist slammed into Cyrus’s abdomen, feeling no different from a heavy rock or a steel bar as it introduced itself to his stomach. He doubled over, winded and nauseous from the force of the blow.
 
   “Jackson doesn’t want an apology,” said one of the two men who’d jumped him. “He wants his money.”
 
   “I’ll… get it,” muttered Cyrus. “Just a couple more days.”
 
   “He wants it on time!” One of the men kicked him hard in the ribs and Cyrus let out a deep, aching groan. It wasn’t the first time he’d come up short to his dealer, but this was the first time anyone had laid hands on him over it.
 
   The alley they were in wasn’t all that far from Weston High, but Cyrus knew better than to call for help. It was after school hours, and on top of that, these were the last people he’d wanted to end up being associated with in a police report.
 
   “You’re going to pay him double, you hear?” asked the first man. “And you’re going to have the money ready by-”
 
   Peter came out of nowhere, slamming the man in back into the alley’s wall before anyone could react. He whirled to face the other one, dressed in his track and field outfit and holding a metal baton in his hand.
 
   “Get the fuck out of here,” snarled Peter. “Now.”
 
   “There’s two of us!” said one of the men.
 
   “And there’s two of us.” Peter kept his eyes on them as he reached down to help Cyrus to his feet. He struck a somewhat intimidating figure, tall, strong arm and leg muscles openly showcased on either side of his shorts and t-shirt.  
 
   The man that seemed to be the leader of the two glared at Cyrus and pointed his finger.
 
   “You don’t pay Jackson by the end of tomorrow, and it’s going to be worse,” he said. “Remember, it’s double now, and you give it to me, not to him.”
 
   “Fuck off,” managed Cyrus.
 
   The two men departed from the alleyway without turning their backs to Cyrus and Peter. Cyrus slumped against the side of the nearest wall and tried to remember how to breathe.
 
   “You okay?” asked Peter.
 
   “Yeah,” said Cyrus. “Jesus. I knew Jackson was sketchy, but I never thought that he’d take it this far.”
 
   “Why don’t you have his money?”
 
   Cyrus shook his head.
 
   “I made the mistake of leaving some of what I’d already earned in my mom’s hands,” he said. “She’d been doing better, for a little while. And then she disappeared again, and rent was due last week.”
 
   Peter shook his head slowly, frowning at Cyrus.
 
   “How much?” he asked.
 
   “Peter I-“
 
   “How much?”
 
   “One hundred,” said Cyrus. “Well, two hundred, now.”
 
   “All of this over a hundred bucks?” Peter scoffed. “Here.”
 
   He pulled out his wallet, and before Cyrus could stop him, set five crisp twenty dollar bills into his hand.
 
   “Peter, I can’t take this,” said Cyrus. “I won’t be able to pay you back.”
 
   “Good thing it’s a gift, not a loan, then,” said Peter. “Give it to the guy you actually owe, not that muscle brained scumbag, okay?”
 
   Cyrus stared at his friend, feeling strangely horrified by his generosity.
 
   “Peter, seriously, I can’t.”
 
   Peter slapped a hand down on his shoulder and leaned forward to meet his eye.
 
   “The thing about you, Cyrus, is that you don’t realize how much you mean to other people,” he said. “It’s kind of endearing on some days, and really annoying on others.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and offered a slight shrug.
 
   “Thanks, Peter,” he said. “I won’t forget this.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, Cyrus?” asked Peter. “What do you think?”
 
   Cyrus nodded slowly, feeling caught between a rock and a hard place.
 
   “I do think we need to be proactive,” he said. “But we haven’t had anything to eat, or drink, since we first crashed here.”
 
   “So you don’t agree with me on this?” asked Peter.
 
   “No, that’s not what I mean,” said Cyrus. “I’m saying that we need to multitask. We build the raft while we work to take care of our other needs.”
 
   Peter shuffled slightly and waved his hand through the air.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “That works. Anyone who wants to work on the raft today, find me. That’s what I’ll be doing.”
 
   Peter turned and started walking down the beach, leaving the rest of the survivors to their own activities. Cyrus felt the eyes of the group settled onto him, and fidgeted a bit.
 
   “Well,” he said. “I guess we need to focus on our basic survival needs. Food, water, and shelter.”
 
   Cyrus watched as Candace and Aiden both raised their hands in unison.
 
   “We’ll start working on improving the camp here on the beach,” said Candace. “If that’s alright?”
 
   “Sure,” he said, nodding.
 
   Sargent Tamyra Douglass and Maggie’s friend, Kyoko, were both sitting side by side on one edge of the burned out fire.
 
   “Can you two start looking for food?” asked Cyrus. “There are plenty of coconuts around to collect. You won’t even need to head into the jungle.”
 
   They nodded, and slowly rose to their feet to get to work. Cyrus could see the fatigue in their movements, and felt the pressure on his shoulders intensify slightly. There were, relative to the island’s size, a lot of them, and they’d all be pulling from the same, limited pool of resources.
 
   Maybe Peter is right about the raft. Maybe we need to get out of here as soon as we can, even if it’s dangerous.
 
   “Cyrus?” Maggie stood next to him, patiently waiting with her hands clasped together. “What about me?”
 
   “We need to find a source of freshwater,” he said. “That’s priority number one. Food, we can manage without for a couple of days. Water… well, we’re already starting to feel the effects of dehydration.”
 
   Maggie nodded and fell into place beside him. The two of them had started walking toward the tree line of the jungle when Amy skipped over and began to follow.
 
   “I’ll go with,” she said.
 
   “I think we have it covered, if you want to stay here?” Maggie flashed an odd smile at her.
 
   “That’s alright,” said Amy. “I need to stretch my legs, anyway.”
 
   She brushed up against Cyrus as she started walking on his other side. Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Alright, then,” he said. “Let’s get started.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Cyrus realized in short order that he was not giving the dense foliage of the jungle the respect it deserved. He’d led Maggie and Amy forward through the trees, assuming that it would be similar to forests he’d gone camping in back home, around Weston.
 
   The branches of the trees intersected overhead, thick enough with their leaves to create a natural canopy that allowed only scant rays of sunshine through. Vines hung at odd angles, forming curtains in some places that had to be physically parted in order for them to pass by.
 
   Dozens of different bushes and plants sprung up from the sandy soil underfoot, many of them bearing colorful patterns that made Cyrus wary of poisons and allergens. It was like navigating a maze as he moved forward, constantly stopping to hold back vines and push aside vegetation to allow Maggie and Amy to follow.
 
   “There’s so much life here,” said Amy. “It’s like a reverse oasis… land surrounded by a desert of water.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a bad analogy, all things considered.” Cyrus brushed a section of tall grass aside and continued onward.
 
   “We’ll have to be careful about what we attempt to eat,” said Maggie. “Some of this stuff looks dangerous.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out what’s edible and what’s not,” said Amy.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know about that,” Maggie replied. 
 
   Cyrus looked over his shoulder at them. The two were oddly tense around each other, as though still in the process of sizing one another up and drawing boundaries. They’d never been close back home. In fact, Cyrus wasn’t sure they’d ever spent any time together outside of a basic introduction and a few words here and there.
 
   Darius would bring up something that we can all talk about, he thought. Find common ground for them.
 
   The memory of his brother was no less sharp and piercing than it had been the night before, but Cyrus took solace in thinking about how Darius would have acted in the situation. It might have been a defense mechanism against both the situation of the island and the grief of his brother’s death, but it was exactly what Cyrus needed to stay focused.
 
   “So about the raft,” said Cyrus. “Do either of you think it’s a good idea?”
 
   “No,” Maggie said, immediately. “For a half dozen different reasons.”
 
   “I agree,” said Amy. “There’s just too much that could go wrong. Storms in the open ocean are no joke, and we’d have to bring fresh water and food with us.”
 
   “Peter seems convinced that it’s the best way forward,” said Cyrus.
 
   “I don’t care all that much what Peter thinks,” said Amy. “What do you think?”
 
   Cyrus frowned. He pushed through another curtain of vines, shrugging his shoulders without looking back at his two companions.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess… right now, there are more important things for us to worry about.”
 
   Like not dying of dehydration.
 
   “I need to get a better view of where we’re headed,” he said. “Hang out down here for a second.”
 
   Cyrus spent a minute shimmying his way up a branchless palm tree that leaned at a climbable angle, getting his head above most of the jungle’s canopy. The island wasn’t huge, and his elevated view gave him a much better sense of its scale. 
 
   The smoke plume he’d seen the day before had quieted down, though there was still a charred scent in the air. The central stone mound was no more than forty or fifty feet high, made of hard, igneous rock and surrounded by trees on several, but not all sides.
 
   He also spotted a small clearing a bit off on a diagonal from where they were, the trees and foliage around it denser than they were elsewhere. Cyrus felt a spike of hope as he considered what that meant and slid down the palm tree’s trunk to the ground.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “I think a found something.”
 
   Maggie smiled broadly at him, while Amy stepped forward and gave him a hug that felt a bit exaggerated.
 
   “Uh, don’t celebrate just yet,” he said.
 
   “Sorry…” Amy pulled back, blushing a little. 
 
   “Come on, stay close.”
 
   Though it seemed as though the clearing had been within a minute’s walk, it took Cyrus, Maggie, and Amy almost ten minutes to push their way through to it. The transition out of the thick, jungle foliage and into the small clearing was sudden, and seeing a small, crystal clear pool of water at the center of it put an instant smile on Cyrus’s face.
 
   “Oh my god!” said Maggie. “I just remembered how thirsty I am…”
 
   The pool was about the size of a small lake, forty or fifty feet across and deep blue in color. Tall grass grew in abundance around the lake’s lip, and Cyrus could see exposed branches of nearby trees poking through into the reservoir, suggesting that the pool had been formed recently, possibly in the same way as a sink hole, or from an earthquake.
 
   “We should probably find a way to boil the water, just in case…”
 
   He trailed off as he watched Amy run forward and dive in, not bothering to strip down into her swimsuit. She began taking big, desperate sips, grinning at the other two as they watched from the lake’s bank.
 
   “That’s our drinking water!” shouted Maggie. “And you’re mixing all the dirt and grime you’ve collected over the past day into it.”
 
   “Relax,” said Amy. “It’s really deep! And it’s not salty at all.”
 
   Cyrus frowned and walked a bit closer. True enough, the bottom wasn’t visible at the center of the lake, and he could see a small underwater cave branching off below the surface directly across from him.
 
   “It still might have bacteria, or something else unsavory mixed in,” he said.
 
   “We’re stranded on a desert island, Cyrus,” said Amy. “Loosen up a bit.”
 
   She sunk her hands underwater and pulled up hard, splashing him with water. Cyrus opened his mouth to chastise her for splashing water, but stopped when he saw the playful, carefree expression on her face.
 
   “I’m going back to the beach camp.” Maggie was crouched low on the far side from where Amy had jumped, taking careful sips of water from cupped hands. “The others will want to know about this immediately.”
 
   “Alright,” said Cyrus. “Be careful.”
 
   Maggie walked over to him and pulled him into a hug. The feeling of her body against him felt shamefully nice, soft and curving out in all the right places. She smelled faintly of perfume, along with the sweet, unidentifiable scent of femininity.
 
   Water splashed against the two of them, causing Cyrus and Maggie to flinch apart. Amy laughed, and Cyrus shot her a scowl before looking at Maggie. Her sun dress was wet in the front, wet enough to make it abundantly clear that she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath to keep her breasts confined.
 
   “Thanks a lot,” said Maggie, sarcastically.
 
   “Any time.” Amy grinned at them and shifted to float on her back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   “The water is pretty warm, you know,” said Amy.
 
   Cyrus had just finished drinking his fill and was taking a closer look at some of the berry bushes around the pond. Amy continued to swim, having ditched her blouse and jean shorts in favor of the swim suit she’d had the foresight to wear underneath.
 
   “I’m sure it is,” said Cyrus. “But there’s still work left to do today.”
 
   Amy splashed water in his direction again, this time drawing up short of him. She smiled mischievously and came deep enough into the shallows for her big, beautiful, bikini clad breasts to slide above the surface and into view.
 
   “Come on, Cyrus,” she said. “Have some fun.”
 
   He smiled, despite himself, and forced his head to shake no.
 
   “I don’t even have anything to wear,” he said. “My swimsuit was in my luggage.”
 
   “I’m sure your boxers would do just fine,” said Amy. “Come on, I’m bored swimming by myself.”
 
   Maybe just for a minute…
 
   “Fine,” said Cyrus. “But after this, we need to head back and start helping collect food for tonight.”
 
   “Of course.” Amy’s perfect smile gleamed back at him. She watched him undress, and he felt a little nervous under her gaze. He’d known Amy for years, and was close enough to her for it to be unusual for her to have that kind of effect on him.
 
   He slowly slid into the lake, finding that true to Amy’s word, the water was the perfect temperature for swimming. A sudden rush of excitement went through him as he watched her swimming toward him, her breasts swaying from side to side with each movement.
 
   “Let’s play a game,” she said. 
 
   “Marco Polo doesn’t work that well with only two people,” said Cyrus. He dipped his hands into the water and splashed some over his face and hair, feeling it refresh him.
 
   “No.” Amy stood in the water next to him, leaning her face in close to his. “How about… Truth or Dare?”
 
   Cyrus rolled his eyes.
 
   “Are you being serious right now?”
 
   “You go first,” she said. “Truth or dare?”
 
   Cyrus met her gaze for a moment, feeling a though the lake had gotten a few degrees warmer, electric tension rippling through the air between them.
 
   “Truth,” he said. Amy smiled, and Cyrus suddenly realized that she’d been hoping for him to pick that.
 
   “What really happened between you and my sister?”
 
   Cyrus groaned.
 
   “She… found weed in my jacket,” he said, truthfully. “She held me in her classroom and taught me my lesson.”
 
   Amy looked skeptical.
 
   “The way she talks about you, it almost sounds like…” She chewed her lip, frowning. “Me and Lana have always been very competitive. It’s like she’s, I don’t know, goading about something that happened between the two of you.”
 
   “What are you suggesting, Amy?” he asked. She didn’t say anything, so he made an attempt at changing the subject. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”
 
   “Dare,” said Amy, not missing a beat.
 
   “Aw jeez…” Cyrus shook his head, feeling tired and like far too much of an adult. Before he could formulate a reasonable dare in his head, Amy was against him, her hand playing across the muscles of his chest, sliding down to his stomach.
 
   “Don’t hold back,” she whispered. “I never turn down a dare.”
 
   “Amy…” Cyrus leaned in close, letting his breath tickle her neck. “I want you… to wear two halves of a coconut as a bra for the next week.”
 
   Amy scowled at him and splashed him with water.
 
   “You’re no fun,” she said. “Why do you have to be such a mood killer?”
 
    
    Because I know how Peter feels about you.
 
     
 
   
 
    
 
   “All I’m saying is that I’m bored with the normal girls.”
 
   Peter pulled his arm back, launching the flat rock he held out across the calm river water and scoring three solid skips.
 
   “What about Shauna?” asked Cyrus. “The new cheerleader? The one who keeps giving you googly eyes every time she sits with us at lunch?”
 
   “She’s dirty,” said Peter. “Half the football team is already bragging about what they’ve done with her.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be too quick to judge.” Cyrus shifted, letting his feet splash a bit of the water from the rock he sat on. The sun was setting on the western horizon, and for a weekday night, it felt pleasantly stress free.
 
   “I’m just asking you to introduce me,” said Peter. “Maybe put in a good word. That kind of thing.”
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus frowned at him. “She’s my neighbor. I don’t have any unique insight into her heart.”
 
   “There isn’t a single guy at our school who knows her better than you do.”
 
   “That’s not really saying much,” said Cyrus. “Don’t a few of your track buddies call her the ice queen?”
 
   “I put a stop to that,” said Peter. “Seriously, Cyrus. Why not introduce me to her? Is she your type, or something?”
 
   Cyrus frowned.
 
   “She’s… different,” he said. “She’s not predictable. And I get the sense that she has a lot going on, right now.”
 
   Peter looked over at Cyrus for a couple of seconds.
 
   “Fine, be that way,” he said. “You’re not going to get mad at me if I fool around with her, are you?”
 
   Cyrus chuckled.
 
   “She’s her own woman, Peter. Just don’t end up with a broken heart if she shoots you down.”
 
   Peter threw another rock, this one plunking and sinking without catching air.
 
   “She seems like one of the few girls that could,” he said. “Break my heart, that is.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy’s hand continued to roam, sliding into the waistband of Cyrus’s boxers and threatening to slide further. Cyrus reacted to her touch with hot, seductive desire, his cock hardening even before she’d made it that far.
 
   “I didn’t dare you to do something like this,” he said.
 
   “Are you asking me to stop?” whispered Amy.
 
   She licked her lips slowly, letting the moment drag out and thicken until it felt steamy and magnetic. Cyrus leaned in and kissed her hard, pressing himself into her. Amy slid her legs open slightly and ground her crotch against his, her body burning hot where they made contact.
 
   He wanted to take her, right there and right then. It wasn’t just because of the heat of the moment, either. There was something that went beyond just that, something raw and primal, something that ran parallel to their situation, stranded on the desert island, rediscovering what it meant to live each day.
 
   Amy let out a tiny whimper and lifted up her legs, wrapping them around his waist and floating in the water with her arms looped around his neck. She kissed him again and then buried her face in her neck shyly. The movement reminded Cyrus of something, the secret of hers that he’d held in private and had never shared with another soul.
 
   She shifted, dropping back down to the water, and led him into a shallow section of the small lake. Amy kissed his lips and then his neck, pressing herself against him as she dropped down, her big breasts sliding across Cyrus’s chest and stomach as she sank down in front of him.
 
   “Have you thought of a real dare yet, Cyrus?” she said, her voice sultry and tempting. Cyrus smiled at her and glanced around, making sure that Maggie hadn’t returned with some of the others.
 
   “Amy…” 
 
   Part of him wanted to tell her to stop, to slam the brakes on the situation before it got completely out of hand. But he didn’t, and as she slid his boxers down and let his erect cock snap into view, Cyrus’s entire body pulsed with illicit excitement. 
 
   “You know me, Cyrus,” whispered Amy. “You look out for me.”
 
   She nuzzled her cheek against the head of his hard, sensitive erection, sending a wave of pleasure through the rest of him.
 
   “Let me give you something nice…”
 
   Amy kissed his cock with gentle, soft easiness, starting with her hot lips, letting them rub along the tip and shaft. It was lurid and scandalous, and felt like betrayal. Cyrus knew how it would affect Peter if he ever found out, but a dozen different rationalizations ran through his mind, one after another.
 
   I knew Amy first. She used to be my neighbor. And besides, I saved her.
 
   “Oh, Amy,” moaned Cyrus. 
 
   Her hand stroked back and forth along his shaft as she kissed and suckled. Cyrus stared down at her, only to find that she was staring back up at him with those dazzling, deep blue eyes. The cleavage of her breasts was on par with any actress or porn star, and it made him feel desperate to see, to feel, to experience all of her.
 
   She slowly began to take more and more of his cock into her mouth, her tongue sliding and caressing as her lips formed a tight, succulent seal. Lewd wet noises came from the act, but the sound of the jungle was loud enough to hide them from anyone approaching from the beach.
 
   Cyrus had to lean back against the bank of the lake, his legs turning to jelly under the sexual onslaught of Amy’s gorgeous mouth. He cupped her cheek, encouraging her more than taking control, as she worked her magic.
 
   She’s good at this, he thought. Maybe I shouldn’t think too much about why that is.
 
   Amy pulled her mouth back for a moment and made a popping sound with her lips. She stroked his cock with sensual, fluid movements and gave it several long licks. Cyrus wasn’t sure how much more she could take, but the expression on her face told him that she had no intention of stopping.
 
   “Does it feel good, Cyrus?” asked Amy.
 
   “It feels incredible,” he said, grinning.
 
   “Better than some of the other girls you’ve been with?”
 
   The question was phrased in a way that made Cyrus suspect that answering it might be a trap. Instead, he pinched his fingers sensually against her chin, and guided his cock back into her mouth. Amy began sucking enthusiastically, bobbing her head back and forth, her blonde bangs falling across her face.
 
   Cyrus sank down against her, cradling her face and pumping his hips. He was horny, hornier than he should have been. Again, it seemed as though the situation was primed for sex. A tropical island, with only him and Peter and a half dozen beautiful women. And Amy, his longtime friend and occasional crush, sucking him off with all of the illicit skill she had in her.
 
   “Oh, Amy,” he moaned. She pulled back, her lips popping off his cock and leaving it in the cruel, cold air.
 
   “Do you like that, Cyrus?” she asked.
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “Do you… like me?” Her eyes met his, and there was something so sad, so vulnerable in them, that the lust inside Cyrus almost died on the spot.
 
   “Amy…” he said, not knowing how or if he should answer.
 
   She immediately returned to sucking him off, her cheeks blushing bright red in either embarrassment or disappointment. Cyrus let out an appreciative moan and ran a reassuring hand through her hair. She sucked faster and faster, and soon, he could hold out no longer, blasting out his load into her mouth. She swallowed every drop.
 
   What was I supposed to say? Should I have just told her yes, and worried about Peter and all of the emotional drama later?
 
   Amy pulled his boxers up for him once she’d finished and took a strategic step back, so the two stood at a friendly, rather than an intimate distance. She was still blushing, and Cyrus cleared his throat, feeling uncomfortable and awkward and not knowing what to say.
 
   “We should probably head back to the beach camp, pretty soon,” he said, knowing that the words would probably cut her like daggers.
 
   Amy smiled weakly at him.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “If you think so…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   It was marginally easier heading back to the camp than it had been heading out, a light trail having formed in their wake. Cyrus made a mental note to clear a proper trail as soon as he had the time, making it easier for them to travel back and forth to the watering hole. 
 
   When Cyrus and Amy finally spilled back out onto the sand, they almost bumped into Maggie, who was collecting coconut halves right next to where they’d exited. She frowned and folded her arms when she saw them, glancing back and forth between them. 
 
   “You’re both soaking wet,” she said. “Did you… fall in together?”
 
   “The lake is deep,” said Cyrus. “It’s fine, the water won’t be contaminated by anything we do.”
 
   “By ‘anything’ you do, huh?” Maggie’s expression was stern, but there was also something else there, something a little confusing for Cyrus to interpret.
 
   “Relax, Maggie,” said Amy. “We were just having a little bit of fun. Nobody got hurt.”
 
   Cyrus immediately wished that Amy hadn’t said anything. The two women stared at each other like cowboys in the middle of a high noon shootout. Cyrus cleared his throat after a couple of painfully tense seconds and nodded to the coconut halves.
 
   “Should we start running water back and forth?” he asked. “That is our responsibility for today, after all.”
 
   Maggie recovered her composure and nodded.
 
   “Sure, that would be a huge help,” she said. “I’m still experimenting with how to get the coconut out without compromising the shell’s water carrying ability. For now, though, we’ll have to use halves, so be careful and go slow.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Cyrus stepped toward Maggie, pulling her into a light, friendly hug. He wasn’t sure why exactly he did it. Something on her face, maybe. It just seemed like she needed a hug, and from the way she hugged him back, his assumption seemed validated.
 
   He and Amy walked back along the trail, Cyrus putting in a bit of work as they went to pull down vines and break branches in the way. Amy didn’t say anything for about a minute, until they were definitely out of ear shot of the beach.
 
   “The two of you seem close,” said Amy, her words a little guarded.
 
   “We were pretty close,” said Cyrus. “Through Darius, of course.”
 
   He exhaled slowly, keeping Darius’s memory where it was for the moment.
 
   It won’t do me any good to get worked up every time I think of him.
 
   “Is she just looking out for you, then?” asked Amy, her voice a little suggestive.
 
   “She… was kind of like an older sister to me,” he said. “Most of the time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus scrubbed his hands and face off as best as he could in the shower, annoyed at how easily the smell of smoke seemed to stick to them. It wasn’t just weed smoke this time, either. Jackson had been having a bit of a party when he’d come through earlier, and everything from crack to meth to other, experimental drugs had been in the air.
 
   He scowled at the shower curtain as the water ran across his shoulders and back. It’d been four days since he’d last seen his mom. Not a huge amount of time for her to be out and about, all things considered, but after last time, he didn’t expect her back for at least another three, and there was no food left in the house. No money for him to buy food with, either, at least not until he moved some of the product Jackson had fronted him.
 
   As always, Jackson had been polite and personable. That’s how he was when Cyrus was dealing with him directly. It was his friends and lackeys who did the dirty work. This time, Jackson had even introduced Cyrus to Krysta, one of the girls that frequented his little shop. A very attractive girl, who seemed eager to hang out with Cyrus, pull him deeper into the lifestyle, and keep him under Jackson’s thumb
 
   He sighed, trying not to think about how nice the girl’s breasts had looked in the tight tube top she’d had on, and finished his shower. He grabbed his towel, dried off, and hung it around his waist for the walk back to his room.
 
   It wasn’t until Cyrus actually entered in his room that he realized that someone was already in it. He jumped in surprise, knocking loose the towel and revealing himself… to Maggie, who sat on what had been Darius’s old bed, reading a book.
 
   “Cyrus!” She blushed deeply and immediately stood up. “I’m so sorry!”
 
   “Jesus, Maggie!” Cyrus bent down to pick up the towel, dropping it a second time as he tried to stand back up. “Did you ever hear of knocking?”
 
   He was still aroused, the thoughts of Krysta and her cleavage now blending forward into the current moment. Maggie was wearing yoga pants and a loose, sleeveless workout top. She looked really, really good, and Cyrus felt horrible for noticing.
 
   “I just stopped by to check in on you…” Maggie made an attempt at looking away for a second, and then turned back to look at him, her eyes flicking down to Cyrus’s hard, unmissable erection.
 
   “Well, here I am,” said Cyrus, gritting his teeth. He made one last attempt at getting the towel into place, finally getting it wrapped. It didn’t do much to hide his arousal, which bulged out against the white, absorbent fabric.
 
   “Your room,” said Maggie. “It smells like-“
 
   “Weed,” he said, cutting her off. “I know.”
 
   He smiled bitterly and started walking toward his dresser. Maggie also walked forward, getting in between him and his destination.
 
   “You don’t have any food in your kitchen, either,” she said, softly.
 
   “And?” snapped Cyrus. “What’s your point? And what are you doing here?”
 
   Maggie looked away from him, pushing a few strands of brunette hair out of her face.
 
   “Your brother doesn’t see it, by I do,” she said. “You’re struggling, Cyrus. You need someone looking out for you.”
 
   “I’m doing just fine on my own,” he said.
 
   Maggie stared at him for a second, not saying anything. She was so pretty, and it was torture for Cyrus to look at her in his current state. She stepped a little closer, shifting her gaze down to his bare chest.
 
   “You’re strong, Cyrus,” she said. “But not strong enough to go it alone. Let me cook you dinner tonight.”
 
   Cyrus opened his mouth to tell her off and then stopped, a painful moment of self-awareness settling over him.
 
   “…Sure,” he said. “That… I’d like that.”
 
   Maggie smiled warmly.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “See, that wasn’t so hard!”
 
   She stepped forward and pulled him into a hug, seemingly forgetting how naked he was. Cyrus felt her body against his and felt ashamed. He’d never wanted sex so badly before in his life, and he wanted it from her, from Maggie, his brother’s long term girlfriend.
 
   His hard cock poked into her stomach as though trying to burn a hole through the towel and the fabric of her shirt. He felt her breasts against his chest, soft and each just enough to be a solid handful. He could smell her hair, her perfume, her perfect, feminine scent.
 
   “I’ll go pick up supplies and be back in a little bit.” Maggie pulled away, smiled at him as though nothing had just happened, and left the room.
 
   Cyrus collapsed on his bed, sliding the towel out to the side where it could shield his sheets from what he was about to do. All he could think about was Maggie.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus and Amy made four trips in total, carefully delivering enough water to the camp so that each of the survivors could have a cup or so along with dinner. It was late afternoon, and most of them were retiring from their work for the day.
 
   Aiden had made a significant amount of progress on making the camp more comfortable, collecting enough leaves to make several large, naturally woven carpets. They were spread out around where the fire had been, and while there weren’t quite enough for everyone to have one of their own to sleep on, Cyrus was still excited at the prospect of not having to spend another night rolling around in the sand.
 
   Kyoko and Tamyra had spent most of the day gathering food, mostly berries and coconuts. Cyrus’s stomach began to ache as he looked at it, his hunger coming back in full force after having been mostly forgotten in the stress of the previous day.
 
   “Do you know if those are safe to eat, though?” Cyrus asked Kyoko, who’d used a few broken coconut shells as bowls to hold the berries.
 
   “There’s an old trick I learned back l used to be interested in through hiking,” she said. She took one of the berries and squeezed a few drops of its juice onto the back of her hand. “You start with this test. If it doesn’t leave a rash, you taste it. And if it tastes alright, you eat a couple and wait and see.”
 
   Kyoko popped the ripe, red berry into her mouth slowly, her lips forming into a suggestive shape as they accepted it. She smiled coyly at Cyrus and held his gaze for a second. He was about to say something else when Amy grabbed his hand and gave it a sharp tug.
 
   “Candace still isn’t back,” she said. “Aiden said she went out looking for branches to use for a shelter. She hasn’t seen her for almost an hour.”
 
   “That’s not very long,” said Cyrus. “We were probably out for a couple of hours on our own. I’m sure she’ll be fine. Peter isn’t back either, yet.”
 
   Amy frowned at him and squeezed his hand. Cyrus squeezed back, hoping that he was right.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Peter was grinning from ear to ear when he returned to the camp. Cyrus had expected him to be ravaged by hunger and thirst, but his movements were calm as he sipped from one of the coconut cups, and he made no move to eat any of the food the others had been munching on.
 
   “Everyone,” he said, in a loud and somewhat boisterous voice. “There’s something that I need to show you!”
 
   Cyrus raised an eyebrow. Some of the girls were already standing up and heading to follow him. Cyrus dusted sand off his butt as he stood up and nodded to Maggie and Amy, walking alongside them a short distance behind the rest of the group.
 
   “I spent all day working on it,” said Peter. “It won’t be ready for a while, but there’s enough wood to work with, and we’ve got nothing but time.”
 
   Just around the bend from the beach camp was where Peter had been constructing his raft. It was still just bare framework, but it was larger than Cyrus had been expecting, close to fifteen feet on each side. Peter had found a couple of fallen palm trunks and used jungle vines to tie them solidly together. It was a good start, but as he’d said, it was nowhere close to being finished.
 
   “Great, Peter,” said Cyrus. “For the record, we found a proper source of freshwater today, along with edible berries. The island can support us, at least for a time.”
 
   “Sure, of course,” said Peter. “But now, we have hope! Hope… that’s what I’ve decided to call her.”
 
   He set a hand down on the edge of the raft’s frame and rubbed appreciatively. Cyrus held his tongue, knowing that it wasn’t the time to question his friend’s plan.
 
   But I do have questions, he thought. Questions about the basic premise of being able to cross the Pacific Ocean on a tiny fucking raft.
 
   “Come on,” said Cyrus. “Let’s head back to the camp and get the fire started. We can relax and have dinner, and worry about what comes next tomorrow.”
 
   Cyrus had half hoped that Candace would be waiting for them when they arrived back, but she was nowhere in sight. He pulled Darius’s lighter out of his pocket and set to work starting the campfire, grateful for the firewood that Aiden and some of the other girls had gathered during the day.
 
   “It’s going to be getting dark soon,” said Amy. “She’s still not back.”
 
   “I know,” said Cyrus. “I’ll go looking for her if she still isn’t here when the sun sets.”
 
   Maggie walked up to Cyrus, putting a hand on his shoulder and leaning slightly against his side.  They hadn’t talked much that afternoon, and she seemed to have something on her mind as she looked at him.
 
   “What?” Cyrus couldn’t stop a smirk from spreading across his face as he looked at her. “What is it?”
 
   Maggie shrugged and smiled.
 
   “You’re just doing such a good job,” she said.
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Of keeping us together,” said Maggie. “Keeping us organized. I can’t help but notice that kind of thing.”
 
   “I’m just doing what anyone would do, in my situation,” said Cyrus.
 
   Maggie’s smile slackened a bit, but the warmth held in her eyes.
 
   “You’re doing what he would have done.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “What Darius would have done.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and pulled her into a side hug against him. Maggie was warm and soft, and she had such elegance about her. He saw what his brother had seen in her, maybe even something more than that. 
 
   He felt an uncomfortable hot sensation spreading through him as he thought about sleeping near her, maybe even next to her, that night. It would feel so nice to have her that close at night, with everyone else asleep, alone in the darkness.
 
   What the hell am I thinking? She’s Darius’s girlfriend…
 
   “She still isn’t back!” Amy walked back over to Cyrus, glaring openly at Maggie until he pulled away from her. “Cyrus, I can’t just wait here! We need to-”
 
   A sinister growl came from the jungle, resonating in a deep, throaty pitch. It was immediately followed by several others, the calls louder than anything Cyrus had heard in the time since the crash had happened. The horizon was in the process of cutting off the last of the sun’s rays, and it almost seemed as though whatever creatures had made the calls were heralding the return of the moon.
 
   “Cyrus!” cried Amy. “What the hell was that?”
 
   Cyrus shook his head. He still didn’t have the fire going yet, and was torn between trying to calm the group down and continuing.
 
   “Jesus fuck,” muttered Peter. “We’re not alone here, are we?”
 
   “Where can we go?” said Aiden, her voice shaky and unnerved. “What are we supposed to do?”
 
   Cyrus finally managed to get the scraps of tinder he’d been working on to take flame. He carefully moved them into the center of the dry wood in the burn pit and began gently using his breath to coax the wood into flame. The sun was setting, but in its place, he gave them a fire, which quickly grew into a roaring blaze.
 
   “We’re okay,” said Cyrus. “Don’t worry. Whatever is out there is probably as scared of us as we are of it.”
 
   Something moved in the bushes along the section of jungle nearest to them. Several of the girls screamed and ran to the far side of the fire, putting the ocean to their backs.
 
   “Cyrus!” shouted Peter. “We need weapons, or, or… something!”
 
   A heavy, primal growl came from the jungle, just beyond the beach. The sound was aggressive and loud, with such weight to it that Cyrus couldn’t even guess at the size of the creature it came from. 
 
   Tamyra was the only one of them that seemed entirely unfazed by whatever awaited them. She walked over to the stack of firewood and picked out a long piece of driftwood about as thick as her wrist. Tearing a section off one of the leaf mats, she wrapped it around the stick’s head and then dipped it into the flame, creating a serviceable torch.
 
   The light from Tamyra’s torch illuminated her face, showcasing the resolve and determination in her expression. There was no fear in her eyes, and something about the set of her jaw and lips was both arousing and terrifying for Cyrus to observe.
 
   “Come on,” he said, grabbing another piece of firewood and following her example.
 
   Peter hesitated for a moment, and then made a torch of his own. The creature, whatever it had been, had stopped making noise for the moment.
 
   “That way.” Tamyra spoke in a quiet, slightly accented voice, looking at Cyrus and nodding toward one end of the beach. He nodded back and held his torch out in front of him, keeping a few paces between him and the tree line as he walked along the beach.
 
   “You stay here,” said Tamyra, pointing at Peter. He looked like he was considering objecting, but ended up following her lead after taking a look at the rest of their group, and all of their terrified expressions.
 
   Cyrus felt that same fear as he slowly moved along the beach, his eyes constantly flicking from tree to tree, bush to bush. They weren’t alone on the island, and that changed everything. And Candace…
 
   Candace is still out there. We can’t just leave her in the jungle with those… things, on the loose.
 
   Cyrus looked back toward the campfire, seeing the light of Peter’s torch nearby and not much else. It seemed calm enough, or at least not currently under attack. Tamyra’s torch wasn’t visible to him anymore, meaning she’d either gone around the bend of the beach or headed into the jungle.
 
   A noise came from the trees to his right, away from the camp. Two large palms grew in a way that left them leaning toward each other, making the space in between seem almost like a natural doorway. Cyrus heard the noise again, the sound of something shuffling, possibly feet.
 
   “Candace?” He called in a voice loud enough to carry no more than ten, maybe fifteen feet. There was no response.
 
   He took a deep breath and summoned all of the courage he had, stepping forward with the torch held in a double grip, as though it were a flaming sword. The light from it illuminated bushes and trees and nothing else, at least at first.
 
   Cyrus saw Candace, or more accurately, what was left of her. The body was mangled beyond recognition, missing all of its limbs and most of the soft flesh of its face. It looked more like what an ancient barbarian army might toss over the wall of besieged city to intimidate the populace, rather than anything that could be called human remains. He only managed to identify her by hair color, and it sickened him to have to look that closely.
 
   A thin trail of red crimson led off deeper into the jungle, along with several unbelievably large paw prints. Cyrus felt his hands begin to tremble as he looked at them, unable to remember ever seeing such a frightening sight in his entire life. A wolf, or a dog, didn’t have footprints this big. Each one was at least five or six inches across, with thick, sharp lines above the imprint of each knuckle that could only have been made by giant claws.
 
   He slowly stepped out of the jungle and back onto the beach without turning his back to the scene. Another primal roar echoed through the air, coming from deep within the jungle, but closer than the one before.
 
   Cyrus turned around and sprinted back to the camp, unsure of whether he was more afraid for himself or for his friends.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   “She’s dead,” he said, without preamble. “Candace is dead.”
 
   The hush that fell over the group surrounding the campfire left a tension in its wake. Peter took a slow, audible breath and fidgeted where he stood.
 
   “You’re sure?” he asked.
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “Aiden, Amy… I’m so sorry.” He frowned as he watched the two of them comforting each other, crying silent tears as though still too afraid of whatever was in the jungle to make noise.
 
   Tamyra arrived back at the beach camp just after he did, her face a neutral, unreadable mask. She didn’t say anything when Cyrus told her, only nodding and snuffing her torch out in the sand.
 
   “We’ll need to keep someone on watch tonight,” said Cyrus. “I… I know how bad this situation looks. But we can make it through this. We can.”
 
   “If we had focused on making the raft today, we could be off this island already,” said Peter. “Candace might still be alive.”
 
   “Peter!” Maggie’s rebuke was sharp enough to make him turn away. Amy was hugging Aiden, but she shot an unsure glance in Peter’s direction, as if she couldn’t decide whether to be offended or to agree with him.
 
   “I’ll take the first watch,” said Cyrus, getting them back on point. “Peter, can you take the second? I’ll wake you up in a couple of hours.”
 
   Peter nodded. He walked over and collapsed on one of the leaf mats. A couple of the other survivors also settled in for tonight, everyone except for Tamyra, who seemed to have decided to maintain her own guard a short distance up the beach from the camp.
 
   Cyrus kept his torch with him, though he’d already snuffed it out. It was heavy wood, solid enough to do some damage if he swung it with both hands and struck true.
 
   Maybe it could take down a person, he thought. But could it take down whatever we’re up against?
 
   With Candace gone, and Amy and Aiden sharing a sleeping mat, there was still one left over for Cyrus to take for himself. He dragged it south of the fire, on the opposite side from where Tamyra had set up, and then sat down.
 
   Time passed slowly. Cyrus had to work to stay awake for the first few minutes, but he soon fell into an alert, contemplative state. He thought about better times, about life back home, about all the food he’d eat when he’d get back. Strangely, he found himself thinking about internet porn, and then almost immediately felt foolish for letting his mind linger on such trivialities.
 
   “What’s on your mind?”
 
   Cyrus jerked forward, gripping his extinguished torch. Maggie had managed to sneak over to him without making any noise, her arms crossed, sundress making her look angelic in the moonlight.
 
   “Oh… it’s just you,” he said. “Nothing much. Stupid things.”
 
   Maggie sat down on the leaf mat next to him.
 
   “A penny for your thoughts?” She smiled at him.
 
   “My thoughts have been weird since we crashed on this island.”
 
   “So have mine.” Maggie’s eyes lingered on his. She was so pretty, so perfect in that awesome way that only an attractive older girl can pull off. She was beautiful and full of wisdom and secrets, with a capacity for empathy that seemed to span the whole world.
 
   “Maggie…” Cyrus whispered. 
 
   He felt like he should bring up Darius, and say something else to comfort her, but one look in Maggie’s eyes told him that it would be the opposite of what she needed. She was looking at him, not Darius’s younger brother. He wanted to kiss her, and he wanted to die for wanting it.
 
   “I’m here, Cyrus,” she whispered, taking his hand. “Right here.”
 
   The sound of the waves was the only background noise as Cyrus slipped forward, pushing his lips against Maggie’s. She kissed him back, hesitantly at first, as though she had her own deep set hang ups, and then growing in intensity.
 
   The rest of the survivors were asleep, except for Tamyra, who was far enough away from them to be all but out of sight. Cyrus and Maggie descended to the sleeping mat together, their kisses blending together into a storm of illicit desire and passion.
 
   How long has this been building for? Since we washed up here? Before that?
 
   He ran his hand across Maggie’s breasts, feeling their perfect shape and size. She ground herself into him eagerly, her hands running through his hair. Cyrus kissed her again, and then felt her suddenly tense.
 
   “What are we doing?” she whispered. “I… What am I doing?”
 
   “Maggie, it’s okay,” said Cyrus. Even as he spoke the words, he began to doubt himself.
 
   Is it okay?
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Maggie. “We’re both emotional right now. We’re just… reacting to it, in strange ways.”
 
   “Maggie…” Cyrus leaned in to kiss her again, to pull her back into what had been so close to happening. She turned and offered him her cheek instead.
 
   “It doesn’t matter how we feel,” she whispered. “Right now it just… wouldn’t be appropriate.”
 
   Has my love life ever been appropriate?
 
    
 
    
 
   Krysta kissed the crotch of Cyrus’s jeans and began to unzip them with quick, eager movements. It was always like this with her. Cyrus had spent a naïve week or two thinking that she cared about him, cared for him, before realizing that the only time she texted back was directly before or during a molly binge, when she needed a warm body to play with.
 
   For the most part, he didn’t care so much. Krysta’s amazing tits did wonders to alleviate any concerns he might have had. She was quiet in a flirtatious way, straight to the point when she came over, and very good at sex, which was especially helpful given Cyrus’s limited pool of experience. 
 
   “You have such a nice cock…” whispered Krysta as she freed it from the confines of his boxers. “So hard… so fun.”
 
   Cyrus rolled his eyes at her and gasped slightly as she began to lick and kiss the head of his erection. He leaned back on his bed and closed his eyes. Krysta had made a point of teaching him to, at least occasionally, be selfish as a lover. He wanted this to be one of those times.
 
   Her mouth was like nothing else. She knew how to create a tight seal with her lips. She would work her tongue and saliva into the process, creating a sticky, wet hot wash inside of her dirty, slutty cheeks.
 
   Cyrus ran a hand through her reddish blonde hair, savoring the sensation of her bobbing her head up and down. She never seemed to get tired, though he suspected her drug use might have something to do with that. And she seemed to love the taste of his cum, always making comments about how young and innocent and kind he was, feeding his ego like a good girl.
 
   He was just beginning to let out slow, regular moans when a sound came from the front door of the house. Cyrus bolted upright. Krysta didn’t stop sucking, only flashing a quick wink at him and then slipping under the sheets. He hurried to pull them over her relatively small form. There was still an odd lump jutting out on the side of his body, but he shifted a pillow and made it look as though it was just a messy bed.
 
   Laura Smith, the absentee matriarch of the Smith family and Cyrus’s mother, walked down the hallway and by Cyrus’s door. She’d been around a lot lately, pretty much every day, and on top of that, she’d been sober.
 
   Cyrus had been expecting Darius, or maybe even Peter or one of his friends, if anyone at all. He leaned his head back against the pillow and cringed internally, giving Krysta another frantic tap on the back of the head through the sheets. She didn’t stop sucking, and anything Cyrus could have done to force her off him would have only led to another awkward end result.
 
   “Hey honey,” called his mother. “Is there anything specific you want for dinner? I was going to go grocery shopping, since we’re out of bread.”
 
   “I, uh…” Cyrus took a deep breath as Krysta’s tongue swirled over the head of his cock. “Anything’s fine!”
 
   “Are you okay?” Laura walked into the door of his room, frowning at him. “You sound a little under the weather.”
 
   “Fine!” Cyrus shifted the sheets a little more, trying to hide the subtle movements as Krysta bobbed her hot mouth up and down his hard cock. “Just tired, you know.”
 
   “Right.” Laura smiled at him. She was an attractive woman, though she was in her mid-forties and clearly tired of dressing up for people. “I know how weird this all must be for you, Cyrus.”
 
   Krysta gave his shaft a long lick, leading into a kiss on the head of his cock. Cyrus was making eye contact with his mother for the duration of it, blushing and fully expecting to die of internal shame.
 
   Laura had brown hair with loose curls to it, along with pale skin and a petite frame. She wore a simple outfit of jeans and a white blouse, along with a set of librarian glasses over her brown doe eyes. She looked nothing like the woman who’d abandoned him, several times over, to chase her own vices and shack up with random men. But she was, and Cyrus would have tried to keep that fact in mind if not for Krysta’s soft lips rubbing and pleasuring his aching cock.
 
   “It’s a little weird,” mumbled Cyrus.
 
   Laura smiled at him and walked over to the bed. She sat down on the other side of the bed from where Krysta was hidden, which was nothing short of a small miracle, and ran a hand through his hair. Krysta’s mouth was vibrating a little as she sucked, and Cyrus realized that she was laughing.
 
   “If there’s anything I can do to make it easier for you,” said Laura. “Just let me know. I want us to be a family again. To be close.”
 
   “Of course, mom,” said Cyrus. “I… I will.”
 
   Krysta was using her mouth and lips to their full effect, sucking and caressing and swirling her tongue over every inch of his sensitive erection. He was getting close. The idea of blowing a load with his mom sitting on his bed, literally inches away, her hand running through his hair, was absolutely sickening.
 
   “So about dinner…” said Laura, smiling at him.
 
   “Mom!” Cyrus bit his lip and tried to keep the panic out of his voice. “Can we talk about this after?”
 
   “You want to come?” she asked.
 
   Cyrus stared at her, mouth slightly agape.
 
   “To the store with me?” she finished. “We can pick something out together.”
 
   Krysta was sucking faster and faster, so fast that the shifting of the sheets bordered on being obvious. Her tongue was doing all the right things, all the wrong things, at that moment. Cyrus wanted to scream.
 
   “Nooo...” He said, his breath leaving with the last of his resolve. Krysta took his cock deep just as he began to bust, string after string of hot, sticky cum shooting against the back of her throat.
 
   “Alright, there’s no need to get out of your pants over it.” Laura flashed a wicked smile at him and walked to the door, taking the handle and hesitating before closing it. “One more thing, Cyrus?”
 
   “…Yeah.”
 
   “Tell Krysta I said hi,” said Laura. “She’s a friend of mine, from the bad days.”
 
   Cyrus clenched his eyes shut and slammed his head back on the pillow as the door closed, halfway to cringing himself into an early grave.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Cyrus switched off with Peter once before the night was over, managing to get only a few hours of sleep outside of his watch. He was exhausted when he woke up next morning, and Peter looked just as bad, with bags under bloodshot eyes.
 
   “Morning,” muttered Cyrus. “How’d you, uh… sleep?”
 
   “Same as you, jackass,” said Peter.
 
   The rest of the survivors only looked marginally better rested, the events of the night having banished the idea of sleep out of more than a few heads. Cyrus tried to keep his mind active as he sat down around the smoldering coals of what was left of the fire, thinking about everything that needed doing that day.
 
   Candace’s remains need to be taken care of, he thought. And we still haven’t given any thought to the rest of the bodies from the crash.
 
   “Morning.” Amy plopped down next to him, wearing her jean shorts, but having abandoned her shirt in favor of just the bikini top. “How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine,” he managed. “A little tired. Wish I had some coffee.”
 
   “I wish I had a lot of things,” said Amy.
 
   Cyrus slowly ran his eyes over the rest of the survivors. There were so few of them. There hadn’t been that many to start, but losing Candace made it painfully clear just how small of a group they really were. They needed each other.
 
   “Last night…” said Amy. “Were you talking to Maggie?”
 
   Cyrus frowned at her, glancing over to where Maggie sat with Kyoko, the two of them engaged in quiet conversation.
 
   “Yeah, for a bit,” he said. “Does it matter?”
 
   Amy stared at him, her expression mostly unreadable.
 
   “Amy,” he continued. “We’re under attack. Candace died last night. Who the fuck cares who I’m talking to, or what I’m doing?”
 
   She flinched back, and Cyrus immediately knew that he’d let his crankiness get the best of him. The glare Amy shot him in return was more hurt than angry, and she shook her head slowly.
 
   “You can do whatever you want, Cyrus,” she said, in a tight voice. “But just because the situation is bad doesn’t mean I stop existing.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant!”
 
   Amy had already stood up and walked over to where Aiden sat with Tamyra on the other side of the fire. Cyrus swore under his breath, looking up at Peter, who’d made his way back over.
 
   “Hey buddy,” said Peter. “Can we talk for a minute?”
 
   Cyrus nodded, and the two walked a couple of feet down the beach.
 
   “I know,” said Cyrus. “We’re going to have to lead everyone forward. After last night… everybody is going to be on edge and near their limits.”
 
   Peter nodded.
 
   “So you agree, then?” he said. “About the raft?”
 
   Cyrus hadn’t actually given it much thought over the night. Now that they knew that they weren’t alone on the island, that they’d be surviving against both the elements and whatever creatures had killed Candace, the idea of making a desperate escape on a raft seemed slightly less crazy.
 
   “I still don’t know, Peter,” said Cyrus. “It’s not like the open ocean doesn’t have dangers of its own.” 
 
   “Do you honestly think we can fight whatever killed her?” asked Peter. “I saw the look on your face last night. We all heard the noises they made. They’ll eat us, if we stay here.”
 
   “…Maybe.” Cyrus chewed his lip and looked toward the jungle. The island didn’t seem big enough to support large predators. He felt like he was missing something, as though there was another piece to the puzzle hidden under the box.
 
   “We need to put all of our effort into building the raft,” said Peter.
 
   “Peter, it isn’t going to be possible to get everyone off the island on it,” said Cyrus. “Not the size it is now. Probably not at any size. There’s seven of us, think about how much food and water we’d need to survive even just a week at sea.”
 
   “I know.” Peter looked from side to side a little conspiratorially. “That’s why I think it should just be me, you, and Amy on the raft.”
 
   Cyrus immediately shook her head.
 
   “I’m not leaving people behind,” he said. “Absolutely not.”
 
   “Cyrus, be reasonable. Once we reach Fiji, or wherever, we can send help back.”
 
   “You can send help back, Peter. I’m not leaving this island until everyone else is safe and sound.”
 
   Peter met Cyrus’s eyes, staring into him as though it was the first time he’d really seen his friend. After a second or two, he shrugged.
 
   “Whatever, man,” said Peter. “I’m trying to save everybody, you understand that, right? I’m not running away from anything.”
 
   “I never said you were.” Cyrus crossed his arms and frowned. “Look, see if anyone else is interested in helping out with the raft today. We still need to take care of our basic needs, but I’m sure we can spare at least one or two people on getting the thing done.”
 
   “That’s what I was planning on doing. We should announce it together.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   They walked back to the beach camp together, standing side by side, but with a distance in between them. Most of the survivors had been watching them talk, and immediately perked up on their return.
 
   “Last night was scary,” said Peter. “I know. And Candace… it’s not fair that she isn’t with us anymore. But we have to keep surviving.”
 
   “From now on, nobody is allowed to go out into the jungle alone,” said Cyrus. “The buddy system will be used at all times. Try to head out in groups of two, even three if you can. Nobody even takes a bathroom break on their own.”
 
   “And getting the raft done is now our top priority.” Peter gestured with his finger in the direction of it as he spoke. “Anybody who wants to help, group up with me.”
 
   The survivors were silent. Nobody even whispered. The moment stretched out for what felt like an eternity. Finally, Maggie raised her hand.
 
   “The raft won’t carry all of us,” she said, echoing Cyrus’s sentiment. “Shouldn’t we do something else in the meantime, so that we have a chance of making it through the next few night?”
 
   “I’ll handle that,” said Cyrus. “We can make basic weapons, and more torches. It’s not impossible for us to hold our own against these animals if we fight smart.”
 
   He made a deliberate decision to use the word animals, trying to downplay the threat of whatever creatures had devoured Candace the night before. Letting his own fear color his plan of action would help no one.
 
   “I can help fight,” said Tamyra. “I can teach people, too.”
 
   “I’ll need you helping me with the raft,” overruled Peter.
 
   Cyrus shrugged, not wanting to make an issue of who spent the day doing what. Instead, he smiled at the rest of the girls, putting on the bravest face he had at his disposal.
 
   “We’re going to make it through this,” he said. “It’s going to be hard, but we are strong enough to survive. I refuse to let any more people die on my watch.”
 
   They spent another minute around the beach camp, mostly discussing the basics of collecting food and water for the day. Peter and Tamyra headed off to get started on the raft. Maggie took the initiative in talking to Kyoko, Aiden, and Amy, and the four of them resolved to make an attempt at building a simple fence around their campsite.
 
   At the very least, it will give advance warning if any of the creatures try to sneak up on us, he thought.
 
   Cyrus broke away from the group, violating the new rule he’d only just finished laying out for them and heading down the beach on his own. He was not thrilled about what he had to do, but knew that he had to be the one to do it.
 
   Candace’s scant remains were right where he’d seen them the night before, with the addition of a small cloud of buzzing black flies. Cyrus found a couple of thick leaves and used them as a guard between his hands and her bloody body as he moved her out of the jungle and into the water.
 
   He repeated the same process he’d used for Darius’s body, heading out until the water was deep enough to have some semblance of current, and then letting it go. He hadn’t known Candace that well and didn’t know how to feel about her death, beyond just plain sad.
 
   Cyrus washed his hands off in the salty water and headed back to join up with the others. The girls were already collecting wood for their construction, heading into the jungle as a group of four and dragging tree trunks and branches out onto the sand. Cyrus frowned, wondering if it was something that stood any chance of working against the beasts.
 
   “It’s better than not trying anything,” said Maggie, reading his expression.
 
   “I guess.” Cyrus smiled at her. He noticed Amy watching the two of them over Maggie’s shoulder and tried to ignore it. The last thing he needed, on top of an existential threat to their survival, was girl drama.
 
   “There’s something that I wanted to show you,” said Maggie. “I found it yesterday on my way back from the lake.”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “Is it nearby?” he asked.
 
   “Not really,” she said. “It’s a bit of a walk. But it’s not like we don’t have time.”
 
   Time isn’t what worries me, at the moment.
 
   Cyrus walked over to where he’d left his torch club from the night before and hefted it up. He thought for a moment, and then held it up in the air, drawing the attention of the girls.
 
   “If you find any sticks around this size and thickness, don’t work them into the fence,” he said. “Set them aside. They’ll be useful to us as weapons.”
 
   Kyoko, Aiden, and Amy nodded. Amy glanced between him and Maggie and set her hands on her hips.
 
   “Are the two of you planning on going somewhere?” she asked. The accusation in her tone was clear enough.
 
   “Yes,” he said, simply. “You’ll welcome to come with, if you’d like.”
 
   “No thanks. There’s work to be done here.”
 
   Cyrus flashed a smile at the rest of them and then joined up with Maggie. There were a few clouds in the sky overhead and a gentle breeze on the air. It was a beautiful day, and outside of the terror of the night before, he could almost make himself think that they’d made it to Fiji, and were enjoying a rugged, tropical vacation.
 
   “Come on,” said Maggie. “We’re going to have to cut through the jungle to get there.”
 
   She didn’t sound scared or worried, but somehow, Cyrus knew that she was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   The two of them stopped by the lake to grab a quick drink. Maggie collected some of the berries they’d munched on for dinner last night, taking half of them from the ones already fallen loose to the ground. Cyrus approved of that, knowing that the easy pickings on the island were limited to what grew naturally, and would eventually run out.
 
   He found himself wishing that he had some kind of knife or machete as they headed deeper into the jungle. The underbrush and foliage was dense enough to pose a challenge even at a slow pace. Cyrus had to pass Maggie his torch club so he could pull vines loose and break branches as they went, and it took time for them to cover even short distances.
 
   “Left or right from here,” he asked, as they approached the massive rock mound at the island’s center.
 
   “Straight,” said Maggie.
 
   Cyrus shrugged and pushed onward. The jungle began to give way, larger trees and plants being the first to disappear as the texture of the ground changed. Black rock took the place of worn dirt and sand, much of it looking fresh, as though it had only flowed into place in recent years. 
 
   The two of them had to climb over a small ledge made of black igneous rock to make it the last few feet. The rock was warm from the sun’s light, and it made Cyrus feel uneasy to touch at first, especially after looking back toward the rock mound and seeing that the thin plume of smoke originating from its center had returned.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what you wanted to show me now?” asked Cyrus.
 
   Maggie smiled at him and clasped her hands behind her back.
 
   “Maybe,” she said. “I kind of like watching you squirm.”
 
   Cyrus rolled his eyes at her, and Maggie let out a giggle that sounded happy and genuine.
 
   “The rock mound,” she said, continuing. “Or the volcanic mound, we should really be calling it. I found a section of its base that’s pretty easy to scale.”
 
   “And why would we want to scale it?”
 
   “Because of how high it is,” she said.
 
   Cyrus frowned at her uncomprehendingly. Maggie immediately began gesturing with her hands.
 
   “You know how ships used to all have crow’s nests, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I guess I never really thought about it.”
 
   “The higher up you get, the further out your horizon becomes,” said Maggie. “It makes a really big deal when you’re at sea. And, given that this is a volcanic island, it could be one of a long chain, all of them following an undersea fault line, each one just outside the regular horizon of the next.”
 
   “Do you think it’s likely?”
 
   Maggie shrugged.
 
   “I mean, there’s a chance,” she said. “And the only way we’re going to know for sure is for one of us, for me, to get up there and look around.”
 
   She took a step toward the rock mound. The rocks at the base of the section that she’d led them too were folded and layered, almost like a large, uneven stack of misshapen pancakes.
 
   “Wait,” said Cyrus. “I’ll do it.”
 
   “What? No, I only brought you so that I wouldn’t be chastised for not using the buddy system.”
 
   Cyrus shook his head.
 
   “I’m taller than you are,” he said.
 
   “By like, three inches.”
 
   “And stronger.” He smiled and stepped past her. “If I see anything worth seeing up there, I’ll call down so you can follow up.”
 
   Maggie frowned, but didn’t pout. She let him start up the rock face and remained where she was.
 
   The handholds were blessedly huge, turning what should have been a steep climb, given the rock mound’s height, into more of a mixture between hiking and occasionally scaling up a ledge. The biggest issue for Cyrus wasn’t the risk of falling, but the temperature of the rocks.
 
   They were hotter than they should have been, considering how early it was in the day and how hot the sun was for that time of year. Cyrus took to testing each new handhold with the back of his knuckles, only committing his hands to grabbing once he was sure the heat was something he could endure.
 
   The air also took on an active, smoky scent as he made it further up. The smoke plume was smaller than it had been on the day of the crash, but any smoke was, in his mind, a bad sign. Cyrus tried not to think about what would happen if the volcano started rumbling, about how easily it could explode and shower him with hot, molten death.
 
   It was a decent climb, but the section Maggie had led him to made it a breeze. He was at the last ledge within minutes, hesitating before leaning to look over it and into the central volcanic crater.
 
   The crater was about a hundred feet across in diameter, the edges sloping downward into a volcanic vent at the center. Even through the thick, constant discharge of smoke, Cyrus could see the glow of magma at the bottom. The heat was unreal, making the air within the crater quiver and warp. 
 
   “Do you see anything?” called Maggie.
 
   Cyrus opened his mouth to describe the bottom of the crater, and then realized that she was talking about finding islands on his expanded horizon. He directed his focus outward, toward the ocean, slowly turning in a complete circle.
 
   There was nothing in sight other than the open ocean, disappointing and empty. A few clouds lingered in the sky above, but Cyrus doubted they had much of an effect on his visibility. He sighed and looked back down toward Maggie.
 
   “No,” he called. “There’s nothing here. Just a semi-active volcano that could explode at any time. It’s weird, you’d think that an island of this size would get more attention from… Uh, Maggie?”
 
   She was clearly trying to contain her laughter, and doing a poor job of it. She waved a hand at him and turned around, chuckling to herself. Cyrus started climbing down, moving faster than he had on the climb up and barely using his hands.
 
   “What’s so funny?” He crossed his arms and furrowed his brow. 
 
   Maggie reached out a finger and ran it across his forehead, showing him how it had completely blackened the tip.
 
   “Oh,” said Cyrus. “I swear; I don’t find blackface funny. It must just be from the smoke.”
 
   Maggie grinned at him and took his hand.
 
   “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   The two of them made their way back to the lake along the same path they’d taken out. Cyrus resolved to do what he could to make a wide path from the lake to the beach camp, knowing that all of the survivors would be traversing that stretch regularly 
 
   “Alright, go ahead,” said Maggie. “Wash up.”
 
   Cyrus frowned at her.
 
   “I’m not sure if it’s the best idea for us to be using our drinking water to wash ourselves off,” he said.
 
    “Just do your face,” said Maggie. “It’s pretty bad. You’ll see what I mean once you get a look at your reflection.”
 
   Cyrus almost didn’t recognize the person he saw staring back at him in the water. The soot had caked itself onto his face, making him look similar to a coal miner, fresh out of a deep hole. He scooped up some water and began scrubbing, to not much effect.
 
   “Hmmm…” Maggie frowned as she looked at him. “You’re going to need an actual bath, I think. And you’re right. Given how dirty you are, it probably wouldn’t be appropriate to dip you into the lake.”
 
   “Exactly,” said Cyrus. “I’ll make do. It’s not really that big of a deal.”
 
   “Nope,” said Maggie. “You’re coming with me.”
 
   She led him a short distance back along the path down the camp, turning before they reached the trail’s head and heading off to the side. The two of them exited the jungle onto a section of beach on the far side of the island. Cyrus frowned as he looked around, expecting to see something that wasn’t there.
 
   “All of the bodies,” he said. “Other than, well, Darius and Maggie… The rest of the corpses who washed up were just hanging out on the beach.”
 
   Maggie nodded slowly, seeing what he was saying.
 
   “It was probably those creatures,” she said. “I can’t imagine they just ignored all of that free meat. In a way, they kind of did us a service.”
 
   Cyrus agreed with her, but was a little surprised by her frankness. 
 
   I mentioned Darius, and she didn’t react this time. Maybe she’s coping better than I am…
 
   “Well, come on,” said Maggie. “We don’t have to worry about you getting the ocean dirty.”
 
   Without any hesitation, she reached down to the bottom hem of her sundress and pulled it up and over her head. Cyrus felt his mouth drop open as she tossed it aside, standing in front of him wearing nothing more than a matching set of white lace bra and panties.
 
   “Maggie…” he said, finding it hard to be cogent. “You’re going to…”
 
   “I’m going to make sure you actually end up getting clean,” she said, skipping off toward the water. “Come on, hurry up, already.”
 
   Cyrus pulled his shirt off and slipped out of his cargo shorts. He jogged after, unable to keep himself from staring at her perfect butt and the pale, flawless skin of her naked back. Maggie flinched back slightly as she made it up to her knees in the water, a shiver running through her.
 
   “It’s really cold!” she said.
 
   Cyrus grinned as he followed after her, dipping his hands under and flicking water in her direction. Maggie let out a surprised gasp and glared at him. She immediately retaliated, and Cyrus laughed as the two of them waded further out, splashing each other as they went.
 
   They were up to their waist, and Cyrus managed to land a splash that hit Maggie square in the chest, soaking her white bra and doing the expected to it. The fabric turned nearly sheer, and Cyrus could see an illicit hint of pink nipple underneath it.
 
   “You brat!” yelled Maggie. She jumped forward, tackling him and knocking them both completely into the water.
 
   Cyrus was hard as a rock, and having Maggie against him only fed the flames of his desire. He pulled her into a wrestling hug as the two of them broke the surface. Maggie wrapped her legs around him, ostensibly trying to twist him back into the water, but putting their bodies into direct, erotic contact.
 
   “I’m going to teach you your lesson, mister!” laughed Maggie. 
 
   Cyrus groped at her butt, his hips thrusting into her as his slid up along her crotch and stomach.
 
   “You couldn’t if you tried,” he said, twisting as though moving to dunk her again. Maggie laughed and buried her face into his neck. Her breasts were soft and magical against Cyrus’s chest. He ground into her a little more obviously, wishing that the both of them were naked so that things could happen by accident.
 
   Accidentally fucking my brother’s girlfriend? What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   He stopped wrestling with her, though his cock didn’t get any less hard. Maggie had her arms around his neck and hung where she was against him for a moment, Cyrus’s erection impossible for her not to feel given how it was prodding between her thighs.
 
   Slowly, the two of them disentangled from one another. Maggie turned away from Cyrus and slicked her hair back into a single, wet lock. When she turned back to look at him, she was wearing a safe, sisterly smile.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “Come on. You can sit in the shallow water and I’ll get the soot off your face and out of your hair.”
 
   Cyrus nodded, meeting her eye and wanting nothing more than to strip her underwear off her and have his way with her. But he couldn’t, and he knew that neither could she. It was the way things had to be.
 
   “Thanks, Maggie,” he said.
 
   He lowered himself to a seated position in the water near the beach, where it was just deep enough to reach up to his chest without the waves splashing over his face. Maggie crouched behind him and ran her hands through his hair, cupping water and dumping it over his head.
 
   “This stuff is so thick,” she said. “It’s really hard to get out.”
 
   Cyrus winced slightly as she began to scrub. She moved from his hair to his face, coming around to his front and leaning herself over him. He was still aroused, and having her in such close proximity, her breasts dangling in her tiny bra like perfect, angelic orbs, made it hard for him to keep his thoughts off what he wanted to do to her.
 
   Maggie slipped back behind him and moved onto his neck, scrubbing dust and soot off there as well. She did all of his back without saying a word, and then slowly moved her hands around to his chest, her breasts pressing against his shoulders as she ran her hands over his pecs, and then stomach.
 
   “I just want to make sure that I get everything,” she whispered.
 
   Her hand brushed over his crotch, touching his hard bulge and then pulling back as though she’d touched a hot stove.
 
    Is she going to get that, too?
 
   He couldn’t bring himself to ask the question, even though every ounce of him wanted to push things further. Maggie seemed to hesitate for a moment, and then miraculously, her hand touched his bulge a second time through his boxers. Cyrus felt his entire body tense up as her finger closed around his erection, and then began slipping his boxers down to let it snap loose.
 
   He didn’t say anything, and neither did she. It was as though both of them still needed the pretense of washing off, a reason for her to touch and him to be touched. Cyrus took a slow breath as Maggie’s hand closed around his hard, naked cock. She was sitting with her legs on either side of him, and he set a hand down on her thigh.
 
   With delicate, almost shy movements, Maggie began to stroke him off. It felt incredible, better than Cyrus could have dreamed. It was what he’d wanted for so long, since he’d first met her as a prepubescent preteen, and now it was reality.
 
   Maggie let her thumb run over the head of his cock, tickling the sensitive tip of Cyrus’s hardness. Her breath was hot against his neck and ear, and Cyrus could still feel her breasts pressing into his back, her nipples hard from the cold water.
 
   She was gentle, almost loving with her movements. It felt as though the anticipation that Cyrus had felt was reflected in the way Maggie stroked, her fingers and palm sizing his cock up as she pleasured him. It was heaven, it was better than any sexual thing Cyrus had done before. And it was utterly confusing, a mix of good sensations and guilty hang ups.
 
   A noise came from the jungle beyond the beach. Maggie pulled back as though she’d been caught in the middle of a bank robbery, putting a half foot of space between herself and Cyrus in under a second. Both of them stared into the jungle, shame and fear intermingling on their faces.
 
   A small bird hopped out of the underbrush, looked at them quizzically, and then took to the air. Maggie let out a sigh of relief and then looked at Cyrus, the reality of what they’d been doing written all over her face.
 
   “Cyrus,” she said. “I… I think you’re clean now.”
 
   Cyrus stood up, his hard cock still out in the open, and took a step toward her. His cock hovered within inches of Maggie’s face. She looked up at him, blushing, eyes full of lust, and slowly licked her lips. He felt his hips sliding forward of their own volition, the tip of his erection close enough to Maggie’s sweet, hot mouth for him to feel the warmth of her breath.
 
   Maggie closed her eyes. Her hands shot up in a blur, splashing water onto Cyrus’s stomach. He took the hint, crouching to grab his boxers and pull them back up. Maggie smiled mischievously at him and hopped back onto the beach, finding her dress and pulling it back over her head.
 
   “Do you want to head back to the camp now?” she asked.
 
   No, he thought.
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Amy, Kyoko, and Aiden had taken the idea of building a fence to protect against the night creatures very seriously. The basic framework of a fifty foot by fifty foot square sat on the relatively level sand surrounding the fire pit, with the area they’d staked out as their camp within it. Cyrus admired their work, whistling appreciatively.
 
   Amy’s expression shifted when she saw Cyrus and Maggie walking down the beach, side by side. She stood up and brushed sand off her thighs, walking toward the two of them full of barely contained anger.
 
   “Cyrus,” she said. “Maggie.”
 
   “Amy,” he said. “How have things-”
 
   “The two of you were out on your own for most of the day,” she said, cutting him off. “What were you guys doing out there?”
 
   The tone in Amy’s voice was tense and hard for him to hear. Cyrus frowned and glanced over at Maggie, who seemed totally fine, and almost comfortable in the situation.
 
   “I climbed the rock mound.” Cyrus shrugged. “Why does it matter to you?”
 
   He knew exactly why it mattered to Amy, and why everything involving her and him had snowballed into a dramatic, emotional mess. Cyrus knew that he was being a bit cruel with his dismissiveness, but Amy was already doing her own part to create friction between the survivors.
 
   “Can I talk to you for a minute?” asked Amy. “Alone?”
 
   Cyrus looked over at Maggie, who smiled and took a step back.
 
   “Oh, please, don’t mind me,” she said, sincerely. “I’ll go hang out with Kyoko.”
 
   She stepped across the sand toward the camp, and Cyrus turned to walk a short distance back down the beach, so he and Amy could have some privacy. She followed a pace or two behind him, giving him the feeling of being followed by a cop, or a guard.
 
   “You climbed the rock mound?” asked Amy. “That’s all you and her did today? Nothing else?”
 
   Cyrus gritted his teeth. He didn’t understand why her insinuations made him so angry, but they did.
 
   I don’t owe her anything.
 
   “What are you asking me, Amy?” he asked. “And why the hell do you think it’s any of your business?”
 
   Amy glared at him, the expression sharp and unfitting for her pretty face.
 
   “You know what I’m asking Cyrus,” she said. “Are the two of you fucking?”
 
   That, at least, he knew he could answer honestly.
 
   “No,” said Cyrus. “But would it matter if we were? Amy, you’re not my girlfriend.”
 
   Amy set her hands on her hips, looking flustered.
 
   “I… I know that!” she stammered.
 
   “Then why do you care? Why make any of this into your business?”
 
   Amy looked away from him, directing her gaze out toward the ocean. She’d always been the kind of girl that seemed to have it all together, at least on the surface. Underneath, she was more like Cyrus than anyone he’d ever known.
 
   Is that why nothing ever happened between us? Are we both just too broken?
 
   “If you lie to me Cyrus,” whispered Amy. “If you try to keep something secret…”
 
   “You know about secrets better than I do, Amy,” he said. There was nothing else he could have said that would have cut her deeper.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cyrus! Over here!”
 
   Cyrus glanced up and down the road nervously before crossing and hurrying over to where Krysta stood on the sidewalk. Behind her, adorned with a neon orange sign depicting a martini with a woman in it, was Heaven’s Gallery, Weston’s only strip club.
 
   He hadn’t seen Krysta in almost a month, since she’d stopped returning his texts and calls out of the blue. It hadn’t been too much of a disappointment to Cyrus, and when she’d gotten back in touch with him to ask if he could score a bag of weed for her and her new boyfriend, a bouncer at the strip club, she’d said, he’d set any remaining feelings he’d had aside for the sake of earning more money toward rent.
 
   “Krysta,” he said. “Hey. Good to see you.”
 
   She smiled wickedly at him.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too, Cyrus,” said Krysta. “I have my car with me. We could… talk… for a bit, before heading in to get the money from Brent.”
 
   She looked worse for wear, as though she’d aged a year or two in the month they’d been apart. But still, seeing her brought back memories of all the dirty things she was capable of. It took most of Cyrus’s willpower to shake his head no.
 
   “I don’t really have the time,” he said. “Let’s just head on in.”
 
   Cyrus, being only 18, had never been inside the club before. Krysta seemed to be familiar with the man working the door, who waved them both through without a second glance.
 
   The main room looked dingy, bordering on disgusting. Several leather couches and chairs sat along the walls. A bar ran across the left side of the room, with a fat, bored looking man standing behind it, polishing glasses.
 
   The stage in the center of the room had a small curtain leading to the back, along with a spotlight overhead that seemed as though it could use a good cleaning. The woman onstage currently was barely average looking and marked with cellulite and stretch marks.
 
   “Hmmm…” said Krysta. “He doesn’t seem to be here yet. Do you mind hanging out for a minute?”
 
   “Uh…” Cyrus did mind, but he needed the money. He shrugged and tried not to look like any of the regulars, the men who sat along the stage with their drinks in one hand and money in the other.
 
   “Alright, next we have our new fan favorite,” boomed the stage’s announcer. “She’s just doing this to pay for college, really, folks.”
 
   A round of drunken laughter swept through the room.
 
   “Introducing… Busty Blue!”
 
   A girl walked out on stage, dressed in a tiny schoolgirl outfit, her breasts nearly bursting out of the tiny top, and the skirt so short that Cyrus suspected the men closest to the stage were already looking underneath it. She had a fake smile on her face and shifted it into a tantalizing pout as she set one hand on the pole and began slide herself against it.
 
   She had on a dark blue wig along with matching lipstick and eye makeup, but Cyrus still recognized her immediately. It was Amy, the girl next door, the sweet, aloof treasure of Weston High. He watched in disbelief as she undid the top button of her blouse, revealing more cleavage and shaking it for the men of the crowd, who let out a roar of approval.
 
   “Do you like what you see?” asked Krysta. “She’s one of the new girls. Still isn’t entirely used to the game, yet.”
 
   Country pop music blared out of the speakers as Amy spun around the pole, leaning forward as she came around to the other side and flashing her panties at the crowd. A dozen different men were waving bills at the edge of the stage. Amy leaned herself back against one of them, squirming a little as he groped at her breasts, but accepting the money and sliding it into her panties with a slow, deliberate movement.
 
   She did a roll across the floor and stood back up, whipping the hair of her wig back and crossing her arms over her chest as she undid the last few buttons of her top. Cyrus wanted to make his presence more obvious, maybe even yell for her to stop. It was absurd, for her to be up there, in front of the sleaziest men in town, selling a glimpse of her body for money.
 
   The last button came undone, and Amy wasn’t wearing a bra underneath. The crowd cheered as her shirt dropped to the ground and her arms parted, revealing her big, beautiful breasts in all their glory. They were all natural, and the men around the stage all began to pull out more money, waving it at her, practically begging for a chance to cop a feel. Amy obliged one of them, though Cyrus could tell from the look on her face that it was part of the performance, rather than something she wanted.
 
   “Baby Blue!” shouted the announcer, ending the show. “She’s available for lap dances for the first time tonight, so if you’re interested… oh boy, looks like some of you definitely are.”
 
   One of the men had already helped Amy down off stage and plied her with a couple of big bills. He was tall, wearing a suit and tie, and had her sitting on his lap, groping her aggressively. Amy was blushing so deeply that it looked as though she was about to die of shame, averting her eyes from the man as he pinched her nipples, and whispered things in her ear.
 
   “What the hell?” Cyrus turned to Krysta. “Are the bounders going to let this happen?”
 
   “It’s Weston,” said Krysta, with a shrug. “Stuff like this happens all the time here.”
 
   When Cyrus turned back to look at the man, he almost couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The man had unzipped his fly and pulled his cock out, which was hard and ready to go. Amy was wiggling on his lap, trying to close her thighs. The man was clearly preparing to fuck her, right there in the open. 
 
   Cyrus stomped over and pulled Amy off him, disregarding the voice in the back of his head that screamed for him to stay out of it. Amy let out a small gasp of surprise. The man tried to cover himself and stand up. Cyrus kicked his chair over, knocking him into an embarrassing sprawl on the ground.
 
   “Hey!” One of the bouncers seemed to have decided to do his job, and stomped over to where Cyrus stood protectively in front of Amy. Cyrus spotted a fire exit and pushed Amy’s shirt back into her hands.
 
   “Cyrus, what the fuck?” yelled Krysta. He ignored her, pulling Amy after him out into the alley that ran along the strip club’s side. She pulled her shirt on, her face bright red, eyes averted.
 
   Cyrus pulled her along with him, not stopping until they were sitting in the mostly abandoned park across the street, on a bench underneath a street light. He sat, looking at the grass and waiting for Amy’s reaction.
 
   “…Thank you,” she said, after what felt like an eternity.
 
   “Amy.” Cyrus shook his head and looked at her, unsure of what to say. “Uh… are you okay?”
 
   She’d taken the wig off, but the tiny school girl outfit still looked ridiculously hot on her, and it was hard for him not to stare.
 
   “You have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone about this,” she said. “If you do, I’ll tell people that you only saw me because you were there!”
 
   “Relax, I’m not going to tell anyone,” said Cyrus. “I have my own secrets to deal with.”
 
   Amy watched him for another second, searching for his sincerity. She bit her lip and glanced away. When she looked back at him, there were tears in her eyes.
 
   “I… I didn’t choose to work there,” she whispered. “There was this modelling I found online. I thought it was legit, but the photographer, he… he tricked me.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain.”
 
   “I do!” she countered. “The guy kept asking me to take off more and more clothes. He was so nice, and it wasn’t until I was totally naked that I realized how fucked up the situation was.”
 
   Cyrus put an arm around her shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said.
 
   “It’s not okay!” said Amy. “He’s threatening to show the photos to my family if I don’t work in his stupid strip club! I hate the people there! I hate the way they look at me, and the… things they do.”
 
   Cyrus felt a stab of shame as he thought about how he’d been drooling over her during her dance on stage. He squeezed her shoulder, knowing that he couldn’t just leave her on her own, at the mercy of a blackmailer.
 
   “I’ll help you,” he said. “We can figure something out…”
 
   “What could you possibly do to help?”
 
   Cyrus smiled.
 
   “Whatever needs to be done.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Fuck you, Cyrus,” said Amy. “You’re not some high and mighty saint yourself.”
 
   “Amy,” he said, biting back his anger. “Don’t be like this.”
 
   “She’s your dead brother’s girlfriend!” shouted Amy. “You’re running around with her like it’s no big deal. Have you wanted her this entire time? Since before we even-“
 
   “Shut up!” Cyrus felt something twist inside of him. “Don’t… don’t say another word, Amy.”
 
   She glared at him, but went silent. Cyrus wanted to shout at her, to give his anger focus and form, but he couldn’t do it.
 
   She might be right.
 
   He turned and started walking away from her, back toward the camp. Cyrus heard Amy say something else, but he wasn’t listening. He was tired.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Peter was gathering the rest of the survivors when Cyrus arrived back at camp. He had a grin on his face, and Tamyra looked similarly pleased, standing next to him.
 
   “We’ve made serious progress today on Hope,” he said. “That’s the name we’ve chosen for the raft, remember? It’s within a day or two of being serviceable.”
 
   “Nice, Pete,” said Cyrus. “That’s… good to here.”
 
   He smiled, though his doubts were still salient in the back of his mind. After seeing the horizon from atop the rock mound, it was harder than ever for him to imagine a makeshift raft being able to make it the distance to inhabited land. Cyrus couldn’t even guess at which direction would be best to set out in.
 
   “Amy?” Peter looked over Cyrus to her, his face expectant. “What do you think? You should claim your spot now if you’re interested in being one of the first back to civilization.”
 
   “I don’t care about the stupid raft, Pete,” snapped Amy. “It’s not going to do anything for us, okay?”
 
   Peter frowned and shook his head.
 
   “It’s the only shot we have,” he said. “Unless you have a better plan?”
 
   “I do.” Amy gestured all around them. “We wait. And trust that eventually, we’ll be found.”
 
   Peter scowled at her, looking a little embarrassed at having her contradict him so openly. Cyrus cleared his throat and tried to change the subject.
 
   “We should probably get started on the fire, and dinner,” he said. “And we need to talk about what we’re going to do tonight if those… things, come back.”
 
   “Exactly!” snapped Peter. “And that’s why we need to get off this island! This isn’t a safe place for us?”
 
   “Oh, but the open ocean is?” Amy laughed. “You’re trying to jump out of the frying pan and into the fire. Don’t be stupid.”
 
   Her words seemed to hit Peter like a slap in the face. His cheeks turned bright crimson, and he opened his mouth as though to say something else, before closing it again and looking away.
 
   “Let’s just drop it for now,” said Cyrus. “Peter, I’ll take a look at the raft.”
 
   Peter nodded, though the expression on his face still looked sensitive and hurt. He led Cyrus in the other direction down the beach, around the bend, and to his creation.
 
   The raft was still barebones, with no canopy or shelter to block the elements. The only thing on it aside from the wood it was made of was a medium sized wooden barrel at the center.
 
   “The water barrel washed ashore earlier today,” he said. “Tamyra and I tested it out. It holds water without leaking.”
 
   Even with that, an essential addition for any expedition out to sea, Cyrus still felt doubtful. He looked over at Peter and shrugged, unsure of whether keeping his skepticism to himself would do his friend any favors.
 
   “Peter,” he said. “I don’t know, man. I got a look at the horizon from on top of the rock mound today. There’s… nothing nearby.”
 
   “That’s why we need the raft,” said Peter, jabbing his finger at it. “I named it Hope, Cyrus. That’s what it is to us… hope.”
 
   Cyrus didn’t know what to say to that. He walked back to the camp alongside Peter in silence. The sunset was obscured slightly by clouds, which turned it into a vibrant mix of red, orange, and grey.
 
   Maggie and Tamyra were stacking wood for their nightly fire, while Amy, Aiden, and Kyoko huddled over something to the side. Cyrus walked over slowly, his mouth turning up into a grin when he saw what they had.
 
   “That’s a fish,” he said. “You caught a fucking fish.”
 
   “Not exactly.” Kyoko flashed an embarrassed smile. “It got stuck in one of the tide pool’s on the island’s south side and we sort of just… grabbed it.”
 
   “Fish is fish,” said Cyrus.
 
   “We’re not eating it tonight,” she said. “I know how tempting it would be, but we need to use it for bait. It’s not big enough for us all to get more than a mouthful each, anyway.”
 
   Cyrus’s stomach growled in rebellion, but Kyoko’s logic was sound. He thought of all the foods that he missed from back home. Fish wasn’t high up on the list, but the idea of having fresh, fire cooked fish to eat was compelling enough to make his mouth water.
 
   He focused on getting the fire started, using his lighter on tinder and wood prepared for him by the girls. It was more of a comfort than a necessity, as for the third night in a row, they had nothing to cook over it.
 
   Maggie took a try at preparing the food for the night, spicing up the usual coconut and red berry combination with a green, leafy vegetable that looked almost familiar to Cyrus.
 
   “It’s kale,” she said, before anyone could ask. “Wild kale. There’s a ton of it around the freshwater lake. If I had the time, I’d replant the scraps and try farming it.”
 
   “If you had the time,” said Aiden. “It seems to me like we have nothing but time now.”
 
   The portions each of them received were small, but fairly divided between all of them. Hunger hadn’t been much of a threat directly after the crash and even for the first day or two, with everyone’s emotions so pumped up and volatile.
 
   But now, Cyrus could feel it. He knew it would only build into something more formidable, making them physically weak, distrustful of each other, and breaking them down. It was one more thing they had to worry about, along with the creature attacks, and all of the friends they’d already lost.
 
   “We have to talk about what we’re going to do tonight,” he said. “If the animals show up again.”
 
   “They didn’t exactly show up last night,” said Peter. “They found Candace, but who knows where she was when they attacked?”
 
   “They know that we’re here, Peter,” said Cyrus. “They’re clearly nocturnal, and they’ll get hungry, just like we do.”
 
   He popped the last of the fresh coconut on his leaf plate into his mouth and nibbled on his kale.
 
   “We can fight,” said Tamyra. Cyrus nodded.
 
   “We have a few heavy pieces of wood that will work as clubs,” he said. “We each will take one side of the camp as soon as night falls. We can leave the ocean side undefended.”
 
   “Cyrus…” Amy had slid next to him, and pulled gently on his shirt sleeve. “Can I… talk to you?”
 
   He frowned. The sun was nearly set, and in a minute, they’d be relying on only the fire and the stars to see their way.
 
   “Can it wait?” he asked. She shook her head.
 
   Cyrus stood up and glanced over the survivors around the campfire. Maggie was doing her best to look uninterested, but it was clear enough from her body language that she didn’t like the idea of him and Amy going off alone. Peter wore his emotions openly, confusion with a hint of jealousy mixed in.
 
   “We’ll be right back,” said Cyrus. He nodded to Amy, and the two of them started walking to a spot on the beach out of earshot.
 
   Cyrus was a little surprised when Amy continued forward until they were also out of line of sight of the camp. He tried not to think about what would happen if one of the creatures launched an ambush right then, either on the camp, or on them.
 
   “What?” he said, his anxiety flaring out as anger.
 
   “I just…” Amy ran a hand through her hair. “Look, I’m sorry. The thing I said about Darius was going too far.”
 
   Cyrus closed his eyes. It made no difference whether she apologized or not, or whether she’d meant it or not. She’d spoken the truth. He was doing the worst thing one brother could do to another, and he’d wanted to do it for a long time, certainly before coming to the island.
 
   “Just forget it,” said Cyrus. “Is that it?”
 
   “Why?” Amy grabbed onto the front of his shirt and shook him slightly. “We argue once and now you hate me? Have you always hated me?”
 
   “Amy…” Cyrus bit his lower lip in frustration. “Damn it, what am I supposed to say?”
 
   Peter. It’s all about Peter, and it always has been.
 
   “I don’t hate you,” he continued. “But we can’t be together, regardless of how you or I feel. Do you understand?”
 
   Amy shook her head, tears brimming in the corners of her eyes.
 
   “No.” She leaned her head in toward his as she whispered the word, slowly, hesitantly, her lips drawing toward his. Cyrus let it happen, felt her body as he pulled her against him, soft and feminine and enticing.
 
   “You…” Peter’s voice cut through the moment like a hammer through glass. “Both of you…?”
 
   Cyrus backed away from Amy, but he already knew that it was too late. Peter had seen. After everything he’d done to make sure he and Amy stayed friends, Peter, his best friend and the man who’d always loved Amy from afar, had seen them sharing a forbidden kiss.
 
   “Peter,” he said. “This isn’t… it’s not what you think.”
 
   Peter held a hand to his chest and turned to look away from them, his entire body tensing in what looked like pain. He looked up at Cyrus and shook his head. 
 
   “Were you ever really my friend, Cyrus?” he asked. “Or was this all just a joke?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Weston High School’s parking lot was packed to the brim with cars, most of them near to the center and front, where the streetlights provided illumination and a sense of safety. Cyrus stood near the back edge, far from the school’s entrance, mostly hidden in the shadows.
 
   It was prom night, and more than anything, he wanted to be somewhere else. All of the students had flooded through into the school’s gymnasium almost an hour earlier, hopped up on hormones and excitement. Cyrus, scrimping for cash as always, hadn’t bothered buying a ticket or putting his heart on the line to ask someone to go with him.
 
   A car that he recognized pulled into the school’s drive, swerving slightly and opting for one of the open parking spots on the far end of the lot. Cyrus hesitated before walking over, recognizing Peter’s Ford Focus and wondering why his friend had arrived so late.
 
   Peter was clumsily pushing his way out of the car by the time Cyrus made it over. He looked over at Cyrus and grinned at him, shifting to conceal an odd lump in the pocket of his suit jacket.
 
   “Cyrus!” he said. “Buddy, what’s going on? What the hell are you doing out here?”
 
   “Peter,” said Cyrus. “Are you drunk?”
 
   Peter laughed. He glanced over his shoulder and then looked back, still grinning like a fool.
 
   “Yah,” he said. “Just a little though. Figured I’d have to be tonight…”
 
   Cyrus sighed and offered his friend a hand, helping him stand up straight enough to make it a little less obvious.
 
   “What are you doing out here, though?” asked Peter. “The party’s inside…”
 
   Cyrus didn’t want to lie to Peter, but he didn’t want to tell him the truth, either. His friend sniffed several times, leaning in a little closer to him, and he knew the jig was up.
 
   “You’re selling weed,” said Peter. “Seriously?”
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Dale said he’d buy a quarter if I brought it to him,” he said. “It would give me enough to pay off the electric bill before they disconnect it.”
 
   Peter leaned against his car, doing his best to look thoughtful, rather than plastered.
 
   “How long have you been waiting out here?”
 
   “Long enough that I know he isn’t going to show.”
 
   Peter chuckled and nodded to his car.
 
   “Come on, throw the drugs in the glove compartment,” he said. “You’re coming to prom with me. You can be my date.”
 
   Cyrus punched him in the shoulder and then frowned.
 
   “Seriously, though, who’d you end up asking?”
 
   Peter sighed.
 
   “Amy. She said no…”
 
   Cyrus kept his reaction as contained as he could. He’d talked to Amy a couple of nights earlier. He knew how she felt, or rather, how she didn’t feel about Peter. He also knew that she didn’t have a choice about what nights she’d be working the club.
 
   “Come on, Cyrus,” said Peter. “We’re still going to have some fucking fun tonight.”
 
   “I don’t have a ticket,” said Cyrus.
 
   “Wait by the fire exit. I’ll sneak you innnnn…”
 
   Cyrus smiled. It was a terrible idea, but something about the night made him feel as though it was exactly the type of thing they needed to be doing. They had each other’s backs, even when things were shitty.
 
   Peter went inside through the front entrance, ticket in hand. Cyrus was half expecting him to be turned away by the principal or whoever was manning the door, given how drunk he was, but a couple of minutes later, he heard a soft knock on the fire exit. Cyrus knocked back a couple of times. The door opened.
 
   The fire alarm, as they probably should have expected, went off instantly, blaring in a warped, shrill tone. Peter began laughing as though it was the single funniest thing that had ever happened. Cyrus grabbed him by the sleeve of his suit jacket and pulled him into a run, the two taking off into the soccer fields beside the school.
 
   “Great idea, Peter,” he said, panting.
 
   “Wasn’t it, though?” Peter grinned at him. “At least we’re making the night interesting.”
 
   They kept running until they’d made it off the school grounds, and kept walking all the way to one of the nearby parks, which was relatively empty. The two of them walked up to the top of one of the small hills and then sad down on top of it. The lump in Peter’s coat pocket turned out to be a bottle of Jack Daniels, and they passed it back and forth, taking shots and staring at the stars.
 
   “It’s all going to work out, right?” asked Peter.
 
   “Of course,” said Cyrus. “Things always do.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   “For what?” Cyrus smiled and passed the bottle back to him.
 
   “…I don’t know,” said Peter. “For being you, I guess.”
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Sure,” he said. “And thanks for being you, too.”
 
   “Don’t get all fruity on me, Cyrus. I was joking about bringing you as my date before.”
 
   Cyrus laughed and punched him in the shoulder.
 
   “Fuck you, Peter.
 
   “Fuck you, Cyrus.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Peter, please,” said Cyrus. “Think everything we’ve been through together.”
 
   Even in the lengthening shadows of night, Cyrus could see the hate written into Peter’s expression.
 
   “You think about it!” shouted Peter. “You can have all the memories, Cyrus. I just want to get the fuck off this island.”
 
   Cyrus didn’t have time to say anything to that. Several panicked screams came from the beach camp, followed by a low, aggressive growl.
 
   “Damn it!” Cyrus took off running, his bare feet fighting for traction against the loose sand. He saw several large shapes as he approached the camp, waiting just beyond the foundation of the fence.
 
   Tamyra already had a torch in hand. Behind her, Maggie stood holding the unlit torch club Cyrus had used the day before, trembling slightly. Cyrus stepped up beside her and gently took it from her hands, dipping it into the campfire and turning to square off against the beasts in the dark.
 
   “Don’t rush out at them,” said Cyrus. “Wait for them to come into the light, and then we’ll attack.”
 
   Peter and Amy had followed behind him, and Peter had found himself a torch. Despite the drama of the past few minutes, he seemed ready and willing to fight for their survival.
 
   It was hard to see through the darkness, but Cyrus was barely able to make out the shapes of at least three animals, giant panthers, as far as he could tell. They were huge, easily the size of the biggest tiger Cyrus had ever seen photos of, and moving with that familiar, feline grace. Except it didn’t seem graceful at all in this context, but deadly and terrifying, all of  the big cats poised and ready to strike.
 
   “Holy fuck!” cried Peter. “We have to get to the raft!”
 
   “No!” Cyrus swung the torch in the face of one of the cats as it moved closer to the fire. “They will run us down and kill us if we try it.”
 
   “We fight,” said Tamyra. “Stay back.”
 
   Tamyra hopped over the fence almost lazily, swinging her torch as though she expected it to immediately scare the creatures off. One of them was on her in a second, a massive jet black mass of muscle, claws and teeth, knocking the torch out of her hand as it tackled her to the sand.
 
   Cyrus let out an infuriated roar and hurled himself forward, swinging his torch down onto the giant cat’s back. Sparks scattered across its fur, singing it in places. It let out a cry and jumped away, giving Tamyra a chance to scamper back over the fence and into the light of the fire.
 
   The other two giant panthers slowly advanced forward, clearly unconcerned by what Cyrus had done to their companion. He swung his torch in an arc, expecting Peter to make a stand at his side and even the odds.
 
   Peter remained where he was, safe by the fire. The two cats nearest to Cyrus were joined by the third, now recovered. They moved as a single unit, spreading out to encircle him, trying to cut him off from the safety of the fence and campfire’s illumination.
 
   “Peter, do something!” screamed Amy. Maggie was fumbling through the process of lighting another torch, trying to hurry to Cyrus’s aid.
 
   All of the panthers seemed to move at once, pouncing toward him, one going for Cyrus’s legs while each of the other two lashed their paws out at his arms and neck. Cyrus spun in a circle, swinging the torch and knowing that his life depended on its protection.
 
   Two of them veered off to the side at the last second. The third crashed into his chest, digging claws in that ripped deep gashes into his pectoral muscles. Cyrus screamed and tried to thrust the torch into its face, but the angle was wrong.
 
   “Peter!” he shouted. There was no response, and his friend didn’t come to his aid.
 
   Tamyra did, however, carrying her relit torch and slamming it against the black cat’s muzzle before it could sink razor sharp fangs into Cyrus’s neck. It stumbled backward, and Cyrus stumbled up. He could feel wet blood soaking into his ripped t-shirt, the pain dulled by adrenaline and instinct.
 
   Cyrus rushed forward, letting out a cry of rage as he began to bludgeon the panther with his torch. Tamyra had it from the other side, holding the flames of her torch flat against its fur and setting it alight. The other two panthers had fled, their will to kill finally broken.
 
   The unlucky cat tried to flee across the sand for a few feet before leaping into the air, letting out a pained yelp, and falling to the ground in a broken, smoldering heap. Cyrus stood over it for another minute, slamming his torch club down on its neck in furious blows, remembering Candace. He only stopped when he was too exhausted to continue, and as he made his way back into the light of the fire, the reality of what had just happened sank in.
 
   Peter was going to let me die.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t you do anything, Peter?” asked Cyrus. He knew what the answer would be, if he got one at all, but still felt as though he needed to ask. 
 
   “It all happened so fast,” said Peter, his voice unconvincing and flat. “I just didn’t have time.”
 
   “Really?” Cyrus scowled at him. “That’s what we’ve come to? Really, Pete?”
 
   He sat on the sand near the fire as Maggie tended to the cuts on his chest, which turned out to be shallower than they had initially seemed. Peter stood on the far end of the camp, away from the others, his expression unreadable and empty.
 
   “Tomorrow, I’m setting out.” Peter turned to address all of the survivors directly. “There’s room for two other people on the raft with me. I’m not spending more than another night on this god forsaken island.”
 
   “You’re out of your fucking mind,” said Cyrus. “What are you going to eat? How is any of this going to work?”
 
   Peter gestured toward the dead panther in the sand.
 
   “We’ll take that with us,” he said. “Along with plenty of coconuts and berries. And of course, a full water barrel. We’ll be fine.”
 
   “I… I want to go with you,” said Aiden. “I want to go home.”
 
   “We don’t even know which way civilization is from here,” said Cyrus.
 
   “The current will take us where we need to go,” said Peter. “Tamyra, do you still want to come, as well?”
 
   Tamyra nodded.
 
   “Then it’s settled.” Peter sneered at Cyrus, his eyes filled with contempt. “This will solve things for both of us, buddy. You should be happy.”
 
   Nobody gets to be happy after tonight, thought Cyrus. 
 
   “This is insane,” said Amy. “Aiden, you’re seriously going to go with him?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Amy,” said Aiden. “I’m scared of this place.”
 
   “This discussion’s over,” said Peter. “If you need me, I’ll be making the finishing touches on the raft.”
 
   He walked over to the dead panther and hefted it over his shoulder, heading off in the direction of the raft. Tamyra and Aiden looked at each other for a moment, and then hurried after him.
 
   “What just happened?” whispered Maggie.
 
   “They’ll be okay,” said Kyoko. “Who knows? It might be the only hope we have to get rescued. We might as well let them try.”
 
   “It’s a suicide mission,” said Cyrus. “And none of them can even see-”
 
   A noise came from the edge of the jungle, and they all went silent. Cyrus picked his torch club back up and dipped it into the fire. He took a slow step in the direction of the disturbance, ready to fight for his life.
 
   A tiny mewling noise came from just within the tall grass. Cyrus frowned and pushed away vegetation, revealing a tiny panther cub, no larger than a house cat, walking through the grass with a youthful aimlessness. It looked up at him and let out a harmless meow, its green eyes tracking the movement of the torch in his hand. The cat’s ribs were showing through the glossy fur of its abdomen, and it looked exhausted.
 
   “Huh,” said Cyrus. He reached down and picked it up with his free hand. “Do we still have that fish from before?”
 
   Maggie looked at him in disbelief as he carried the tiny panther kitten over to the camp and set it down in the sand. It walked in a small circle, nuzzling up against Cyrus’s leg, and then laid down and let out a yawn.
 
   “You aren’t serious, are you?” she asked him. Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “I’m guessing the one that we fought was its mother,” he said. “I can’t imagine why else it would still be here on its own.” He held it over his head and examined its underside. “It’s a boy.”
 
   “You’re insane.” Kyoko was smiling slightly as she spoke, and Cyrus smiled back at her.
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “But if Peter and the others really do set out tomorrow, we could use the extra company.”
 
   “Let’s call him Shadow,” said Amy.
 
   Cyrus scratched the tiny panther’s ear, and heard it let out another tiny meow. Kyoko brought over the fish, cutting a slice off its tail with a sharpened rock to set in front of the little guy.
 
   “It’s generic, but fitting,” said Cyrus. “Shadow it is.”
 
   The panther kitten went to sleep, and so did the rest of them, except for Cyrus. He sat on the edge of the camp, determined to keep guard as he had the night before. Tonight, he wasn’t sure if it was just the jungle cats that he was looking out for.
 
   A noise came from within the camp, and Cyrus turned to see Amy walking over toward where he sat on one of the logs that made up the fence. She didn’t say anything at first, instead just sitting down next to him and planting a kiss on his cheek.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she whispered, after another moment.
 
   “I know,” he said. “Peter… he would have eventually snapped over something else. He isn’t happy here.”
 
   Amy met his gaze, a strange expression on her face.
 
   “Are you happy here?” she asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “It’s not a ridiculous question, Cyrus,” she said. “I mean, I got to escape from the hell that I was trapped in back in Weston. From the blackmail… from stripping. This beats what’s waiting for me back home.”
 
   Cyrus leaned his head back, looking up at the night sky. He’d been too busy thinking about survival to give the question any thought on his own.
 
   Was I happier back home, selling weed and struggling to keep a roof over my head?
 
   “Will you let me try?” whispered Amy. “…To make you happy?”
 
   “Amy…”
 
   Before he could continue, she’d kissed him again, her lips hot and enticing against his. She let her kiss travel, first down across his neck, skipping over the scratches on his chest and picking back up at his stomach and then crotch.
 
   She started to undo the zipper of his cargo shorts, and Cyrus stood up enough for her to pull them and his boxers down. The fire had died down to the point of leaving them both in shadow, and Kyoko and Maggie both seemed to still be asleep.
 
   Cyrus was hard before she’d even started touching him. Despite everything that had happened that night, the arguing, his potentially destroyed friendship with Peter, he still wanted her. He wanted to give her what she wanted, the chance to make him happy.
 
   Amy shifted onto her knees in front of him, making eye contact as she pushed her tongue out gingerly, as if taking the first lick of an ice cream cone. Her tongue was hot and wet and magnificent against the sensitive head of his cock. Cyrus leaned his head back and let himself enjoy it.
 
   She licked and then kissed, sucking with gentle, almost loving ease. It was more than just a blowjob, a simple sexual expression of her passion. Cyrus felt as though everything she’d said about the island and what it could be for them was being affirmed with each movement of her mouth. They didn’t have to suffer. If they wanted to, they could just live.
 
   Each time Amy bobbed her head forward, she brought her mouth down a bit further, her tongue working in tandem with her lips and cheeks to give him all the pleasure she could. She was so young and so beautiful, and he’d spent so much time thinking that she’d always be at a distance.
 
   Her eyes flicked up to his again, full of eagerness and a desire to please. Cyrus slipped his hand along her cheek and urged her onward. Amy sucked with gentle precision. She seemed to know what she was doing, but went slow and cautiously with it, as though she wanted to draw it out for as long as she could.
 
   Did they make her do this at the strip club? How many nights was she in the backroom, on her knees in front of the rich patrons there?
 
   The thought was dark and insidious, and he pushed it away as quickly as he could. Amy had turned her mouth to the side and was sliding her lips up and down his shaft, her technique going far beyond what any sweet virgin would be able to work out on their own. Cyrus frowned, reminding himself that they were on the island, now. Nothing from before mattered, not while they were so far from home.
 
   She returned to sucking, wrapping her lips around his cock with an obscenely tight and perfect seal. Amy had perfect lips for sucking dick, and Cyrus remembered how the jocks used to joke about it in the men’s locker room. She’d never given any of them the time of day, and now here she was, giving him so much more.
 
   “Amy,” he breathed. She increased her pace, the corners of her mouth turning up slightly into the tiniest smile she could manage with his cock still in her mouth.
 
   Cyrus ran a hand through her hair and lounged in the sensation. She was doing it for him, to show him how she felt. It was as though Amy, still insecure and broken from the shit she’d been through back home, could only express herself through this, through what she’d previously been forced into, against her will.
 
   She sucked faster, and faster. Cyrus wanted more, but he knew that trying to fuck her, right there and then, would risk waking up Kyoko and Maggie.
 
   Maggie… How is all of this going to work? She’s expecting me to be there for her, too…
 
   Amy set a hand on his thigh and rubbed back and forth as she sucked him deeper, and deeper, taking a good inch or so of his tool into her throat. Cyrus tapped her on the head in warning, but if she noticed, she made no sign of it.
 
   He gasped as he began to unload, blasting out his hot, sticky cum deep into her mouth and throat. A small trickle ran down Amy’s chin, but she ignored it, continuing to swallow and suck while pleasure coursed through every inch of Cyrus’s body. She didn’t stop until he’d gone soft, wiping the back of her hand against her cheek and smiling at him.
 
   “Amy,” he said, softly. She put a finger to his lips.
 
   “I know,” she said. “Let’s just go to sleep for tonight. We have so much to work out before we can really… talk.”
 
   Cyrus kissed her on the forehead. He let her go back to her spot around the fire, and then continued his watch for another hour before turning in, waking Kyoko to take his place.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Morning felt as though it came in a hurry. Cyrus was still exhausted when he pulled himself up, and felt a little surprised by just how badly he wanted to keep sleeping on his pathetically thin, little leaf mat.
 
   The camp felt empty with only Maggie, Amy, and Kyoko. The four of them tried to keep each other’s spirits in check during breakfast, smiling and joking as they would have normally.
 
   Shadow purred up against Cyrus’s leg, and that did manage to pull a genuine smile out of him, for a second. Peter and the others who’d gone with them arrived not long after sunrise, pushing the raft through the shallows as they went.
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus stood up and faced his friend, ready to make one last, desperate plea. “Think about what you’re doing.”
 
   “Save us both the time, Cyrus,” he said. “We’re leaving. I won’t suffer this nightmare for another day.”
 
   Peter looked from Cyrus to Amy, and it was clear enough that he wasn’t just speaking of their stay on the island.
 
   “Peter, you’re my best friend…” Cyrus felt a little choked up, embarrassingly so. “Look, at least take this. It will help you if you find another island. We’re keeping our fire going, we can make do without it here, at this point.”
 
   Cyrus walked over to him and made to press Darius’s lighter into his hand. Peter resisted for a while, picking it up to give it an uncertain look over.
 
   “It’s Darius’s lighter,” said Cyrus. “The only thing of his I have left.”
 
   “Really, Cyrus? The last thing of Darius’s you have left?” Peter made a noise and shot an obvious look of disgust at Maggie before tossing the lighter back to him. “I thought a lot last night about whether you’re just really stupid, or entirely lacking in self-awareness. I think it’s both.”
 
   Cyrus glared at him.
 
   “Fuck you, Pete.”
 
   “Fuck you, Cyrus.”
 
   There was no play in the words, not this time. Peter walked over to the raft, which he, Aiden, and Tamyra had filled with supplies. There were dozens of coconuts, leaf bundles that Cyrus assumed were full of berries, the entire cooked panther carcass, leaf mats, and a full water barrel. They were about as ready as they’d ever be.
 
   Maggie, Amy, and Kyoko were tender with their goodbyes, though all three of the girls avoided saying more than passing words to Peter. Amy and Aiden took the longest to finish with each other, both of them making promises to each other and crying for Candace.
 
   “We’re leaving,” shouted Peter. “We need to take advantage of the light we had it.”
 
   Peter, Aiden, and Tamyra climbed onto the raft and began rowing with makeshift paddles. Aiden waved back to the survivors on the beach once or twice, but it only took a half hour or so for the raft to be completely out of sight.
 
   They’re gone, thought Cyrus. And there’s a good chance we’ll never see any of them again.
 
   Maggie, Amy, and Kyoko were all waiting around the burned out campfire in silence. Cyrus slipped his lighter back into the safety of the bottom pocket of his cargo pants and turned to look at the group, knowing that it was all up to him now.
 
   “We’re still here,” he said. “But that’s not a bad thing. This isn’t a bad place for us to be, even with the panthers, even with the… volcano. It’s not so bad.”
 
   Shadow walked over to him and nuzzled his ankle again as though to offer support to his point. Cyrus smiled at the cat, amused by how affectionate it was acting.
 
   “We just need to focus on comfortable survival,” said Cyrus. “I don’t mean just scraping by. I think we need to aim higher, to build a better shelter, to find better food to eat. We can also think of reasonable ways to contact the outside world. Rock signs, messages in a bottle if it comes to it.”
 
   Cyrus looked each of the women in the eyes individual, doing his best to not let his baser emotions make a big deal over how pretty each of them was.
 
   And it’s just me on the island now! Ugh, I probably shouldn’t think like that.
 
   “Let’s keep moving forward,” said Cyrus. “Let’s make things better.”
 
   Maggie grinned at him.
 
   “I’m with you,” she said. “I’m going to spend today gathering more kale, and seeing if I can get started farming some of it. Just in case this ends up being an extended stay.”
 
   “Perfect,” said Cyrus. Amy stepped in a little closer from the side.
 
   “I’m going to try fishing,” she said. “I used to do it all the time with my dad as a kid. I think I can figure it out, even with just the natural stuff we have on hand.”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “Hmm…” Kyoko shrugged and looked at the remains of the fire. “Well, one of us is going to have to work on the camp, unless we all want to continue sleeping out in the open on leaves.”
 
   “I don’t mind lending my help if you need it,” said Cyrus. “We all can.”
 
   “It’s fine.” She smiled, and Cyrus got a better sense of just how pretty she was, older than him but still a young woman. “I do kind of enjoy it. Just wish I had better materials to work with.”
 
   Cyrus chewed his lip as he thought about what he’d spend the day doing. He was still concerned about the other panthers, and now with just the four of them, a repeat of what happened to Candace would be a crippling blow.
 
   “I’m going to be on guard duty,” he said. “I’ll patrol the jungle for the cats, and make sure we’re safe.”
 
   “If it’s just you, it’s not going to be much of a patrol,” said Amy.
 
   Cyrus smiled.
 
   “It won’t be just me.” He bent over and scratched Shadow’s ear. “And who knows? We might be able to work something out with them.”
 
   The four of them ate a quick breakfast of coconut and berries, both of which Cyrus was starting to get a little tired of. At his insistence, Amy and Maggie grudgingly set out together to work on their respective tasks, sticking to the buddy system for safety.
 
   Cyrus hung out on the beach for a bit, offering a hand to Kyoko as she collected wood to build the fence up higher. She was quiet, and he began to realize that he hadn’t taken much notice of her in their time on the island.
 
   “It will take some time, but what I’d love to eventually do is build up a small hut in the center of the fence,” said Kyoko. “A place that actually feels like home.”
 
   She’d taken to wearing her slim baby blue blouse with the top few buttons undone in the past few days, exposing the edge of the fabric of her bra, along with the cleavage of her small breasts. Cyrus hadn’t thought much of it, but now, with only four of them left, it was hard for him to not see all of her, including the small details.
 
   “Home,” he said, echoing her sentiment. “It feels like we’re getting further away from it by the day, even though we’re stuck in one place.”
 
   “Maybe,” said Kyoko. “You were in… high school back in Weston, right?”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Well, I’d just graduated. What about you? College?”
 
   Kyoko shook her head and flashed a smile.
 
   “Do I look that young to you?” she said. “No, I got my bachelor’s a little over a year ago. I’d just been hired by your old school as a substitute teacher.”
 
   “Oh.” Cyrus crouched low to lift up a larger log, relying on his legs, rather than his back to move it onto the fence. “That sounds like fun.”
 
   “Well, it’s interesting,” said Kyoko. “The school was conflicted about hiring another young, female teacher. They thought it might end up causing friction with some of the more outgoing older male students, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Uh…” Cyrus feigned nonchalance with a shrug. “I think so?”
 
   “You know, I was friends with Amy’s sister, Lana,” said Kyoko. “Best friends, in fact.”
 
   The branch Cyrus had been working into the fence fell out of his grasp. He cleared his throat and bent down to pick it up, trying to hide his face and the telling expression on it until he had time to recover.
 
   “Really?” he said. “I… didn’t know that. I was friends with Amy, but I didn’t really, uh, know her sister that well.”
 
   “She was your homeroom teacher, wasn’t she?” asked Kyoko.
 
   She knows. There’s no other reason why she’d press me like this.
 
   Cyrus stood back up and met Kyoko’s eye, feeling a little intimidated by the wicked smile she had on her face. He scratched his head and ran a hand through his hair, trying to decide how to proceed.
 
   “Yeah, she was,” said Cyrus. “I totally forgot about that, haha.”
 
   “Enough, Cyrus,” said Kyoko. “We shared everything with each other, in great detail. She told me all about the ‘after school tutoring’ she gave you.”
 
   Cyrus winced and crossed his arms, staring down at the sand.
 
   “Can this stay between the two of us?” he asked. “Amy doesn’t know, and it would tear her apart to find out.”
 
   Kyoko took a step closer to him, looking in either direction down the beach to make sure that they’re alone. She was an attractive woman, with pretty lips and eyes and a face with a certain exotic, eternal beauty to it.
 
   “I won’t tell her,” said Kyoko. “But you’ll have to do favors for me if you want to keep it that way.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Cyrus scowled and waved a hand in the air. “We’re stranded on a deserted island? What could I possibly do for you here?”
 
   “You’re the only guy here,” said Kyoko. “Everyone has needs, Cyrus.”
 
   He just stared at her, unable to summon an appropriate response.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.” Kyoko reached out a finger and poked him in the cheek. “I’m just saying… I would like it if my time here could be fun and exciting, too. And it’s pretty clear from how close you’ve gotten with Amy and Maggie that I needed some way of securing your attention.”
 
   “You could have just tried flirting,” said Cyrus.
 
   Kyoko laughed.
 
   “See?” she said, leaning in a little closer. “This will be fun!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Despite his frustration over what essentially amounted to blackmail, Cyrus found Kyoko’s playful attitude to be borderline infectious. She let the subject drop after she’d finished her power play, and for a minute, the two went back to working on the fence and sprucing up the campsite, the air hanging over them practically crackling with sexual tension.
 
   “Can you help me lift this log up?” asked Kyoko.
 
   “Which one? This one?”
 
   Kyoko bent forward slowly, pushing her small butt outward and nodding to the log she had her hands on.
 
   “No, this one,” she said. “Just get right behind me and put your strength into it.”
 
   Cyrus moved in close behind her, letting his crotch grind into her backside. Kyoko arched her back slightly and put a hand on his thigh.
 
   “Good,” she said. “You’re going to have to lift hard.”
 
   “I can lift hard,” said Cyrus. “Harder than I think you’d expect.”
 
   He let his hands slide across her stomach, squeezing her against him with deliberate force. He was a little angry at the way she’d played him, but then again, she’d also given him an outlet for it in what she offered. He could let it all out on her, and she seemed more than willing to take it.
 
   “Just put it in place, Cyrus,” whispered Kyoko. “If you think you can get it there.”
 
   Cyrus pushed her forward so that she had to put her hands on the fence to stay standing. He let his fingers close around her hips and ground his quickly hardening cock into her butt, feeling Kyoko’s movements as she grew excited, her breathing intensifying.
 
   “Cyrus?” 
 
   Maggie’s voice came from the tree line, the equivalent of having a bucket of cold water poured on their foreplay. Cyrus drew back and started picking up a log. He glanced at Kyoko, frowning as he saw how deeply she was blushing.
 
   She’s going to give us away, he thought. The fact that it was her idea only makes it worse.
 
   “Hey, Maggie,” he called. “What’s up?”
 
   “I need some help planting… kale.” Maggie froze she stepped out on the beach, looking back and forth between him and Kyoko. “Is everything okay?”
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Fine,” he said.
 
   “Yeah… just, uh, fine,” offered Kyoko.
 
   Maggie didn’t seem convinced, and she favored Cyrus with a long a frown.
 
   “Did he do something weird, Kyoko?”
 
   “No!” Kyoko was blushing so deeply now that Cyrus felt embarrassed to just be looking at her. He stood up and started walking toward Maggie, intent on at the least, extricating himself from the situation.
 
   “So wait, you left Amy on her own?” he asked, deflecting the best he could.
 
   Maggie rolled her eyes.
 
   “Cyrus, it’s fine,” she said. “Those panthers don’t seem to be active during the day. And she’s on the beach on the island’s far side, anyway. She’ll be able to see them coming if they do try something.”
 
   Shadow, who’d spent the last few minutes focused on the scraps of fish left after Amy had taken the useful material for bait, made his way over to them. He began walking circles around their feet, curling his tail as he nuzzled his whiskers and face into them affectionately.
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said. “But I’m going to bring my club and do a quick patrol after helping you out, just in case.”
 
   “Are you going to be okay here alone, Kyoko?” asked Maggie. 
 
   Kyoko nodded. She’d regained a bit of her composure, and smiled in a way that Maggie and Cyrus both perceived differently.
 
   She’s serious about what she said, he thought. This isn’t over.
 
   Cyrus walked with Maggie into the jungle, down what was quickly becoming a direct trail up to the lake. There was something deeply heartening about that, as though they’d started molding parts of the island to suit them better.
 
   The two of them stopped for a drink at the lake, and then Maggie led him in a direction he hadn’t been in before. After another minutes of pushing through foliage and jungle vegetation, they exited out onto a small patch of green, fertile land, flanked on three sides by jungle and one by beach.
 
   “And here we are,” said Maggie.
 
   “Interesting…” Cyrus smiled at her. “I was under the impression that the entire island was just jungle, sand, and rock.”
 
   “It’s small, but even a small island can have secrets.” Maggie motioned for him to follow, walking over to a small patch that she’d cleared of grass and topsoil.
 
   “I don’t see how this is going to work, without seeds,” he said.
 
   “Kale is adaptable,” said Maggie. “If we replant some of what I’ve been saving from each time I’ve foraged it, the remains should regrow into full plants.”
 
   She delicately pointed to one that she’d already set up. Cyrus crouched down to get a closer look, nodding appreciatively.
 
   “Nifty.”
 
   He spent a couple of minutes helping her with the little farm. The work he did was more intensive than he’d been expecting, and mostly involved digging through grass and dirt with flat rocks that served as makeshift shovels.
 
   “I was worried before about how in the world I could make a farm big enough to feed everyone,” said Maggie. “But… it’s just the four of us now.”
 
   Cyrus nodded, hearing the mixed emotions in her tone.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Maggie… I don’t know. Do you think I did the right thing by letting Peter leave?”
 
   It had been nagging at him since the moment Peter’s raft had disappeared over the horizon. They were weaker as a group of four, less capable of pulling their weight around to do the busywork of surviving. And there was a good chance that Peter wasn’t coming back, which meant that his best friend in the world, despite their recent troubles, wasn’t coming back.
 
   “Cyrus…” Maggie frowned at him. “It’s not as simple as right and wrong, anymore. Peter did what he thought was the right thing for him, and you respected him enough to let him.”
 
   “It’s suicide,” said Cyrus.
 
   “Imagine what would have happened if you’d forced him to stay,” said Maggie.
 
   “I could have… convinced him?” Cyrus doubted if he could have, even as he suggested it. Maggie shook her head.
 
   “Peter took a big risk for all of us,” she said. “He may very well find a ship, or be seen by a plane, or hell, reach Fiji. And then… we’d all get to go home. Well, most of us.”
 
   Darius… Things won’t just go back to normal.
 
   “You’re right,” said Cyrus, smiling at her. “Sorry. It’s been a long couple of days.”
 
   There was one more issue that Cyrus needed to address with Maggie, and he’d been half-hoping that she’d bring it up on her own. He went back to digging out soil for a minute, waiting and watching her out of the corner of his eye. She seemed to be watching him in much the same way.
 
   “Uh, Maggie…” he said. “About Amy…”
 
   Maggie smiled at him, wiping her soil covered hands off on the grass.
 
   “Cyrus,” she said. “I’ve calmed down a bit from when we first crashed down. Even from yesterday… enough to think about what we did.”
 
   “Maggie, there’s no playbook for this kind of situation.” Cyrus frowned and scratched his head. “I’m just bumbling forward, essentially. Trying to be everything to everyone.”
 
   “Cyrus, it’s okay. I get it. The two of you have history together.”
 
   “We…” He pointed to her and then to his chest. “…have history together, too.”
 
   Maggie laughed, as though she found what he’d said to be most amusing thing she’d encountered all day.
 
   “You’re Darius’s little brother, Cyrus,” she said, quietly. “We’ve always been friendly we’ve one another. And we’ve always been… respectful, to our circumstances.”
 
   Cyrus walked over to her, and Maggie extended her arms. He hugged her tightly, feeling her soft body push against him, her breasts moving loosely underneath her dress. She kissed him softly on the cheek, her lips hot and tempting. He wanted her, and felt his lower half casting an enthusiastic, hard vote, pressing itself into her stomach.
 
   “I’ll always be here for you if you need anything, Cyrus.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “There isn’t going to be room for everything,” said Darius. “It sucks, but it’s true. We’ll have to make two more trips.”
 
   Cyrus stood on the lawn of Darius’s old apartment, helping his brother pack the last of his belongings into the back of his beat up sedan. Maggie, Darius’s girlfriend, was there helping out. They’d done her moving the day before, packing away everything of hers and moving it to the new townhouse that she and Darius would soon be sharing.
 
   “Why didn’t you ask somebody with a truck to help, again?” asked Maggie.
 
   “I… thought it would be easier than this.” Darius grinned at her. “Anyway, we could also leave someone here and fill up the front passenger seat.”
 
   “Let’s fill that seat up, and then see if your brother and I can squeeze in back,” said Maggie. “It’s almost an hour to our new place. It would suck for one of us to have to wait behind, with literally nothing left for entertainment in your old apartment.”
 
   “I mean, I guess we can give it a try…” said Darius. “Does that work for you Cyrus?”
 
   Cyrus nodded. He always felt a little lost in his brother’s shadow whenever he was around him and Maggie together, or anyone else, for that matter. He picked up another box of Darius’s things and slid it into the front passenger seat, taking another one from Maggie as he turned.
 
   They managed to get everything that was left outside of a rickety dining room chair that Darius opted to toss in the trash. The back of the sedan, unfortunately, had only a very small space left to sit in. Cyrus squeezed in first, trying and failing to make space for Maggie.
 
   “We’re so close!” said Darius. “Maggie just… sit wherever.”
 
   Maggie flashed an awkward smile at Cyrus.
 
   “This is going to a really tight fit,” she said.
 
   “Darius, are you sure you don’t want me to drive?” asked Cyrus.
 
   “Unless you’ve learned how to handle a stick shift, that’s a no go, little bro.”
 
   Maggie was wearing a pink t-shirt and a loose black skirt. She shrugged and slid into the car, all but falling into Cyrus’s lap as she forced the door closed. Cyrus had just gotten done at the gym when Darius had stopped by to recruit him for the move, and still had on his thin training shorts, which did little to dampen the sensation of Maggie’s soft butt as she lowered herself down into a sitting position on top of him.
 
   “Definitely a tight fit,” she said. “Are you okay, Cyrus?”
 
   “I’m… fine.” He shifted a little, unsure of where to put his hands. “I mean, I can manage.”
 
   “Perfect!” Darius climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. “I’ll try to drive fast so the two of you don’t have to suffer for too long.”
 
   “Be careful,” said Maggie. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   She shifted in Cyrus’s lap, her butt sliding against his crotch as she tried to get a little more comfortable. Cyrus could feel every movement, right down to each breath she took. Her hair smelled of citrus shampoo, along with the perfect, indescribable scent of femininity.
 
   “You okay, Cyrus?” asked Maggie. Darius had turned on the radio, and between the music and the sound of the car, it was essentially just Cyrus and Maggie on their own for the ride.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. “Are you comfortable?”
 
   “I might have to keep shifting,” she said, wiggling in his lap. “Sorry, it’s hard to stay comfortable.”
 
   “That’s… okay.” Cyrus cringed as he felt her movements, or more accurately, his body’s reaction to her movements. He’d found Maggie attractive since the first day they’d met, petite and pretty, with interesting curves in just the right places. It suddenly became clear to him that having her on his lap for the duration of an hour long drive would be heavenly torture.
 
   He tried to keep his mind in safe territory, running over the details of his math homework, thinking about sports, about working out at the gym. It all somehow led back to Maggie, her breasts and her butt, and how good it felt every time she wiggled on his cock.
 
   Cyrus managed to slow the rate of his arousal down, but he couldn’t stop it. His cock slowly got harder, and harder, pushing up against Maggie’s thighs. She didn’t seem to notice it at first, but then Darius hit a pot hole, bumping her into the air. When she sat back down, she immediately flinched, as though she’d sat on a heated rod.
 
   “Cyrus…” she whispered. “Are you… Is that…?”
 
   She couldn’t even say it, and as she turned to look over her shoulder at him, Cyrus saw the embarrassment in her expression, cheeks bright red. He felt like dying from shame, and couldn’t meet her eye for more than a second.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “You just… feel really nice.”
 
   “I… do?” Maggie looked at him strangely, as though flattered and a little confused.
 
   “Sorry,” Cyrus repeated.
 
   Maggie hesitated for a second and then settled back down into his lap, shifting herself so that Cyrus’s erection slid flat under her butt and skirt. She shivered a little as it made contact, as though Cyrus’s arousal was infectious and had already begun to spread to her.
 
   “Just… breathe slow,” whispered Maggie. She set a hand on his thigh and slowly rubbed back and forth.
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to help,” said Cyrus.
 
   “How about this?” Maggie shifted, squeezing her buttocks together. Cyrus went wide eyed from how good it felt and almost gasped.
 
   “No…” he said. “Jesus, Maggie. That’s definitely not helping.”
 
   She frowned and rubbed his knee, which again, only made it worse. It didn’t seem like there was anything that Maggie could do for him, other than get off his lap, or…
 
   Cyrus didn’t let himself finish that thought. Several silent minutes went by, the tension in the air so thick as to almost be suffocating. He felt Maggie’s breathing slowly hasten. She was still shifting in his lap, leaning from one buttock to the other, sometimes sliding forward and essentially caressing his cock through their clothes. It was torture. It felt incredible.
 
   “You guys okay back there?” Darius lowered the stereo’s volume to ask the question.
 
   “We’re… hanging in there,” answered Maggie. Her voice sounded labored, as though it was an effort for her to do anything other than try to ignore Cyrus’s hard, insistent cock, grinding against her skirt and panties and knocking on the door of temptation.
 
   “Well, keep it up,” said Darius. “They’re doing construction for the next couple of miles. It’s going to be pretty bumpy.”
 
   No sooner than he’d finished speaking did the sedan shift over a pothole, and then another, and then several quick bumps. The road became even rougher. Maggie was bouncing up off Cyrus. He had to grip her by the waist just to keep her in one place, holding her butt and crotch tight against his hardness.
 
   It was as though the road itself was conspiring against them, doing everything it could to intensify the arousal torture both Maggie and Cyrus were enduring. Maggie had to open her legs a little wider to stay balanced, letting Cyrus’s cock push even deeper into dangerous territory.
 
   Cyrus kept her held tight against him, but the movements of the car made it feel as though he was trying to dry hump her each time they went over a bump. If it wasn’t for the thin layers of clothes between them, he was sure that his cock would have found its way inside her, just based off the number of times she bounced off his lap and had to wiggle back into place.
 
   “How much further?” asked Maggie, shouting to be heard over the music.
 
   “It’s going to be a while,” said Darius. “Looks like there’s a detour.”
 
   Maggie arched her back and shifted, pushing herself in close to Cyrus and tightening her thighs around his cock. She wiggled, not back and forth to stay in one place, but up and down, moving intentionally with each bounce.
 
   “Cyrus…” she whispered. “This is… dangerous.”
 
   “It’s okay,” said Cyrus. “We’ll… we’ll be there soon.”
 
   Maggie leaned her head back, her hair rubbing into Cyrus’s face. She squeezed her thighs tighter and took hold of his legs, using him for leverage as the bouncing continued to grind them together.
 
   Cyrus had been letting his fingers wander along Maggie’s waist, and now up her stomach, almost to her breasts. His mind was a cloud of lustful fog. She was his brother’s girlfriend, and that only made it worse, each of Maggie’s movements amplified by the illicit, unplanned nature of what was happening. He was close to cumming in his shorts, and from the way Maggie was breathing, she was close to her own release.
 
   His body was moving now, doing things that went beyond appropriate. He was pushing up into Maggie. He had one hand on her upper thigh, the finger poking and prodding into her most sensitive territory. She was wiggling and breathing fast, grinding herself into him.
 
   “Cyrus!” Maggie hissed. “I… I can’t…”
 
   She tried to slide up and off of him, but another bump stole her balance out from underneath her. Maggie landed at what would have been the perfect angle, if they’d been different people in a different situation.
 
   Cyrus’s rock hard rod pushed in between her thighs and against her pussy, sliding as far into it as their thin clothing would allow before pulling taut. It was probably less than an inch of penetration, hampered by his shorts and her panties, but it came at exactly the wrong time.
 
   Maggie’s entire body tensed up in release at the same moment Cyrus felt himself pass over the line. She was shivering, biting her lip to keep from crying out. For an instant, he thought he’d be able to pull back and calm himself down, now that Maggie had gotten off and could come back to her senses.
 
   She wiggled again. Cyrus’s cock was still right there, tapping on her hot little hole. He pulled her tight against him and felt pleasure and shame rush over him in a wave as he blew his load in his shorts. He held Maggie tight, as though she could be a shield against the reality of what had just happened.
 
   “Ugh,” said Darius, from up front. “It’s getting a little muggy in here. I’m going to roll down some windows.”
 
   Maggie reached her hand down and squeezed Cyrus’s hand, looking ahead and not turning to face him. Minutes passed by, with neither of them saying anything. Finally, the awkwardness became too much for him to handle.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispered.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” she said. “It was just an accident. It’s not like either of us meant for it to happen.”
 
   “Still,” said Cyrus. “Is this going to make things weird between us?”
 
   Maggie finally glanced over her shoulder at him, a smirk on her face.
 
   “That’s up to you,” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cyrus helped Maggie with her farm for another hour or so, the two of them enjoying each other’s company in comfortable silence. Shadow had apparently followed them out, and made a show of rolling in the fresh soil before licking himself.
 
   “I should probably keep moving,” he said, finally. “Make sure Amy and Kyoko don’t need anything.”
 
   Maggie nodded and smiled affectionately at him. 
 
   “You’re essential to this group, you know, Cyrus,” she said. “I’m proud of the way you’ve been taking charge, I really am. Darius would have been, too. Just keep doing your best.”
 
   Her words had such feeling in them that for a moment, he couldn’t think of what to say. He desperately missed his brother, and Maggie’s praise in his absence was doubly powerful. Cyrus managed a slow nod before turning and heading back into the jungle, not wanting her to see his misty eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   He walked back to the lake slowly and then headed off around the rock mound, toward the east, where Maggie had told him earlier that Amy was trying to fish. It wasn’t hard to find the trail that she’d made on her way through the bushes, and Cyrus heard the sound of her attempt before he actually broke back out onto the beach.
 
   “Damn it!” shouted Amy. “Take the bait already, you stupid little fish!”
 
   “Sounds like it’s going pretty well.” Cyrus grinned at her as he came out onto the beach and saw her standing in the shallows. 
 
   Amy had ditched her t-shirt and jean shorts, leaving her wearing only her tiny bikini. She turned and glared at him, pulling in the jungle vine she’d been using as a fishing line and setting it down on the sand. 
 
   “It’s way harder than it looks!” she said. “And it’s not like I have the best equipment to work with!”
 
   “Also, you’re a girl,” said Cyrus. “Girl’s aren’t supposed to be good a fishing.”
 
   Amy’s face shifted into a “I can’t believe you just said that” expression, right up until Cyrus walked over and poked his finger into her cheek.
 
   “I’m joking, relax.” He shrugged, still grinning. “Let me give it a try.”
 
   Amy folded her arms and watched him with skepticism, as though expecting it to be the setup for more teasing at her expense. Cyrus picked up one of the thin, loopy green vines she had laying around and gave it a pull, testing to see how much weight it could support. The fibers were strong, but obvious, easy for a fish to spot against the water.
 
   “Maybe try splitting it down the top?” he suggested, pulling the vine into two equal halves from the end. “There. You might not be able to reel in a shark with that, but at least it won’t be so visible.”
 
   “I’ll try it,” she said. “But I doubt it’s going to change much.”
 
   She turned and looked out at the ocean, her mouth turning down into a serious frown.
 
   “I feel like I’m learning this from square one,” she said. “And no, it has nothing to do with the fact that I’m a girl!”
 
   “I already said I was joking,” said Cyrus. Amy rolled her eyes at him.
 
   “It’s like… this is the kind of thing that people just don’t know how to do, in the modern world,” said Amy. “I don’t even know if using fish as bait to catch other fish will even work.”
 
   Cyrus moved in closer to her and put an arm around her shoulders.
 
   “None of us know any of this,” he said. “We’re all just doing our best. Here, let’s both give it a try for a while. That way, at least we can be frustrated together.”
 
   Amy smiled a little at that. She picked up her vine line and double checked the fishbone hanging from the end, which had a small scrap of fish skin hanging from it.
 
   “Cyrus, about last night…” She hesitated a little. “With what happened between us, and then… Peter.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and exhaled. He knew what must be going on inside her heart. From her perspective, it probably looked as though she’d broken up the friendship between him and Peter, and in the process, their entire group.
 
   “Amy, if it hadn’t been him getting upset over how you feel or don’t feel about him, it would have been something else,” said Cyrus. “Hell, he was dead set on leaving on the raft almost from day one.”
 
   “He was your best friend, Cyrus,” said Amy. “And you pretty much told me how it was with him and the way he felt about me.”
 
   “He still is my best friend.” Cyrus looked out into the ocean, trying to see beyond the edge of the horizon. “We’re just… taking different approaches forward, for now.”
 
   Amy didn’t seem satisfied by that, but Cyrus was sick of talking about it. He made as though to check on something in the shallows and splashed water in Amy’s direction as he stood up, eliciting a shocked gasp out of her in reaction.
 
   “You…!” Amy glared at him, though she couldn’t hide the smile on her lips under it. She set her vine down and immediately started splashing him back.
 
   Cyrus took his shirt off and flung it back onto the sand. His scratches from the night before were already starting to heal up nicely, which was a small miracle, given their limited options when it came to medical treatment. He ran into the water until he was up to his knees and unleashed a torrent of splashes in Amy’s direction, laughing as she counterattacked each one.
 
   “We’re supposed to be fishing!” shouted Amy. Despite her protest, she was smiling at him. Her lips were so pretty, and the expression made her blue eyes seem like gentle, crystalline portals into a softer, sensual world.
 
   Cyrus pulled her into what was half hug, half wrestling as he attempted to dunk her underwater. Amy laughed and began tickling him under one of his armpits, wiggling free. She crouched underneath his legs and pulled at his waist, knocking him over backward into the water.
 
   Cyrus surfaced, and Amy was against him, their play having built to its inevitable conclusion. He kissed her deeply and ran a hand through her soft blonde hair. He felt her big breasts pushing against his chest, and found himself wondering if it had really been such bad fortune for them to end up on the island, after all.
 
   “Cyrus…” Amy said, staring at him with those sensual eyes.
 
   “What?”
 
   She shook her head as though she didn’t know why she’d said his name, or rather, that it didn’t matter. It was because of him, a simple statement of fact. He was there, and he was who he was, and those two facts brought a deep happiness to her heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cyrus, what are you doing here?”
 
   It was late in the afternoon on a Wednesday night, and Cyrus was waiting outside of Heaven’s Gallery, at the edge of the street. Amy had just finished for the day, and wore her hair tucked up into a baseball cap as she left the strip club’s premises.
 
   “You weren’t at school today,” he said.
 
   Amy’s expression was bleak and emotionless, and it stayed that way even as she shrugged with feigned nonchalance.
 
   “I had to work,” she said.
 
   She started walking as though to continue past him. Cyrus fell into step beside her, feeling a strange obligation to make sure she made it home alright. She was the same as him, except in her case, the situation and the shame of it was even greater. She was trapped, the hope of a better future stolen away through essentially no fault of her own.
 
   “Here,” he said, reaching into his backpack. “I got you something.”
 
   He pulled out a pink wig, along with a pair of matching aviator sunglasses. Out of context, the gift would have seemed ridiculous, and even knowing what she’d use them for, it still bordered on being over the top.
 
   But Cyrus could tell from Amy’s eyes, or more accurately, the tears on the verge of reaching them, what the gift meant to her. He knew her secret, and instead of doing what a man of lesser character might in the situation, he was going out of his way to help her keep hiding it.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, in a quiet voice. “Cyrus, you probably shouldn’t have come here, though.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   It was more than just empathy that had brought Cyrus there, that afternoon. Krysta had called him again, promised him that she had a new buyer for some of the product he’d been sitting on all week. She’d asked him to meet him in the parking lot of Heaven’s Gallery, wary of what had happened las time, and Cyrus had showed up and done the deal without hesitation.
 
   “It’s the same for me, you know,” said Cyrus. “I’m trapped here, too. In this shitty town, with shitty circumstances.”
 
   Amy frowned at him.
 
   “Do you want something from me, Cyrus?” she asked. “Is that why you’re here? Just sucking up to me and making it seem like you care, so you can-”
 
   “Do you remember what you said to me when we first met?” he asked, interrupting her. Amy give him a puzzled look.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind,” he said. “To answer your question, no. I’m just being a good neighbor and trying to help you out.”
 
   “Nothing short of a new life would really help me at this point, Cyrus,” said Amy. “And fresh starts aren’t something that exists in the real world.”
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “You never know,” he said. “Fate works in mysterious ways.”
 
   “Fate can go fuck itself.”
 
   “When did you develop such a dirty mouth?” 
 
   Cyrus meant the question as a joke, but when he turned to look at Amy, he saw tears streaking down her face. He thread an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze.
 
   “What am I going to do, Cyrus?” whispered Amy. “There are already rumors going around… And the patrons at the club, they just… keep wanting more, and more from me.”
 
   Cyrus ran a hand through his hair. He knew why he cared so much about Amy and her situation, and it had nothing to do with him being a good neighbor, or a good person. He needed to help her because he didn’t have the courage to help himself anymore. She was his distraction from facing his own reality, his missing mother and drowning prospects.
 
   “I’ll get you out of this, Amy,” he said. “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it. I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
   It took a couple of minutes for Cyrus and Amy to refocus their attention on fishing. Seeing Amy in a bikini was more than enough to get Cyrus excited and thinking of other things, but Amy voiced her concerns about what the others would think if they came back in tandem that afternoon without anything to show for it.
 
   The line that Cyrus had made for himself, baited with a fishbone and scrap of fin, hovered on the surface of the empty water. He understood why the iconic image of fishermen was always a man sleeping in his boat, or a group of men drinking beer while they waited. It wasn’t a fast process.
 
   Amy was actually the one who got the first bite. Cyrus was almost dead on his feet, so bored that he worried he might tip back over into the ocean, when Amy made a noise of surprise.
 
   “Cyrus…” she said. “I got something!”
 
   He resisted the urge to charge over and give her a hand, fearing that it might spook the fish or affect the line. Instead, Cyrus turned to watch, shouting words of encouragement.
 
   “Good!” he said. “See if you can pull it in! Just go nice and slow, and get it onto the sand.”
 
   Amy was standing waist deep in the water and heaving at the line with all her strength. Cyrus watched for a moment before noticing how strange it looked, her leaning back as though something genuinely huge had taken the other end of the line.
 
   “Help!” Amy stumbled forward. “Cyrus! Grab onto me!”
 
   He plashed deeper out into the water and pulled Amy into a tight hug from behind. She laughed in triumph as the two of them slowly began to step backward, toward the beach, taking whatever had taken the bait along with them.
 
   They made it out of the water, and with a final heave, they pulled a fish the length of Cyrus’s arm onto the sand, collapsing together in a heap as they did. The fish was energetic, and looked as though it might flap its way across the sand and back into the sea. Amy fell on top of it and Cyrus fell on top of her, both of them laughing in triumph at their catch.
 
   “Yes!” shouted Amy. “We did it!”
 
   “This thing is going to taste so good!” said Cyrus. “WE get to eat fish tonight!”
 
   Both of them were distracted, and neither of them saw it approach. Cyrus heard the growl too late, and by the time he looked down the beach to the source of it, the panther was already on the move.
 
   It was the biggest of the ones that he’d seen, large enough to kill a person on its own with ease. Large enough to kill Candace. Cyrus shot up to his feet and took a step forward, trying to create space for Amy.
 
   “Cyrus!” she screamed. “Oh my god!” 
 
   He’d brought his club with him, but it was out of his reach now, up by the tree line. Cyrus locked eyes with the cat, watching it sink into a crouch, like a snake coiled and ready to strike.
 
   “Amy, start heading down the beach,” he said. “Get away from here.”
 
   “No.” Amy’s voice stiffened a little. “Cyrus… maybe it just wants the fish?”
 
   He considered it for a moment before pushing the idea aside with primal possessiveness. Amy had caught the fish, and it was hers to eat or to share with the rest of the survivors. Cyrus wasn’t going to let anything, not even a massive killer cat with claws the size of his fingers, bully him into submission.
 
   The panther let out a low roar and a deep, instinctual fear seized Cyrus by the gut. He balled his hands into fists, sure that he was staring into the face of his own death. He didn’t let himself back down, not when doing so would mean death for both him and Amy.
 
   Another noise came from the tree line, followed by a high pitched, precocious roar. Shadow trotted over to where the standoff was happening, his fur puffed outward in an attempt to make himself look bigger. He stood in front of Cyrus, against the other panther.
 
   The bigger cat made an odd noise and lost most of the fight in its posture. Shadow seemed to relax, as well, and closed the distance, licking the fully grown panther’s paw. He received a lick from the large cat’s massive tongue in return, and then both panthers walked back over to the trees and disappeared into the jungle.
 
   “Wow.” Cyrus shook his head. “Amy, did you see…”
 
   He turned to look at her, only to find that somewhere in the chaos of catching the fish and the appearance of the panther, her bikini top had slid down to a dangerously low angle. Cyrus saw the pink edge of her areola poking out on one side and was utterly hypnotized by it.
 
   “What?” Amy frowned at him and then looked down, her cheeks turning bright red. “Cyrus!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   They both tried their luck at catching another fish with what was left of the afternoon, with no luck. The sun was slowly sinking over the horizon when they started walking back, heading along the beach the long way instead of cutting back through the jungle.
 
   Cyrus carried the fish they did manage to catch, mentally sketching out what they’d have to do to get the meat off it as they walked. Without a proper knife, or any sharp tools, he’d have to take his time to properly fillet the thing.
 
   “There’s Kyoko,” said Amy, as they approached the camp.
 
   “Yeah,” said Cyrus, with less enthusiasm. “There’s Kyoko.”
 
   Kyoko’s smile imparted different meanings to each of them. Cyrus saw the look in her eyes, which under different circumstances, would have probably excited him. After this morning, and her blackmail, it just made him feel like he was getting played.
 
   “Looks like the two of you had some luck, after all,” said Kyoko. “Maggie and I almost placed bets on whether the two of you were really ‘fishing’ out there.”
 
   “Oh, stop!” said Amy. From the tone of her voice, it sounded as though she enjoyed hearing that the other girls were talking about her and Cyrus, or more accurately, acknowledging their relationship openly.
 
   Is that what the two of us have? A relationship?
 
   The camp had been greatly improved since that morning, and Cyrus was impressed, though he tried not to be. Kyoko had stopped building up the fence evenly and focused on the corners, but she’d done more than just raise them up higher. 
 
   Kyoko had built the corners of the fence into small, triangular shelters, placing branches down in the manner of a roof. There was still work to be done, as the shelters would leak in the rain, and were all open on the side facing the camp’s interior, but it was a fantastic start.
 
   “Good work, Kyoko!” Amy offered the other woman a high hive, and Kyoko grinned as she slapped her hand. “Looks like we both had good days.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Kyoko. “What about you, Cyrus? Are you impressed by my work?”
 
   Cyrus hesitated.
 
   “…Yeah,” he finally said. “Great job.”
 
   “You can give her more credit than that, you know.” Maggie poked her head out of one of the shelters, frowning at him. “Between the fence and collecting the wood, she’s been working on this for days now.”
 
   “Right, sure,” said Cyrus. “Kyoko, your work is incredible. Really, it’s more than any of us could have asked for.”
 
   The sarcasm in his voice was a pointless protest, as it only irritated Amy and Maggie, while making Kyoko grin back at him. The girls let it drop, however, and Cyrus fished Darius’s lighter out of his pocket to get started on the fire.
 
   Darius, thought Cyrus. What would he think, if he could see me now?
 
   There was still a substantial amount of leftover, half charred wood in the fire, and it only took Cyrus a minute to coax it into flame. He had to admit, Kyoko’s handiwork went a long way toward making their camp feel like a real camp. For the first night on the island, he felt like they were safe.
 
   “Wait, say that again?” Maggie’s voice pulled Cyrus back into the moment.
 
   “We were attacked by one of the panthers,” said Amy. “And Shadow came to our rescue.”  
 
   “Wow,” said Kyoko. “Cat’s got some courage, I’ll give him that.”
 
   Next, Cyrus moved to assist Maggie with getting the meat off the fish and removing the bones. True to what he’d expected before, it was a drawn out and difficult process. He used a shell that was sharp on one edge to make the cuts, trying to neatly slice out what they could eat from the rest, while also trying to keep too much sand from getting into it.
 
   “It’s going to be worth it,” said Maggie. “I don’t even like fish and I’m dying to get a taste of this.”
 
   Cyrus nodded.
 
   “Anything interesting happen on the farm, after I left?” he asked.
 
   Maggie shrugged.
 
   “I saw a bird? That’s… about it. Nothing like your encounter with the panther, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   Cyrus looked up at her, smiling at the expression she had on her face. Darius’s death had wounded Maggie, and each time he’d looked at her over the past few days, he’d see a shadow of the pain. Now, it was almost muted, more an undertone than a predominant force over her emotions. She was strong, and that was incredibly attractive, but he did what he could to slip by the thought.
 
   He eventually left the fish to Maggie and moved back over to the fire, helping Amy and Kyoko crack open a few of the coconuts they’d collected that day. Maggie brought the fish over to the fire once it was ready to be cooked, placing it on a thin rock and positioning it over a section of hot coals, rather than direct flame.
 
   It smelled amazing, better than anything Cyrus could remember, and the survivors weren’t the only ones who thought so. A small, desperate meow came from outside the makeshift door that Kyoko had installed into the fence. When none of them made it over in time to slide it open, Cyrus heard scratches on wood, followed by a soft thump as Shadow hopped down into the sand on the other side.
 
   “The hero of the afternoon,” he said. “Let’s make sure he gets whatever scraps we have left over.”
 
   Shadow rubbed his body against Cyrus’s leg, purring and looking expectantly at the fire.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Maggie. “I think he might try to fight you for your share.”
 
   Dinner ended up being the most varied and grandiose of any the survivors had had since arriving on the island. They each got a steak sized portion of fish, including Shadow, along with a chunk of delicious coconut, a handful of berries, and a leafy green kale salad.
 
   They talked normally as they ate, none of them feeling the need to dwell on whether they’d be rescued or what would happen the next day. It was nice, and Cyrus found that halfway through the meal, he was smiling for no real reason that he could put his finger on.
 
   “What do you miss most?”
 
   Kyoko’s question came after a short lull in the conversation. She asked it in a way that made it into an innocuous query, rather than something born of lamentation.
 
   “That’s… a tough one,” said Cyrus. “I miss lots of things from back home.”
 
   “Okay, let me rephrase it,” said Kyoko. “Outside of people, what do you miss most?”
 
   “It sounds like you’ve given it some thought, so why don’t you go first?” he suggested.
 
   Kyoko smiled.
 
   “Sure. Two things. Netflix and beer.”
 
   Cyrus couldn’t contain his laughter, despite the wariness he still held in regard to Kyoko’s intentions.
 
   “Oh, Kyoko,” said Maggie. “That answer is so typically you.”
 
   “Seriously,” said Kyoko. “Netflix and beer. I never realized how much I enjoyed curling up in front of my laptop, sipping at a cold beer and being totally unable to decide what to watch. It was such a nice feeling.”
 
   Cyrus shrugged, his smile creeping wider across his face.
 
   “I actually understand that,” he said. “I think I miss the mall the most.”
 
   “The mall?” Maggie shook her head. “How is that something that you miss? You never seemed much like a materialistic person, at least not to me.”
 
   “It’s not about just buying stuff,” he said. “It’s like what Kyoko was talking about. Just the idea that I have all of these options, this vast array of stuff to choose from. Like, it would have been handy to have a sharp knife on hand tonight, or a machete for cutting through the jungle. If I was still back home, I could just go to the mall and get whatever I needed.”
 
   “But you wouldn’t need that stuff if you were back home,” said Maggie.
 
   Cyrus shrugged.
 
   “Catch 22,” he said. “What about you? What do you miss most, Maggie?”
 
   Maggie looked thoughtful for a moment, and then blinked several times.
 
   “My bed,” she said, quietly. “…Our bed. When we’d put clean sheets on it, and both climb into it together. Keep each other warm.”
 
   Cyrus couldn’t meet her gaze after hearing that. His own heartache over Darius’s death flared, and the fact that he would never see his brother again was suddenly dwarfed by the aura of pain he felt around Maggie.
 
   “Amy, what about you?” Kyoko sensed the hurt the question had brought out in Cyrus and Maggie and hurried to move the discussion onto a new person. “What’s the one thing that you would want back from back home?”
 
   Amy shook her head.
 
   “Nothing,” she said.
 
   Several silent seconds passed by, as if the rest of the group was having trouble digesting her answer.
 
   “Nothing?” asked Kyoko. “Like, nothing in particular, or-”
 
   “I don’t miss any of it,” said Amy. “I really don’t. I’m glad that I’m here. I can’t remember ever having been this happy, this carefree.”
 
   She reached her hand over and placed it on top of Cyrus’s, giving it a gentle squeeze and smiling at him. Cyrus was too stunned by the definitiveness of her voice to smile back.
 
   The conversation shifted away from the topic, the four of them talking instead about the beach, surfing, and the weather. The food was delicious, and Cyrus marveled at how good plain fish with no seasonings or relevant side dishes could taste. 
 
   Their stomachs were full when the fire began to die down, and instead of wasting more firewood on keeping it going, the four of them opted to turn in early for the night. Kyoko grinned as the rest of them took closer notice of the mini shelters she’d made for each of them.
 
   “That’s the one upside to there just being four of us,” she said. “We won’t have to double up.”
 
   It was a cloudy night, and with only the dim light of the fire’s coals left for illumination, the little corner shelters were each obscured in shadows. Cyrus collapsed down on the leaf carpet within and closed his eyes, wrapping his arms around himself and for once, feeling a bit too cold.
 
   He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he heard the approach of footsteps on the sand. Cyrus blinked open his eyes and looked up to see a silhouette slipping toward his tiny shelter in the darkness, the fire now having completely gone out.
 
   “Are you awake?” whispered Amy. “I can’t sleep…”
 
   Cyrus let out a small yawn and rolled over, finding that he must have been asleep, and must have been dreaming about something quite nice, from the state of his lower half.
 
   “I’m awake,” he whispered. “Come on in.”
 
   The roof of the tiny shelter was only a couple of feet off the ground, and the walls were wide enough to put him and Amy in almost direct contact with each other. She laid down on the leaf mat next to him, reaching out an arm to rub his shoulder.
 
   “It’s kind of cold out tonight,” she said.
 
   Cyrus nodded, and then, realizing that she probably couldn’t see the gesture in the dark, slid a little bit closer.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “It is.”
 
   He ran a hand along Amy’s side. She was wearing her t-shirt and jean shorts, all of the clothing she had, but even together with her bikini, they didn’t cover much.
 
   “I meant what I said, you know.” Amy’s voice was just a whisper, but Cyrus could still make out the emotion in it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Before, about not missing anything back home.” She let her hand touch his cheek. “This island gave me a second chance. And you, too.”
 
   “Amy…”
 
   “We’re here now,” she said. “And I don’t care if everyone else wants to go home. This is exactly where I want to be.”
 
   Cyrus wanted to say more, to try to convince her otherwise, but her lips were against his before he got the chance. She kissed him deeply, deeper than she ever had before, pressing her tongue into his mouth and grinding herself into him.
 
   Her hand slid down his chest and stomach, pausing before starting to undo the button and zipper of his shorts. Cyrus kissed her neck, letting his passion take over as he pulled her t-shirt up and over her head.
 
   His hands immediately darted to her breasts, while hers toyed with his erection through his boxers. Cyrus could have done just that for hours, him feeling her breasts, her gently investigating his erection. He could have, but he wanted even more.
 
   He kissed Amy and untied her bikini from the back, letting it fall down in between them. He’d seen her breasts before, during her shows at the strip club, but unlike her horny, lecherous patrons, he’d never gotten the chance to actually touch and hold them, until now.
 
   Cyrus took hold of one in each hand and softly kissed the skin of Amy’s neck and upper chest. He groped at her breasts with unrestrained horniness, thrilled by the fulfillment of what had been a secret desire of his for years now. Amy went still, as though she wanted him to be able to keep his full attention on her body, on her.
 
   Cyrus slipped out of his own t-shirt. Amy’s hands returned to his cock, slowly working it out through the elastic waistband of his boxers and into the open. Cyrus reached for her jean shorts only to find that she’d already slipped out of them, along with her bikini bottom. She was completely naked, and lying next to him, in his shelter.
 
   For some reason, he thought of Amy’s older sister, Lana. The two of them were only six years apart in age, but couldn’t have been more different when it came to appearance. Lana’s body was like a template, while Amy’s had all of the wonderful deluxe features, the big, beautiful breasts, the curvaceous and proportional butt.
 
   Thinking about women like they’re cars, he thought. Maybe I am one of those lecherous men, after all.
 
   The thought only lingered for a second before Cyrus was pulled away from it by Amy’s lips, slowly kissing their way down his neck, chest, and then stomach. His breathing was already quick and labored before her mouth had reached its destination, and when he felt the glorious, wet touch of her soft, hot tongue, Cyrus couldn’t stifle a low moan born of pure pleasure.
 
   “Oh…” he groaned. “Amy…”
 
   She gave the tip of his erection a soft kiss. For a moment, Cyrus thought she was going to go slow, maybe tease and torture him as punishment for the surprise splashing he’d given her earlier. But Amy began sucking with deliberate, determined speed, running her tongue and lips along his shaft as though she was trying to get to the center of a candy pop in record time.
 
   Cyrus could only moan and lean his head back against the mat as she began sucking, her mouth creating a perfect seal, tongue and cheeks caressing inward as she bobbed her head up and down. It was fantastic, better than anything had a right to be. It was enough for Cyrus to want to admit the truth of what she’d said, of how much better things really were on the island.
 
   It came to an end far too quickly, with Amy pulling back and replacing her mouth with her hand after only a few seconds. Cyrus almost said something, but before he could, Amy was shifting down to the leaf mat, lying there comfortably on her back, waiting for him.
 
   Cyrus moved, feeling a primal aggressiveness take hold of him. He slid her so that she was centered underneath him and pried her legs open. Amy tried to keep them closed, but the giggle she let out as she did let him know that it was just more teasing on her part.
 
   He pushed forward, the head of his hard cock lingering at the edge of Amy’s tight cunt. She put her arms around his neck, and even though the darkness shrouding them was nearly complete, Cyrus could sense the passion in her expression.
 
   I could almost believe it was her first time, he thought. If not for what I’ve seen at that club, and how the men there treated her. Like she was a cheap whore with a nice body.
 
   He pushed forward, letting his cock slide deep into her on the first thrust. Amy gasped and writhed underneath him. Cyrus groped her breasts, letting himself enjoy the sensation of merely being inside of her without moving for a long moment. She was still pretty tight, and her body was hot enough to banish any remaining vestiges of the night’s cold.
 
   Amy’s breathing was soft and quick. He pulled back slightly, and then pushed forward, feeling the gasp she let out against his neck and in her body. Cyrus pressed himself down against her, and began to thrust.
 
   It was hard for him to go slow, the heat and wetness of her cunt threatening to suck him into a whirlwind of passionate, unrestrained fucking. Cyrus forced himself to remember Kyoko and Maggie, both of them sleeping within twenty feet of where he was. He needed to remain in control.
 
   Amy was clearly attempting to do the same, stifling cute, tiny noises as Cyrus pushed forward and pulled back. Cyrus cupped her breasts as he sheathed himself in her, almost unable to believe that they were his to hold.
 
   He pumped into her a little faster, and then a little faster still, the pleasure urging him on. Amy’s legs wrapped around him, anchoring him to her and making it clear that she had no intention of letting go until at least one of them was finished.
 
   I can’t cum inside her. There’s no birth control, no condoms on the island, and certainly no resources to handle an unwanted pregnancy.
 
   The thought only made him want to blow his load inside of Amy even more, taking root in the way that wicked, intrusive thoughts always do. He was already thrusting his cock into her, slapping his body against hers each time he pushed forward. It was only logical that he should get to fill her up.
 
   It was as though being on the island, living so closely intertwined with nature and the elements, made him want to do what came naturally even more. He took Amy by the waist, pulling her body up to meet his as he pushed down and felt each burst of pleasure. She was moaning louder now, too loud for them to stay quiet with only the waves in the background as ambient noise.
 
   “Cyrus,” whispered Amy. “You… have to pull out.”
 
   She was right, but some part of him still protested, as though he needed to unload inside of her to mark her as his. It was a stupid line of reasoning, born from evolved masculine instincts, rather than logic. He would pull out, he decided. He would make himself pull out.
 
   Cyrus was thrusting faster and faster, feeling his pleasure building into a beautiful crescendo. Amy writhed underneath him, her silhouetted breasts bouncing in the dark. She ran her hands over his chest, feeling his healed up scratches and pectoral muscles, coated in a thin layer of sweat. 
 
   Cyrus buried his face in the nape of her neck and groped at her breasts, fucking her so hard now that there was no possible way for Maggie or Kyoko to ignore what was going on, if either was awake. His cock was like a piston, pushing into Amy’s cunt again and again, savoring the beautiful sensation of her tight, young, teenage pussy.
 
   “Cyrus!” Amy’s cry was nearly a shout. Her entire body tensed up in pleasure, and Cyrus was right there, with her. She shifted at the last second, pulling back, leaving Cyrus’s cock in the cold just as he began to blow and ruining his orgasm with a dose of cruel reality.
 
   His cum splashed out onto her stomach and breasts. Cyrus held himself up with an arm on either side of her, panting in the dark. He could hear noise coming from one of the other shelters, confirming his fear that either Maggie or Kyoko had been awake and listening in.
 
   “You idiot,” whispered Amy. “You have to be ready to pull out, next time.”
 
   Cyrus nodded slowly and kissed her forehead.
 
   “I will,” he said. “Sorry. I just… got caught up.”
 
   Amy let out a pleased chuckle.
 
   “Is that how it is?” she whispered. “Do I turn you on that much?”
 
   Her voice took on a seductive tone that Cyrus would have found utterly intoxicating, if not for his refractory period and the sinking suspicion that she’d used it on other men before, probably strip club patrons, at that.
 
   “You should head back to your shelter,” he whispered. “It will be weird for the others if we wake up in bed together.”
 
   Amy hesitated for a moment.
 
   “…You’re right,” she whispered. “Good night, Cyrus.”
 
   She waited for another moment, as though expecting something. Cyrus leaned forward and gave her a quick, soft kiss on the lips.
 
   “Good night,” he said. 
 
   Amy pulled her clothes back on and returned to her sleeping spot. Cyrus collapsed onto the leaf mat and closed his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   The next couple of days passed by in much the same pattern. Cyrus fell into a comfortable routine, helping out each of the women periodically throughout the day as the four of them grew closer as a group.
 
   His relationship with Amy became a known factor between all of them. Maggie was understanding, and even encouraged the two of them to spend time together on their own, though Cyrus could sense a bit of conflict in her over it.
 
   Kyoko, on the other hand, seemed to delight in walking the line. She still held her knowledge of Cyrus’s affair with Lana over his head, slowly becoming more obvious and brazen with the comments she’d make about his old homeroom teacher when the group settled down around the fire each night.
 
   Cyrus continued helping her out with her work, extending the fence and the shelters in the morning each day. Kyoko would make a point to see how far she could tease him, finding any excuse she could to use sexually suggestive phrasing, or brush up against him each time she passed by.
 
   She never let her teasing push too far into physical territory, and Cyrus began to suspect that Maggie might have spoken to her about her behavior, assuming that it was just normal flirting. In truth, Cyrus often found himself wishing that she would let him do more, if only to release some of the sexual tension between them before it reached a boiling point and exploded in both of their faces.
 
   The nature of the situation started affecting him, changing the way Cyrus viewed himself. Amy, Maggie, and Kyoko were all attractive women, each embodying their own unique qualities of beauty, and Cyrus, whether he liked it or not, whether he’d chosen it for himself or not, was at the center of it.
 
   Even small requests from Maggie or Kyoko were often viewed through a possessive lens on the part of Amy. If Maggie asked him to give him some extra help around her farm for an afternoon, Amy would give him the inquisition the first chance the two had to be alone together. The same applied to Kyoko and the work he did with her around their camp, except both Maggie and Amy would run through the same questions about what he was doing, and why it took so long.
 
   Each night, Amy would sneak into Cyrus’s shelter in the corner of the camp, the two of them unable to resist doing what teenagers do. Each night, Cyrus grew more and more certain that neither of the other two women were sleeping through the nosy sexual encounters happening mere feet away from them.
 
   He was horny all the time. It just became a part of his life. Paradoxically, the more sex he began to have with Amy, the more Kyoko and Maggie drew his attention, and the more he noticed them noticing him. Life on the island was calm and stable compared to how it had been after they’d first arrived, but emotions and unrealized lust brewed underneath the seemingly innocent surface.
 
   It had been five days since Peter had left on the raft, and Cyrus was finishing up his last patrol around the island for the evening. He’d taken to spending an hour or so each day training with his club and exercising, though there didn’t seem to be as much use for the weapon anymore.
 
   He still saw the two fully grown panthers here and there, but they didn’t seem interested in attacking anyone since the day that Shadow had intervened on his behalf. Cyrus was anything but confident that the equilibrium would hold, however, and so he stayed vigilant in making sure that he had his torch club close by at all times, and knew how to use it if he needed to.
 
   The sun was setting as he walked along the beach, and its rays shone at just the right angle into his eyes to keep him from seeing the sky clearly, at first. Cyrus heard a sound that reminded him of when he’d been a kid, and would clip a playing card to the forks of his bike in order to make it imitate the sound of an engine when in motion.
 
   That’s not an imitation of an engine, he realized. That’s a fucking plane!
 
   Cyrus tried to break into a sprint, but the uncooperative sand shifted under his feet, tripping him in his haste. He pulled himself back up and took off as fast as he could manage without falling, headed in the direction of the camp.
 
   “Plane!” he shouted. “There’s a plane!”
 
   Maggie, Amy, and Kyoko had all returned to the camp for the night. All three of them looked at him, comprehension only slowly dawning across their faces. Cyrus jabbed a finger into the air. The plane was far off in the distance, almost cutting across the edge of the horizon on a tangent. 
 
   “Oh…  my god….” Maggie’s jaw dropped open. She’d been tending to the fire, and a fish that Amy had caught that afternoon, but it was totally forgotten as she looked at what could be salvation amidst the clouds.
 
   “Help!” Kyoko ran down the beach after it, waving her hands wildly. “We’re here! We’re alive!”
 
   The plane, if it saw them, offered no sign of it. Cyrus hesitated instead of joining Kyoko in waving, his eyes darting to the fire, and then to the pile of wood next to it. He picked up the largest branch he could see and dipped it into the flames, creating a fat torch that was too heavy to be practical under normal circumstances. 
 
   Steadying it against his shoulder to keep the tip aloft, he charged down the beach in the direction the plane was passing over. It was already too late. He’d only made it a hundred feet or so by the time it disappeared past another cloud, and the sound of it moving through the sky faded.
 
   “Do you… think it saw us?” asked Maggie.
 
   Cyrus snuffed the flaming log out in the sand and closed his eyes, running one hand through his hair. This morning, if one of the girls had asked him how much getting off the island meant to him, he would have given a vague answer.
 
   It means getting back to Weston, and checking in with mom. Telling her that Darius is dead, but also letting her see that I’m still alive. Paying Jackson the last of the money I owe him.
 
   “It didn’t see anything,” whispered Kyoko. “We’re just tiny dots, on an island that barely exists.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” said Amy. “Let’s just pretend we didn’t see it, since it’s pretty clear that it didn’t see us.”
 
   Kyoko glared at Amy, who shrugged, seemingly unconcerned with what having rescue dangled in front of them and then pulled out of reach meant to the rest.
 
   “We’ll set up a rock signal tomorrow,” said Cyrus. “Something big, that spans the entire length of one of the side beaches. We’ll make sure that next time that they can’t miss us.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” asked Amy. “That’s… if you do that, then…”
 
   “Then they’ll find us?” said Maggie. “Is that what you were about to say? You’re fucking unbelievable, Amy. Maybe you aren’t interested in getting back home, but the rest of us are.”
 
   Amy’s face shifted into a mix of anger and shame. She looked away from the others, crossing her arms over her breasts.
 
   “Amy…” Cyrus walked over to her and threw an arm around her. “You know we have to go home eventually. It doesn’t have to change anything, though.”
 
   Amy shrugged his arm off and stepped out of his reach.
 
   “Really, Cyrus?” She shook her head, glaring at him. “Maybe you don’t remember just how much it sucked, but I do.”
 
   “Don’t be like that,” he said. “Things will be different once we get back.”
 
   Amy smiled at him, but it didn’t reach her eyes, or the grief in them.
 
   “Maybe for you,” she said. “But not for all of us. Not for me.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and said nothing, wishing more than ever that things were as simple as they seemed.
 
   Dinner that night was a muted affair. Maggie and Kyoko made small talk, but only with each other, both of them doing everything in their power to keep the topics of discussion light. None of them mentioned the plane or their lives back home, but it was clearly on all of their minds.
 
   Amy was the first of them to turn in for the night, and Cyrus tried and failed to patch things up with her as she left the fire. He hung out with Maggie and Kyoko for a few minutes more, listening to them chat about an old movie that they’d seen back in middle school, before finally going to sleep.
 
   Cyrus woke up in the middle of the night to the sensation of his shorts being unzipped and slipped down. He couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across his face, glad that Amy didn’t let the drama of the near rescue get in the way of their nightly ritual.
 
   She took her time massaging his cock into a state of hardness, doing it through his boxers rather than pulling them off immediately. It wasn’t until Cyrus was rock hard and eager for release that she finally pulled them loose and started running her hands directly up and down his shaft.
 
   Her touch was different than it usually was, softer and a little more hesitant, but it made sense, given their rocky night. Cyrus let out a slow moan as he felt her lips close around his erection. 
 
   Maybe she has a point. Maybe things are better here than they’ll ever be back home…
 
   Her tongue was insistent, gently massaging and prodding the underside of his shaft as her lips worked their magic up and down his rod. She made little noises as she sucked, the noise louder than Amy typically allowed.
 
   Cyrus opened his eyes, feeling a sudden stab of suspicion. The stars and moon offered just enough light for him to get a glimpse of the woman sucking his cock. She had black hair and almond shaped eyes, and was very clearly not Amy.
 
   “Kyoko!” Cyrus hissed.
 
   Kyoko pulled her lips free from his cock and held a finger up to her lips. Cyrus began another protest, but she stuck out her tongue and gave his shaft a tentative lick, swirling her lips around the tip as she finished.
 
   “Careful,” she whispered. “You wouldn’t want Amy to wake up to this, would you? Not after the argument the two of you already had tonight…”
 
   Cyrus gritted his teeth. He wanted to push Kyoko away from him and do everything in his power to keep her from getting what she wanted. And then, those soft lips were against the head of his cock again as her mouth began to suck, and Cyrus felt the pleasure sweep most of his anger away.
 
   Kyoko knew how to give head. He watched her as she stroked his shaft with her lips, the movements gentle and repetitive, intoxicating in a simple, irresistibly pleasurable way. She was still fully clothed, which Cyrus hated himself for noticing and wondering about. 
 
   She’s finally making her move, after days of teaching. And I’m just letting her do it.
 
   He set a hand on her cheek, intending to push her away. Kyoko pushed her mouth forward along his shaft, taking his hard cock deeper into her mouth and throat than Amy had ever managed. It felt so good that he couldn’t make himself stop her, not with any amount of willpower in him.
 
   “Kyoko,” he whispered. “This… isn’t fair.”
 
   She pulled her mouth back, which surprised him, and flashed a wicked smile.
 
   “Does it have to be, if it feels good?”
 
   She kissed the head of his cock with the kind of passion that only a new lover can manage, swirling her lips over it, caressing it against her cheek. Cyrus had to stifle a moan as she began sucking again. He’d already been aroused, before she’d arrived, and knew that he could only hold out for so long.
 
   A resolute voice in the back of his head pledged to stop her from managing to properly getting him off, to put an end to the encounter before he could. Cyrus’s hands, however, were not on the same wavelength, and all he could do was watch as Kyoko sucked faster and faster, her tongue moving within her mouth, teasing and pleasuring him like a pro.
 
   He didn’t think of Amy. He thought of her older sister, Lana, and the way his homeroom teacher’s experience had turned sex with her into something nearly transcendent. Kyoko could do it, too, and she was proving it now, with her mouth.
 
   It feels so damn good. And it’s so wrong, to go behind Amy’s back like this.
 
   Kyoko pushed forward, taking every inch of Cyrus’s cock into her sweet mouth, and tight throat. She held the pose like an Olympic gymnast sticking the landing, and Cyrus felt himself lose all control.
 
   “Fuck!” he whispered. His cock spasmed inside her mouth, blasting out string after string of hot, sticky cum. Kyoko kept her mouth’s hold on his erection, sucking every drop down eagerly. Cyrus wondered what kind of woman she’d been back home.
 
   He realized that it didn’t matter. They were still on the island, a thousand miles or more away from anything that could be called civilization.
 
   “We’re in this together, now,” whispered Kyoko.
 
   “You’re evil.”
 
   “No.” She smiled at him. “Just a desperate opportunist.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   The next few days were mostly uneventful, and Cyrus felt blessed for it. Kyoko was no different than usual, and after making up with Amy on the day after seeing the plane, all of them fell back into an easy routine.
 
   Occasionally, while Cyrus would be helping out around the camp, Kyoko would make a power play, teasing him in a way that went further than what she’d done before. He always managed, somehow, to worm his way out of doing anything beyond what they’d already done on that illicit night, but guilt still nagged at his heart.
 
   Things between him and Amy were stable, if a little boring. The sex dwindled from every night to once every other night. She was very open with him about her feelings and emotions, and Cyrus wished he could be as open with her about everything that was going on in his own life.
 
   Maggie slowly and surely became as much the rock of the group as Cyrus was, helping each of them out with whatever was needed at any given time. Cyrus found his eyes straying to her more often than he liked, and thinking thoughts about her, and about Darius, too. He was confused, but knew that it wasn’t something he could do anything about.
 
   Cyrus and the others had been on the island for about two weeks when everything changed. It was late evening, and they were sitting around the fire, much as they did every night. He was looking out at the ocean, and it took him several seconds of blank staring to realize that he was seeing something that went beyond the waves and the water.
 
   “No fucking way…” Cyrus stood up, drawing the attention of the three girls. “That’s… the raft!”
 
   His arm was shaking as he pointed it out, heading toward them across the blood red reflection of the setting sun across the water. Cyrus felt a strange mix of emotions, excitement over having Peter and the others back intermingled with concern and confusion.
 
   As the raft drew nearer to the beach, his fears were confirmed. There were only two people visible on the raft. Peter was there, as was Tamyra, but Aiden was nowhere to be seen. Cyrus made his way over to Amy, pulling her into a hug in anticipation of a hard oncoming truth.
 
   And this will only complicate things further, he thought. For Peter to see that Amy and I are even closer than we were when he left.
 
   He waved his arms as the raft drew nearer, and met Peter’s eye. Something fundamental had changed in his friend’s expression from the last time he’d seen him. It was hardened, like a clay urn after time in the kiln. 
 
   “Peter,” he called. “You’re back.”
 
   Peter slid down the front side of the raft and motioned for Tamyra to do the same. They carried it with them, pulling it onto the sand and beaching it a short distance away from the camp. A sinking feeling settled into Cyrus’s stomach as he watched them turn their attention to the islanders and walk over.
 
   “What’s going on, Peter?” asked Cyrus.
 
   “Where’s Aiden?” Amy’s question was more insistent, and she wore the emotion in her voice openly. 
 
   Peter sneered and shook his head oddly, as though trying to knock away a mosquito biting at his face without using his hands.
 
   “She’s dead,” he said. “She died.”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath, and despite knowing how Peter would react to seeing it, he put an arm around Amy’s shoulders to comfort her in her despair.
 
   “Are you ready to listen to reason now, Peter?” asked Maggie. “You’re lucky that the both of you made it back, with the food and water supplies you…”
 
   Maggie trailed off in midsentence, and Cyrus followed her eyes to what she had seen. On the raft, Cyrus could see the water barrel where it had been when they had left, but most of the food, the panther carcass and the fruit, was gone.
 
   In its place was a bundle made from the shirt Aiden had been wearing, before the three of them had set out. Flies were thick around it, and poking out from the top was a bloody bone, the shape of which precluded it from being anything other than human.
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus couldn’t contain his disbelief. “You didn’t…?”
 
   “We did what we had to in order to survive,” he said. “We’ll bring more supplies with us, next time.”
 
   “Next time…?” Cyrus shook his head slowly, noticing the salt encrusted along the rim of the water barrel. On top of everything else, the two of them had been drinking at least some percentage of salt water, losing their minds from dehydration.
 
   “Grab her,” said Peter. Tamyra started forward immediately, as though the two had discussed what was going to happen on their arrival back ahead of time. Cyrus wasn’t expecting her to grab Amy, and reacted too slowly to keep her held against him.
 
   “What the hell?” cried Amy.
 
   “Peter, what the fuck?” Cyrus took a step forward, but Peter was in his face, holding one of the makeshift oars they’d brought with them.
 
   “She’s coming with us,” he said. “We’re saving her…”
 
   “I don’t want to go!” cried Amy.
 
   “Would you rather stay here with him?” asked Peter. “The murderer?”
 
   Silence hung over the group for a moment. Peter’s finger was pointed directly at Cyrus.
 
   “You didn’t tell her, did you?” asked Peter. “You didn’t tell any of them? I suppose it’s fair, I only told Tamyra after it seemed as though we were well and truly fucked.”
 
   “Peter, let me go!” screamed Amy.
 
   “Tell us what?” Maggie stepped forward, her gaze shifting between Cyrus and Peter.
 
   “What we did for Amy,” said Peter. “What we did to Doug.”
 
    
 
    
 
   It was dark, and the street was mostly empty. Cyrus and Peter sat inside Peter’s Ford Focus, watching as the car they’d been following for hours parked in front of a modest, but well maintained town house.
 
   “This is it,” said Cyrus. “This is where he lives.”
 
   “You still haven’t explained to me why this guy has it out for Amy so bad,” said Peter. “Now would probably be a good time.”
 
   “It’s complicated,” said Cyrus. “Just know that he’s a douchebag, and he needs to learn his lesson.”
 
   Truth be told, the last thing Cyrus wanted to do was to explain the whole situation to Peter, knowing what he did about his friend’s unhealthy fascination with Amy. The man they were watching was Doug Bellsworth, the owner of Heaven’s Gallery, the pervert that had tricked Amy into posing nude and used the photos to force her to do disgusting things.
 
   Cyrus had asked for Peter’s help out of desperation. There was only so much he could do on his own with no car, and a rather average physique. Peter, tall, muscular, athletic Peter, struck a more intimidating figure than he could ever hope to. And Peter trusted him enough to agree to help without hearing the full story, something that made Cyrus feel deeply conflicted, overall.
 
   “Come on,” said Cyrus. “We have to confront him now, just in case he’s expecting anyone at the house later.”
 
   Peter nodded and climbed out of the car. Cyrus grabbed the baseball bat out of the backseat, though he didn’t expect to need to use it. Doug Bellsworth paused outside of his car, and then walked past the front door of his house, heading around into the backyard.
 
   Cyrus frowned. That hadn’t been part of the plan, though, of course, there was really no plan. He wanted to give Doug a good scare, make him aware of the fact that the people he took advantage also had people on their side.
 
   He glanced over at Peter, who didn’t seem to care much either way, and then started after Doug. He’d left the gate leading to the back yard open, and Cyrus and Peter were both able to slip in without making any noise.
 
   A medium sized shed sat in the back of the yard, and they saw Doug disappear through the front door of it. Cyrus and Peter followed after him.
 
   Doug was sitting in a chair in the corner, one sleeve rolled up and a needle in his other hand, when they came in. The look of surprise on his face gave Cyrus a thrill of satisfaction. He shut the door behind him.
 
   “Hey, what the fuck?” Doug looked at both of them and shook his head dumbly. “Get the fuck out of here!”
 
   With no direct neighbors and nobody home in the house, there would be nobody coming to Doug’s aid, even if he managed to scream up a storm. Cyrus took a step forward and pointed the baseball bat at the man squarely.
 
   “Do you know who we are?” he asked.
 
   “I have no fucking clue,” said Doug, through clenched teeth. “But I’m going to find out. And I’m going to send my stompers after you, you little bitch motherfuckers.”
 
   “Cyrus…” Peter shook his head, frowning at the reality of the situation. “I don’t know about this.”
 
   “You’re blackmailing a friend of mine,” said Cyrus.
 
   “Fuck you, I’m blackmailing a ton of people,” said Doug. “It’s pretty much my job.”
 
   Cyrus stepped closer, clenching his teeth in anger.
 
   “Amy White,” he said. “The girl you tricked into becoming one of the dancers at your shitty club.”
 
   Doug laughed.
 
   “Amy,” he said. “Okay. Yeah, yeah, I remember her.”
 
   He grinned at Cyrus, the expression full of hate and illicit knowledge.
 
   “You’re going to let her go back to her old life,” said Cyrus. “Or else.”
 
   “Or else what?” Doug was still smiling. “You ain’t going to do shit, kid.”
 
   Cyrus hesitated, and knew that in doing so, he’d made a crucial mistake. Peter glanced over at him, the worry on his face growing by the second.
 
   “Oh yeah, I know Amy,” he said. “Man, she’s a hot little thing. I had some serious fun with Amy.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” said Peter.
 
   “Nah, I don’t think I will,” said Doug. “What are you two, her boyfriends? She’s got some nice tits on her, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Don’t say another word!” said Cyrus.
 
   “Oh, and such a nice mouth,” said Doug. “She was so worried about those pictures getting out. Good thing she had that nice, hot mouth on her. I made her go slow, made her take her-“
 
   Cyrus swung the bat. He’d meant to strike Doug in the mouth, knock a few of his teeth out and silence the man from saying anything else. The bat was longer than he’d expected, and it hit the man squarely in the temple. He didn’t shout or cry out as he fell to the floor of the shed. He just dropped.
 
   Peter walked over to Doug before Cyrus could say anything. He brought his foot up over the man’s head and stomped down hard. Doug’s head made a sickening noise, and a dark crimson pool began to spread out on the concrete floor underneath him. Peter stomped again, and again.
 
   “You. Fucking. Bastard!” he screamed.
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus’s fingers were still clutching the bat. He still felt angry, but the situation had turned so quickly, sobering him to the fact of what they’d done.
 
   “Bastard!” Peter stomped one more time and then staggered back, shaking his head. “…That fucking bastard.”
 
   “Peter…” Cyrus shook his head slowly. “I think we… killed him.”
 
   He didn’t know how to feel. Doug had been the lowest kind of scum, but this wasn’t what they’d come there to do. Realization slowly spread across Peter’s face, and he did a small jump away from the widening pool of blood, shivering in disgust.
 
   “Let’s… get out of here,” said Peter. 
 
   Cyrus nodded. He stepped out of the shed, and only through a massive force of will did he manage to keep from throwing up.
 
   “He deserved it, Cyrus,” said Peter.
 
   “That’s…” Cyrus shook his head. “That’s not something that should be up to us.”
 
   The two of them walked back to Peter’s car, but neither of them said anything until they were several streets away.
 
   “What now?” asked Peter.
 
   “I don’t know…” Cyrus was in shock, disgusted by himself and what they’d done.
 
   “They’ll probably think it’s related to drugs, right?” asked Peter. “I mean, he had a syringe out… and who knows what other shit he’s into.”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “What happens if they figure out that it’s us, though?” asked Peter.
 
   Cyrus just shook his head.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cyrus…” Amy was still being held by Peter, but her attention was focused entirely on him. “That’s where Doug disappeared to? You… you killed him?”
 
   Cyrus nodded slowly, unable to meet her eye.
 
   “And this trip…” Peter had an odd smile on his face. “Tell them the rest, Cyrus. This trip was so you could run away to Fiji and never come back.”
 
   “No!” said Cyrus. “This trip was Darius’s idea… just so we could have some time away.”
 
   “See, I’m well respected back in Weston,” said Peter. “I can probably get off with a slap on the wrist if I claim self-defense. But you, Cyrus? Known weed dealer and miscreant? Fiji was your only hope…”
 
   “Peter, you’ve lost your mind!” shouted Cyrus. “Let Amy go!”
 
   He surged forward, finally finding the will to fight back against his former friend. From beside him, he heard Kyoko and Maggie make similar moves.
 
   Peter laughed, swinging the large, makeshift oar up to bat with one hand. Cyrus dodged underneath it, but hadn’t expected a follow up punch from the hand that’d been holding Amy. It hit him squarely in the jaw, black stars exploding across his vision.
 
   “Hey, let her go!” shouted Maggie. 
 
   Kyoko let out a scream, and Cyrus was dimly aware of the sound of someone else hitting the sand. He staggered up to his feet, but Peter punched him again, this time directly in the temple. He was out before he hit the ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   “Shhh, just try to relax.”
 
   Cyrus winced and opened his eyes. His head felt as though someone had taken a hammer to it. He was in one of the shelters, and it was near pitch black outside. A soft hand rested on his chest.
 
   “What… happened?” he managed.
 
   “Peter knocked you and Kyoko out,” said Maggie. “Kyoko… still hasn’t woken up yet.”
 
   Cyrus forced himself up to a sitting position, fighting against the gentle urging of Maggie’s hand, trying to keep him on his back.
 
   “I have to go after him,” he said. “Amy… He took her.”
 
   There was no fire in the camp tonight, and he could only see Maggie’s silhouette. She shook her head.
 
   “You have to rest, for tonight,” she said. “You wouldn’t even stand a chance finding them.”
 
   Cyrus groaned and lay back down.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Maggie,” he whispered.
 
   “Did Darius know?” she asked. “About… what happened with you and Peter, and that man?”
 
   “No…” Cyrus felt an ache in his heart that made the pain in his head seem miniscule in comparison. “I mean, he knew I was in trouble, but not the specifics. What Peter said… I wasn’t running away, Maggie. They found the body a few days after it happened, and the police were still investigating.”
 
   “Why did you go, then, huh?” she asked. “Because it doesn’t add up, from where I’m standing, Cyrus. Why the hell would you go to Fiji after doing something like that?”
 
   Maybe she’s right, he thought. Maybe I was running away, and I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.
 
   “I’m sorry, Maggie,” Cyrus whispered. “I let you down. I let… Darius down.”
 
   “You haven’t let anyone down, Cyrus.” Maggie’s voice was resonant with emotion, with love. “You’ve saved all of us in the time that we’ve been here.”
 
   “I didn’t save Amy.”
 
   “But you saved me.”
 
   Maggie leaned forward, letting her chest press against is. She stayed in that position for several seconds, her face mere inches away from him, and then kissed him on the lips.
 
   Cyrus let his hands slide up the sides of her body, unsure of whether to pull her closer or push her away.
 
   “Maggie,” he whispered. “I’m not him.”
 
   “I know you’re not.” She kissed him again. “We’re all struggling with the choices we’ve made, and the choices we have to make, Cyrus. You’re not the only one.”
 
   She kissed him a third time, and this time, Cyrus let himself really kiss back, pulling her into a tight, intimate embrace at the same time. Maggie straddled him and ran her hands over his chest. She was so pretty and so perfect, and in that moment, he wanted her more than anything.
 
   His hands found her breasts, soft and supple, and Maggie made no move to stop him. She rubbed her crotch over his hardening bulge, her movements shifting from sensual into sexual. Cyrus kissed her again, feeling her tongue press into his mouth, and responded in kind.
 
   Strange thoughts swirled in his head, each one threatening to spark inner conflicts. He thought of Darius and Amy, and in how many different ways what he and Maggie were in the process of doing was a bad idea. None of it seemed to matter.
 
   Cyrus took hold of the bottom hem of her sundress and pulled it up and over her head. Even in the dark, he could tell that she wasn’t wearing her underwear underneath. A quick touch of his fingers against the hot, naked skin of her breasts gave him all the confirmation he needed.
 
   Maggie unzipped Cyrus’s cargo shorts and pulled them down, followed immediately by his boxers. She let her hands tickle his erection for a couple of seconds, each touch sending waves of pleasure and lust through Cyrus. Maggie slid further down, bringing her face level with his erection. Cyrus met her gaze in the dark, and watched as she gave his cock a hot, wet, loving kiss.
 
   “Oh, Maggie,” he moaned. She kissed it again and again, offering up her tongue and swirling it over the head of his cock. Her technique was basic and simple, but backed by the illicit heat of the situation. Cyrus worried that he would blow his load early if she kept it up, and Maggie seemed to pick up on his excitement.
 
   She slid forward, letting her midsized breasts hang in front of Cyrus’s face. He sat up, resting his cheek against her bosom as she positioned herself over his cock. He wasn’t sure if he was ready for her, for what was about to happen. Maggie lowered herself down onto him, letting an inch or so of his erection push past the gateway of her tight, hot womanhood.
 
   “…Cyrus!” Her voice sounded fevered and urgent, filled with finally realized passion, and undercut with guilt, at the same time. They’d wanted each other in this way for longer than either of them would have open admitted.
 
   Maggie slowly began to rock back and forth, working herself down the length of Cyrus’s thick, hard shaft in much the same way that she might wiggle into a pair of tight jeans. The sensation was phenomenal, and Cyrus was a little glad for the darkness, which hid the stupid, dumbfounded expression he had on his face.
 
   He reached his hands around, squeezing Maggie’s soft buttocks. He thought of how good it had felt to have her riding on his lap, months earlier, and how hard it had been to not think about fucking her back then. Now it was actually happening, a sexual fantasy realized through dark circumstance.
 
   Maggie slid lower, until Cyrus’s entire length was sheathed inside her cunt. She shivered slightly, setting her hands against his chest and pushing him back again. Then, she began to move.
 
   It was an elegant sight coupled with forbidden pleasure. Maggie slid back and forth, up and down on his cock, each movement accompanied by a small noise of pleasure from her and a burst of guilty sexual bliss through Cyrus’s body. He ran his hands up her sides, across her breasts, and against her cheeks. She was so perfect, a sensual, sexual goddess.
 
   And she isn’t supposed to for me. She was the love of Darius’s life.
 
   The conflict only made the encounter that much more arousing for him, the fires of his lust fueled by the perversion of his brother’s legacy. The harder Cyrus tried not to think about it, the more it dug its hooks in to the forefront of his mind. He was fucking Maggie, his brother’s girlfriend. She’d been like the older sister he’d never had, and now she was moaning with his cock buried deep inside her cunt.
 
   “Cyrus!” Maggie gripped his hand tightly, as though struggling through a similar conflict.
 
   “Oh god, Maggie,” he moaned. “You’re… perfect.”
 
   He pulled her face down to meet his and kissed her deeply. Maggie’s hips seemed to be moving in a rhythm that was outside of her control, bouncing up and down, her cunt sliding up and down his cock. Cyrus took hold of her buttocks and began thrusting up to meet her, pushing himself in as deep as he would go.
 
   They were both moaning together now, crying out each time their bodies slapped together. It felt so good, and yet so bad, at the same time. It needed to happen. They had to do it, to get it out of the way and clear the air. Just this once, and maybe once more, to make sure.
 
   “Cyrus!” Maggie’s cries reached a fevered pitch, and Cyrus began thrusting up with all his energy. He was hugging her against him, his cock slamming upward over and over. He buried his face against the nape of her neck and felt her shiver in orgasm, right as he began to explode inside of her.
 
   I’m still inside of her, he realized, through the fog of desire. And I’m cumming?
 
   Cyrus flinched backward, trying to fight his way back to reality through the pleasure of his orgasm. He slipped his cock out of Maggie, but it was too late. He’d already unloaded the lion’s share of his hot, sticky cum inside of her. She rolled over next to him in the shelter, out of breath and too lost in her own bliss to care about what had just happened.
 
   “Maggie…” Cyrus whispered, after another minute.
 
   “It’s okay,” she replied. “We’ll… figure things out in the morning.”
 
   Cyrus thought of Amy, and realized that in the grand scheme of things, none of it mattered. He could cum inside Maggie a dozen times, and it wouldn’t change what needed to be done. He had to save Amy, and this time, do it right.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Cyrus woke up to rising sun and the smell of charred air. Maggie was still sleeping on the ground next to him, and he was careful to not wake her up as he slipped out of the shelter.
 
   The rock mound in the center of the island had a thick plume of smoke rising up above it, wider and denser than Cyrus had ever seen it before. He stared at it for a moment, contemplating whether or not it was something he would have to account for, or possibly could use to his advantage.
 
   Shadow was waiting by the unlit fire pit, and brushed up against Cyrus’s leg as he walked over and hefted his torch club into hand. There was no getting around what he had to do. He’d already waited for too long.
 
   Peter won’t have gone far, he thought. The raft is still here. Hope… is that what he called it?
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and started walking across the sand. For some reason, the fact that he was shoeless made him feel as though he was naked against what he was heading into. He’d been without shoes since his first day on the island, but it had never been much of a concern, not when things were peaceful, and he didn’t have to consider the condition of the soles of his feet, or the weight he could put behind a solid kick.
 
   He figured that Peter would probably be somewhere along the beach, maybe on the other side of the island. It didn’t take him long to jog the distance and discover that it wasn’t the case. The island was small, and there it wasn’t like there was anywhere for Peter and Tamyra to hide, especially not with Amy as their captive.
 
   Peter is always looking for an advantage. He’ll hold out somewhere that’s hard for me to reach.
 
   If Peter had been thinking clearly, Cyrus figured he would have grabbed Amy, food, fresh water, and been on his way. Then again, if Peter had been thinking clearly, the situation would be vastly different from what it was. It still made Cyrus shiver to think of what he’d seen on the raft, and the fatalist way his former friend had spoken of Aiden and what they’d had to do to survive.
 
   Cyrus made his way into the interior of the island. The jungle felt like his back yard, the position of each vine, branch, and tree root long since memorized. He headed to the lake first, waiting at the edge of the jungle, looking for any trace of Peter and Tamyra.
 
   They weren’t there, and that fact told Cyrus exactly where they were. Shadow was still following him, and he briefly considered shooing the cat away. He had no idea how things were about to play out, and didn’t want any more blood on his hands, regardless of who or what it belonged to.
 
   There were several different ways up the face of the rock mound. Cyrus chose the hardest one, the one that Peter and Tamyra would be the least like to expect him to approach from. He slipped his club through two of the belt holes of his cargo shorts and started climbing, his fingers digging into crevices within the rock.
 
   Cyrus’s main focus was on staying quiet, and he was aided in that by a low, unfamiliar thrum that came from deep within the volcanic vent at the mound’s center. It was helping his approach, but still unsettled him at a deep level. 
 
   The chamber underneath the island was probably the most active it had been since the crash, and he didn’t know enough about the physics of volcanos to understand the level of threat it posed. He climbed higher, and as he drew within a dozen feet of the final ledge, he heard a familiar voice, speaking at a rate that only someone on the verge of insanity could maintain for any length of time.
 
    “…From the beginning, and he’s never stopped doing it. He hates the fact that my family has money, and his doesn’t. He probably was going to set me up to take the fall for that guy in the shed. He’s my friend, but I can’t pretend that he has my best interests at heart. You understand, don’t you?  You’ve always understood me, and I understand why you didn’t want us to be together.”
 
   It continued on like that, but Cyrus tuned out. Peter was raving like a lunatic, to either Amy or Tamyra, not waiting for the women to respond before continuing. It didn’t make any sense to him.
 
   There’s fresh water on the island. If he was dehydrated before, he should be back to normal now… right?
 
   Cyrus shifted, his foot scraping along the igneous rock as he heaved his arm up and onto the uppermost ledge. The smoke was thick enough to make his eyes tear up, and he couldn’t see Peter or Tamyra through its curtain.
 
   He turned his head to take one last breath of fresh air and rolled fully onto the top of the rock mound. The smoke was surging up from the hole in the center of it and it was an unreal sight, like something out of Natural Geographic video, or a Hollywood blockbuster.
 
   It was only when Cyrus rose to his feet that he saw Peter, Tamyra, and Amy. Amy lay unconscious across the rock, with Peter on one knee by her side. Tamyra was scanning the ground below for threats, and apparently noticed Cyrus out of the corner of the eye, whirling to face him as he took his first step in their direction.
 
   “Peter…” said Cyrus. “Stop this.”
 
   Peter staggered to his feet, clearly still mentally affected by something, dehydration or perhaps smoke inhalation. He turned to face Cyrus brandishing a long branch fashioned into a point on one end, a serviceable spear of wood.
 
   “Stop what?” Peter flashed a very uncharacteristic smile. “Stop what, Cyrus?”
 
   Tamyra was already advancing toward him, her face set in an expression of grim, emotionless determination. There was something insane about the way her eyes flicked over him, rolling a bit too freely in their sockets. Cyrus felt a rush of fear as he noticed the knife in her hand, a real knife, apparently something she’d been hiding from the rest of the survivors since day one.
 
   “Stop this!” shouted Cyrus. “Let Amy go! You can take off in your raft again, I don’t care about that. Just let Amy go, Peter.”
 
   “I’m saving her!” shouted Peter. “You fucked her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Peter…”
 
   “You made me kill...” Peter was grinning as tears ran down his cheeks. “You made me do something that I can’t live with, and then you took her from me. Cyrus… we haven’t been friends for a long time, have we?”
 
   “We’re still friends!” shouted Cyrus. “Peter… please…”
 
   Peter nodded to Tamyra, who lifted the knife in her hand and advanced, knees bent and arms lifted into a defensive stance, the stance of a trained killer.
 
   Cyrus legitimately didn’t know what to do. He didn’t have any martial arts training whatsoever, and only a few years of little league to draw upon when it came to swinging a two handed weapon.
 
   It was enough to kill Doug. Maybe it’s enough to kill her, too.
 
   The thought made him want to throw up, and the words Peter had been shouting at him took on a new meaning. Cyrus had never been a saint, but now more than ever, he was staring the consequences of his decisions in the face, and taking responsibility for them. He wasn’t a killer, but he had killed. Was he a killer?
 
   Tamyra lunged forward, taking advantage of the moment. Cyrus swung his club, missing her by only a few inches in what was clearly an intentional dodge on her part. He tried to carry the momentum of his swing back around for a second, but Tamyra was faster than he’d anticipated, getting inside his guard before he could.
 
   His elbow struck her across the face, but her knife slashed a shallow cut along his chest. Cyrus hopped backward, landing within a few inches of the ledge he’d just finished climbing up. He couldn’t retreat, and he couldn’t take her on. He was fucked.
 
   “Peter!” he screamed. “It’s not too late!”
 
   “It is too late!” shouted Peter. “And it’s your fault! Not mine!”
 
   Both he and Tamyra moved forward. Cyrus reacted by swinging his club wildly. Tamyra was close enough to stab at his stomach, but Cyrus managed a desperate dodge to the side, catching her arm under his armpit and twisting her to the ground. He dropped his club and slammed a fist into Tamyra’s head, but she managed a textbook block that took most of the force out of the blow.
 
   Peter was there in an instant, slamming into Cyrus with a hard push that left him rolling toward the edge. He staggered up in time to catch his friend’s fist with his face, blood exploding out of his lip as his bottom front teeth dug deep into it.
 
   “Betrayal!” screamed Peter. “That’s all you ever did for me, Cyrus!”
 
   He kicked Cyrus hard in the ribs. The pain of it was so intense that for a split second, he believed everything Peter was saying. There may have been an element of truth to it, in actuality. Cyrus didn’t know and didn’t care, not about what his former friend was saying and not about anything that didn’t involve saving Amy.
 
   He caught Peter’s foot on the second kick, his arms wrapping around it in a desperate bid to reverse the situation. Peter wavered for an unsteady second, aware of how close both of them were to the ledge and a fall that would mean instant death upon landing. 
 
   He hopped back, and Cyrus pulled himself up in an instant, fueled by fear and an awareness of his impending doom. Tamyra had circled around to his other side, but her back was to the volcanic vent.
 
   Maybe if I could push her toward it?
 
   As though in response to his thought, heat rushed up from the volcanic vent, along with a belch of black smoke. Cyrus covered his eyes and dropped to one knee, keeping a tight grip on his club. Tamyra advanced forward, more out of fear of the volcano than tactical maneuvering. Cyrus took a swing at her, attempting to push her back and realize his plan. She did step back, but only a small one, and flashed a smile as she switched the knife around, seizing the blade in a throwing grip.
 
   It was over. Peter had his balance back and was advancing from one side, and Tamyra was sighting up her knife throw from the other. Cyrus felt a strange sense of dark acceptance take hold of him. He lifted his club in Peter’s direction, figuring that if he had to pick one of them to die fighting against, it should be the one who he had a long history with.
 
   From behind both Tamyra and Peter, up the more easily climbable ledge that Maggie had shown him over a week ago, two fully grown panthers stalked their way to the top of the rock mound. Cyrus blinked in disbelief as he watched them approach, both of them dipping to the side and slipping toward Tamyra, both of them completely out of anyone’s sight but his own.
 
   He didn’t have time to say anything witty, or mock his opponents for not watching their backs. The panthers fell upon the black woman in an instant, fangs tearing into her, rending skin and flesh from bone. She only managed half of a scream, the rest of it drowned out in a wet, pathetic gargle.
 
   Peter did not react in the way that Cyrus expected. If anything, he took advantage of the surprise in the same way Cyrus had intended to, closing on his former friend with his makeshift wooden spear while he was still gaping at the gory scene. Peter stabbed forward with the spear, catching Cyrus along his shoulder and rendering his left arm useless.
 
   “I’ll kill you!” screamed Peter.
 
   Cyrus hit him in the face with his club, though with only one arm left to swing with, there was only so much force he could put behind the blow. Peter reeled back slightly, tearing loose the spear and preparing it for what would be the killing stab.
 
   The volcano picked that moment to voice its opinion on the bickering of the humans. A deep, primal growl came from its depths, followed by a burst of smoke, soot, and heat. Cyrus dropped to one knee and covered his head, seeing his chance as he noticed that Peter was still standing.
 
   “I’m sorry!” he shouted, as he rushed Peter, shoulder first, knocking him back on a diagonal toward the volcanic vent’s center.
 
   Peter didn’t get a chance to respond. He tripped over an uneven patch of igneous rock, fell flat on his ass, and then rolled over the edge of the vent. Cyrus saw his hands dart up in a desperate attempt to find purchase. The smoke was too thick for him to see anything else, but he heard the screaming.
 
   The volcano wasn’t done, and as Cyrus hurried over to where Amy still lay, he could feel the heat of it threatening to make his clothes burst into flame. He threw Amy over his shoulder and hurried down the same path the panthers had climbed up. They were nowhere in sight now, and neither was Tamyra’s ravaged body.
 
   Each step Cyrus took down the rocky trail was literally a breath of fresh air. The volcano rumbled again, and a glance over his shoulder showed him that the magma, deep within the chamber, had come out to play.
 
   It followed after him far faster than any depiction of flowing lava Cyrus had ever seen. He was only halfway down the path, and at the rate the fiery, molten stream of death was gaining on him, he wasn’t sure he’d make it.
 
   “…Cyrus?” Amy had finally woken up, and was barely aware of the situation.
 
   I won’t die here, and neither will she! Not after all we’ve been through!
 
   With the last of his strength, Cyrus hurtled down the final stretch of the black stone path and into the jungle. He didn’t stop there, knowing that if the lava continued flowing, the jungle and likely all of the island would go up in flames. He ran past the lake, down the path, all the way back to the camp.
 
   “What’s happening?” Maggie was standing outside of the fence, her face a mask of concern.
 
   “Get Kyoko onto the raft!” shouted Cyrus. “Hurry! There’s no time!”
 
   They moved quickly, running down and around the corner of the beach to where Peter and Tamyra had left “Hope”. Cyrus was shocked to see that they’d taken the time to refill the water barrel and load it up with more coconuts and foraged food. He sat Amy down on one side, helped Maggie the last of the way with Kyoko, and then started pushing.
 
   “Hurry, Cyrus!” shouted Maggie. The volcano boomed behind them, sending up an even more massive plume of smoke and making Cyrus’s eardrums ache from the noise. He got the raft into the water and kept pushing until his feet wouldn’t touch. Then, he climbed aboard and collapsed, wounded and exhausted from the most eventful hour of his life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   Cyrus sat on the edge of the raft, looking back at the island in the distance, or at least what he could see of it. Smoke shrouded the circumference along with the nearest hundred or so feet of ocean to it, and only the orange glow of live magma spouting from the volcanic vent showed through. 
 
   Kyoko and Amy were still recovering, the two of them huddled lengthwise across the raft, side by side. Shadow lay between them, the panther having snuck aboard the raft sometime during their hasty exodus. And Maggie sat to his right, watching the same scene, her pretty face scrunched up in obvious distaste.
 
   “The island…” she said, softly. “What do we do if this destroys it?”
 
   Cyrus shrugged, though he already knew the answer.
 
   “We wait.” He pointed to the smoke and fire. “This is actually good for us, I think. The world won’t ignore a volcanic eruption in the same way they’ve ignored a few castaways on a tiny desert island.”
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Maggie.
 
   Cyrus chuckled.
 
   “I haven’t been sure about anything in a long time,” he said. “But I think we’ll be okay.”
 
   Maggie turned to look at him, scanning over his expression, her own doubts worn openly on her face.
 
   “What about you?” she asked. “What happens when we get back to civilization?”
 
   “We go back to our lives.”
 
   “And what about your life? What about what Peter said, about what you said… the man in the shed?”
 
   Cyrus took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
 
   “I’m not going to run away, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   He reached a hand out and splashed it through the water, examining the tiny ripples the fallen droplets made against the surface of the ocean.
 
   “I haven’t always been a good person, Maggie.” He met her eye. “I’ll accept the consequences of everything I’ve done.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.
 
   Cyrus shrugged and took a deep breath.
 
   “It means what it means,” he said. “No more lies. Not to anyone.”
 
   Maggie reached her hand out and gave his a squeeze.
 
   “I think Darius would be proud of you,” she said.
 
   “I fucking hope so,” said Cyrus. “I really do.”
 
   She smiled at him and squeezed his hand again. Cyrus felt like he was ready to go home.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM FORBIDDEN MAGIC
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The bus lurched over a large pothole as it took the last turn into the station. Victor jerked out of sleep, kicking the seat in front of him as his body snapped into wakefulness. The man sitting next to him gave him an odd look, but Victor’s eyes didn’t waver from the scene outside his window.
 
   Undercliff City. It’s been so long, I barely even remember it.
 
   It was a particularly dark night, with enough cloud cover to block out the nearly full moon. In downtown Undercliff, amidst the corridor of skyscrapers, bars, and clubs, the city always felt alive. The bus was dropping Victor off on the outskirts, near the eponymous cliffs, where most of the houses and buildings were either condemned or well on their way.
 
   Victor ran a hand through his dark, curly hair as the station came into view. He was tall and lanky, to the extent that the bus’s undersized seat was a bit uncomfortable for his legs. A sharp chin and dark eyes made his features look brooding and a bit mysterious, or at least, he liked to think so.
 
   The bus doors opened with a vacuum sealed whoosh. Victor's fellow passengers began standing up and politely queuing for their turn to get off. Most of them were shabby, people that looked like they were coming home, rather than just visiting.
 
   Am I just visiting? I don’t have a home anymore.
 
   He stood up when it was his turn to join the line running down the aisle and felt a hot flash hit him like a stiff slap in the face. Victor coughed into the crook of his arm and managed a few unsteady steps forward as his stomach twisted, and cold sweat pooled on his forehead.
 
   It was why he was there, and what it all came back to. Victor was sick in a way that no doctor could help with, in a way that no nineteen-year-old should be dealing with on their own. The one person who held the clue to his treatment lived here, in Undercliff City, the diamond that never fully escaped the rough.
 
   “You okay, kid?”
 
   The bus stop was a small roundabout with a single building in the center and a large parking lot next to it. Victor was leaning up against the rectangular sign that detailed all of the connecting routes. A man smoking a cigarette stood next to him.
 
   “…Fine,” he murmured. “Never been better.”
 
   The man laughed. Victor’s skin felt hot, as though all of the tiny hairs had burned to the root.
 
   Do I look as bad as I feel?
 
   The man standing next to him pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one. Victor accepted it, puffing it to life on the man’s lighter. He hated the taste of nicotine and smoking in general, but his nerves were desperate for a distraction. After a few long drags, he felt himself relax a little.
 
   “You’re not from around town, are you?” asked the man.
 
   Victor shook his head.
 
   “So why’d you come here?” The man coughed and tapped his cigarette, knocking a bit of ash from the tip. “Undercliff City sucks.”
 
   “Bird watching,” said Victor. “Figure I’d see if I could spot myself a blue tailed bobby.”
 
   The man broke out into raspy chuckles. Victor thanked him for the cigarette and watched as he wandered off into the dark, dreary parking lot.
 
   Why did I come here?
 
   He reached down to his tan messenger bag, the only physical baggage he’d brought with him. Technically, it was his father’s, though the distinction didn’t matter much to him anymore.
 
   He unzipped the front pocket and fumbled through it with one hand until his fingers closed on paper. It was a picture, a picture of a woman. And she was the real reason why he’d come to Undercliff City.
 
   Lucy Wilson. Dad’s old assistant.
 
   The picture was old, from the early days of digital cameras, and printed on plain white paper. The woman in it was young, maybe four or five years older than Victor was now. She was also strikingly attractive, with dark blonde hair, crystaline blue eyes, and a body that looked like it belonged on a pinup model.
 
   Towering over her at the side was Victor’s father, John. He had one arm around the petite woman’s shoulders and was almost smiling. Victor had rarely seen his father smile in all the time that he’d known him, and it seemed fitting.
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance. Tendrils of fog swept through the bus station from the southern cliffs, and rain began to fall in slowly accelerating droplets. Victor scowled and leaned over to put the photo away. 
 
   A few raindrops managed to beat him to the punch, scoring wet strikes on the picture that marred the low-quality ink. Victor gritted his teeth together and slid it into his pocket. The effect of the nicotine was wearing off, and he could feel another heat flash coming on, brewing in the tips of his fingers and toes.
 
   He started walking. The last time he’d been in Undercliff City, he’d been nine years old. None of it looked familiar, and even if it had, he had no idea where to start looking.
 
   Victor shifted his bag on his shoulder and turned so that he was heading toward the skyscrapers in the distance, into the heart of the city. A homeless woman sat half on the sidewalk and half in an alleyway and jingled a cup as he walked by.
 
   “Please,” she said in a wispy voice. “I’m sleeping out here.”
 
   Victor stopped, pulled a few quarters that he hadn’t ended up needing for bus fare out of his pocket, and dropped them into her cup. He turned to continue and heard the woman speak again, louder this time.
 
   “It’s red. Burning red.”
 
   A flash of red flickered across Victor’s vision, accompanied by a sharp stab of searing pain in his temples. He looked back at the woman.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “You haven’t realized yet, have you?” The woman broke out into cackles as the rain intensified, splashing water into her change cup. “You’ll have to choose, you know. You could be a hero, or you could be a villain. But you must hurry. It will kill you if you don’t.”
 
   There was something about her words that made a shiver run down Victor’s spine. She sounded coherently crazy, the type of madness that was unsettling to parse out as a bystander.
 
   I’m just paranoid. Mentally ill homeless women are a dime a dozen.
 
   Victor took a step back from her and started making his way back toward the city center. Another burst of fire shot through his stomach, and he almost doubled over in shock.
 
   “Hurry! Please hurry!” The woman’s shouts were lost to the rain as Victor forced himself forward. There was no turning back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   The rain didn’t let up, and neither did Victor’s pain. Every step forward was a struggle against his sensitive nerves. He felt his body more intimately than he ever had before, and every ounce of that awareness screamed with the gentle caress of fire pokers and cattle prods.
 
   This is too much.
 
   Victor remembered an article he’d read about people with chronic pain and the struggle that it turned every day into for them. It made him feel anxiety on top of the fire, to the point of rattling each of the already aching breaths he took.
 
   He slowed to a stop as he neared the edge of the city’s center. There was a tavern on the corner of the block with a sign out front that read “Sammy’s Place.” Victor stumbled as much as walked down the stairs and inside, his legs carrying him with wobbly steps as though he’d already had too much to drink.
 
   Victor was tall, and looked a good bit older than most men his age. A few dim lights lit the tavern, and it was still early enough in the night that there weren’t too many patrons milling about. A pool table took up space in the back, and a single flat screen hung from the wall behind the bar.
 
   He collapsed down into one of the stools. The bartender was a stoic looking woman with short cut dark brown hair and a bored expression on her face. She lifted her head slightly in acknowledgment of him but said nothing.
 
   “I’ll have a beer,” Victor muttered. The bartender moved to grab it for him without asking for ID, thankfully. Victor busied himself by pulling out the photo and taking another look at it. Long lines of smudging from the rain ran vertically across the woman’s face, making it nearly impossible to make out her features.
 
   Maybe if I just keep drinking, the pain will go away, and I won’t need to find her.
 
   He grimaced to himself as the bartender slid a beer in front of him. Victor took a small sip of it and noticed that a woman was watching him to his right, a few bar stools down.
 
   “I think this fella is going to need more than one, Sammy,” she said. The bartender responded with a monosyllabic grunt and returned to polishing a glass from the counter behind her.
 
   The woman slipped off her bar stool and moved to the one next to Victor. She stared at him intently for a second. Victor tried to stay focused on the beer, and the picture, and anything but his pain.
 
   “Is that your girlfriend?” asked the woman. Victor blinked, keeping his attention focused on the bar.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. Ex-girlfriend?”
 
   Victor finally looked over at her, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare. She wore a striped sleeveless top and a short black skirt, and she wore the outfit well.
 
   “She’s actually the woman I’ve been sent back in time to protect,” he said. “Have you seen her around? The fate of the world depends on it.”
 
   The sarcasm in his voice came off a bit flatter than he’d intended. The woman rolled her eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. Victor was about to push the line a bit further when something strange happened.
 
   He caught the woman’s eye for a second and saw red. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t frustrated, but he saw the actual color red, shading his vision and everything else he could see like a photo filter. And even more strangely, his pain vanished, as though transfigured into something else in an instant.
 
   A sharp noise buzzed in his ears as his vision returned to normal. The woman was still staring at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise, along with a hint of something new in her eyes.
 
   Why is she looking at me like that?
 
   The woman slipped forward, letting one of her legs slide in between Victor’s thighs. She pushed in closer, close enough for Victor to be acutely aware of her breasts and cleavage, and then pushed her lips against his.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   The kiss was hungry and primal. Victor felt her sliding her tongue into his mouth and moving her lips eagerly. She put her hands around him and arched her back slightly, opening her legs and trying to get even more contact going between the two of them. It felt good, and with the pain absent, it was an almost celebratory moment for Victor.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   Victor pulled back as he heard an angry voice shouting over the soft ambient noise of the TV and tavern talk. A tall, muscular, and very angry looking man was heading his way, shifting his gaze back and forth between Victor and the woman, who was still holding his hand.
 
   “Uh…” Victor tried not to smile as he looked up at the man. “Any chance that this is just your sister, or cousin, maybe?”
 
   “That’s my fucking girlfriend that you’re kissing, punk.”
 
   Fuuuuuuuuuuck.
 
   Victor stuffed the photo back into his pocket and slowly stood up from the stool, holding both hands up and open in a harmless gesture.
 
   “Take it outside.” The bartender, Sammy, spoke for the first time. “Not in my bar.”
 
   “I’m comfortable inside, though,” said Victor. “Really. I, uh, was just getting settled.”
 
   The man snarled and grabbed Victor by the shirt. Victor shot a sidelong glance at the bartender, who shook her head and smiled faintly.
 
   “Sorry kid,” she said. “You’re lucky I even let you have a drink.”
 
   Victor stood to his feet, and the man immediately started pushing him backward. He carried his bag with him and hurried up the stairs in a futile attempt to get far enough down the street to avoid getting his ass kicked.
 
   He didn’t move quickly enough. The man grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.
 
   “Hold on, let’s—“
 
   A fist collided with Victor’s jaw and exploded stars into his field of view. The force of the blow knocked him back, and his arms flailed uselessly in an attempt to break his fall as he dropped to the ground.
 
   “You’re lucky I don’t go to the police on your pervert ass.”
 
   “Hey man, she kissed me.” Victor spoke into the concrete for the first few words, sputtering to spit blood and dirt out of his mouth. 
 
   That’s right. She kissed me. How the hell did that happen?
 
   “Bullshit!” The man pulled back his leg. 
 
   This time, Victor saw the blow coming. He moved his hands to block his face as his attacker’s foot flew toward his head. Another painful hot flash passed over him, and his vision became tinted red, just as it had before.
 
   The kick slammed through Victor’s hands and landed a glancing blow on his forehead. Victor let out a pained gasp and then almost did a double take as he refocused his eyes.
 
   The man’s pant leg was on fire, and so was Victor’s hand. He pushed it down against the ground and saw, rather than felt, the flames extinguish. The man was staring at him, and after a moment, he followed Victor’s gaze down to his leg.
 
   “What the fuck?” 
 
   The man jumped backward, patting at the flames and howling. Victor blinked and took a closer look at his palm.
 
   I’m not burned. But my hand… It was definitely just on fire.
 
   A woman screamed from a few hundred feet down the street. The flames were spreading up the man’s leg, despite his best efforts to extinguish them. Victor hesitated for only a second before jumping up and lending his aid.
 
   “What did you do to me?” The man took a step back from him as he approached, and then immediately dropped to the ground and began rolling from side to side.
 
   “Nothing,” said Victor. “I mean, I don’t think.”
 
   “Someone call 911!” The woman screamed from down the street. The man had managed to get the flames out and was still inching backward from Victor.
 
   “You fucking psycho!”
 
   “Hey, hey, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Victor held up his hands. “See, I’m just as harmless as I look. I swear."
 
   He tried to take another step forward toward the man and got the same reaction.
 
   “He tried to kill me! He tried to light me on fire!”
 
   Victor cringed as a small crowd of tavern patrons and pedestrians began to coalesce around them. A cop car, lights flashing and siren on, pulled up to the scene. Victor sighed and held his hands up.
 
   What the hell just happened?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be used against you in the court of law.”
 
   Victor stared at the shiny hood of the police car as the cuffs went on. He blinked, and tried to focus on what was happening.
 
   “I thought that was just something out of the movies,” he said, still dumbfounded. “I didn’t realize you said that in real life.”
 
   The police officer, a short woman, was actually somewhat attractive. She was on the plumper side of voluptuous, and had listened to Victor and the other man’s stories before coming to a decision on what to do.
 
   I told her the truth. I don’t know what the hell happened.
 
   Unfortunately, she was now searching Victor for weapons with rough, unforgiving movements. A couple of people were still watching, including the supposed victim.
 
   “He tried to kill me, and before that, he was sexually harassing my girlfriend!”
 
   “That’s… well, it’s an exaggeration, at the least,” replied Victor.
 
   “Where is it?” asked the female officer. “This would go a lot easier if you just cooperated.”
 
   “Where is what?”
 
   She pulled on his cuffs so that Victor was fully upright and then turned him around to face her.
 
   “The lighter.” She locked eyes with him, and Victor tried to take the situation as seriously as everyone else was. “None of the witnesses saw you drop anything, or try to ditch it.”
 
   Victor started to answer when a blindingly hot headache exploded into his temples. He gritted his teeth and cursed in pain.
 
   “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said the cop. Victor chuckled through his pain and forced out a response.
 
   “Okay, now that’s definitely something you ganked from a movie.”
 
   The cop looked as though she was about to hit him. Victor regretted his words for only the briefest of instants before red light filled his vision again, and the heat moved out of him.
 
   The same ringing filled his ears, as though he’d been standing next a powerful speaker crackling with feedback. The cop’s expression looked totally different, and yet still focused on him. She was blushing slightly and waved a dismissive hand at the people watching.
 
   “Nothing to see here, folks. Head on back to whatever you were doing. I’m taking this one down to the station.”
 
   She led Victor into the back of the squad car, the lighter apparently forgotten, and closed him in. With a strange urgency, she took her place behind the wheel, started the car up, and began driving down the street.
 
   “Uh…” Victor felt a strange tension in the car and spoke mainly just to break through it. “What exactly am I being charged with?”
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” said the officer. Her voice had a suspicious, flirtatious tone to it.
 
   The cop pulled the car down a one-way street, and then into an alleyway. Victor raised an eyebrow as she killed the engine and the lights and then climbed out. He watched as she walked around to the other back seat door, opened it, and then climbed inside.
 
   “You’re an interesting fellow,” said the officer. “Clearly, you’re guilty, but it seems a shame that we can’t find some way to work all of this out.”
 
   Victor stared at the woman blankly.
 
   I’m reading this situation wrong. I have to be.
 
   Victor still saw a red glow in his peripheral vision. He opened his mouth to speak, and it spread to the rest of his field of view, flashing as though he’d just put on a pair of colored lens glasses.
 
   The female police officer inhaled sharply and then licked her lips.
 
   “You’ve been bad tonight,” she said, her voice soft and filled with lust. “I think you need to be punished.”
 
   She leaned into him, letting her lips rub across Victor’s cheek. An electric thrill of excitement ran through his body, along with the growing suspicion that he was in a dream.
 
   “I don’t even know your name,” he said.
 
   “You can call me Officer Matthews.” The woman ran a hand over his crotch. Victor was instantly hard.
 
   “Okay, uh, Officer Matthews. I think we might be moving a little fast.”
 
   Victor didn’t exactly have sexual experience in spades. His escapades stretched a single summer of romance he’d had with Ella, the girl next door. Even just thinking about how it had ended brought back painful memories and emotions.
 
   His vision flashed brighter red, and the cop let out a sharp gasp, as though Victor had just turned on a vibrator inside of her. She pressed herself against him, rubbing his hardness slowly as she pulled open the buttons of her uniform.
 
   “Stop resisting,” she whispered.
 
   I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that when a cop say those words.
 
   Victor opened his mouth to object one final time when Officer Matthews managed to pull her breasts free from the confines of her shirt. She was wearing a sports bra that looked fit for an Olympic athlete, but discarded it almost immediately, letting two large, shapely breasts fall into view. Despite himself, Victor began to stare.
 
   “Do you like what you see?” Officer Mathew cupped one arm under her bosom, framing them as though posing for an erotic picture.
 
   Victor nodded slowly, feeling his cock staging a coup.
 
   It’s not really like I can stop her anyway. I’m handcuffed. Better to have fun now and sort it all out later.
 
   “Can you uncuff me so that we can do this properly?” he asked.
 
   Officer Matthews laughed and pushed her breasts in his face.
 
   “Oh, now you know I can’t do that.” Her perfume smelled rugged, with a hint of cinnamon mixed in.
 
   She let her hands run down Victor’s chest and stomach, pausing for a second before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans. Victor’s cock strained against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too. His cock was painfully hard. Officer Matthews looked at him with playful seduction in her eyes as she wrapped a firm hand around it.
 
   “Oh.” Victor felt a smile creeping onto his face. “That feels nice.”
 
   For a moment, he became paranoid that someone might walk down the alleyway and peer into the car through one of the windows.
 
   She’s a cop, and we’re in her squad car. I think that gives us impunity.
 
   “Mmmm,” moaned Officer Matthews. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”
 
   She stroked Victor off slowly, kneading his stiff cock with her soft fingers. Victor felt more aroused than he ever remembered being, to the point where it was impossible to think about anything other than cumming. His issues and his pain were forgotten, outside of the issue of his erection, and the pain of its hardness.
 
   “Oh yeah,” he whispered.
 
   Officer Matthews ran a hand across her hair, still pulled back into a ponytail, and then leaned forward. She paused to flash him a temptress’s smile before pressing her soft, luscious lips against the head of his cock and giving it a kiss.
 
   “Oh wow!” Victor’s hips bucked up of their own accord, pushing the tip of his erection into the warm, wet confines of her mouth. Officer Matthews pushed him back into a flattened sitting position and shot him an authoritative look.
 
   “Easy there. Don’t forget who is in control, here.”
 
   Victor opened his mouth to respond and saw his vision flash red. Officer Matthews responded as though she was an actor who’d just received encouragement from her director. She dropped her lips down onto Victor’s cock and began sucking him off with gentle intensity and focus.
 
   Victor shook his head slowly, unable to think straight through the pleasure, but at the same time sure that he needed to try.
 
   I’m doing something to her, without meaning to. The pain, the hot flashes, they fade out whenever I see red.
 
   He felt Officer Matthews swirling her tongue against the bottom side of his hard, sensitive shaft and let out a moan. She pulled her mouth off his cock, making a small popping noise as her lips broke the seal, and then began pleasuring it with long, sensual licks, from the base to the tip.
 
   “Mmmmm.” She paused for a second and smiled at him before pulling her breasts into position on either side of Victor’s erection.
 
   They were big, soft, and gratuitously satisfying. Victor felt a different kind of pleasure wave through his cock as Officer Matthews squeezed and stroked him off with her cleavage. She brought her lips down so that she was suckling on the head of it and began to bounce against him, her boobs pleasuring him and offering visual eye candy at the same time.
 
   “Whoa…” Victor shook his head. It was too much. “Hold on, I’m about to—”
 
   Three things happened at once. Officer Matthews sucked hard and gave the tip of his cock a soft lick. Somebody knocked on the car’s backseat window, from outside. And Victor lost control.
 
   The door pulled open as he began to cum. Officer Matthews turned her head to look at the interruption, and Victor’s hot, sticky load blasted against her cheeks and chest. Semen spurted onto her lips, dribbled down her chin, and defiled her breasts. More of it splashed out than Victor had ever been able to produce before, double or triple as much, at least, but his attention was elsewhere.
 
   “Get out of the car.” A new voice, female, even toned, and professional, spilled into the car. Victor could only see the silhouette of the woman in the darkness of the alleyway. He looked from her to Officer Matthews.
 
   “What?” She shook her head. “This man is under arrest!”
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” said the woman. “You should go home, take a shower, and forget about this.”
 
   Officer Matthews scrambled to wipe herself clean and cover her breasts. Victor inched his way out of the car and then waited as a familiar looking woman reached inside and took the keys to his handcuffs from the cop.
 
   Wait a second. It’s her.
 
   Lucy Wilson, his father’s former assistant and the woman in the photo, turned to face him with a smile on her face.
 
   “Looks like I arrived just in time.”
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