
[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Man In Suit and Other Stories

by | Wayne Kyle Spitzer

72 HOURS TO ANIMAL

THE DEVIL’S TRIANGLE

‘DOG’ IS A PALINDROME

THE CONCRETE VELDT

THE WINE DARK EARTH

THE WINE DARK PASSAGE

KINGS OF THE ROAD

MESOZOIC KNIGHTS

SUN DOGS

THUNDER ROAD

BURN

URBAN DECAY

THE RETURN

THIS SAVAGE AND BEAUTIFUL NIGHT

FOR A DEVIL HAS FALLEN FROM THE SKY

THE WAR-TORN HILLS OF EARTH

OTHER BOOKS BY THE AUTHOR

Legends of the Flashback, Books 1-3

X-Ray Rider and Other Dark Rites of Passage

The Devil Drives a ’66 and Other Stories

The Place: Stories from the Region Between

The Witch-Doctor Diaries

Beyond the Black Curtain

Napoleon

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

by

Wayne Kyle Spitzer













[image: ]


[image: image]

Hobb’s End Books • A Division of ACME Sprockets & Visions, Inc.

Copyright © 2025 by Wayne Kyle Spitzer. All Rights Reserved. Published by Hobb’s End Books, a division of ACME Sprockets & Visions. Cover design Copyright © 2025 by Wayne Kyle Spitzer. Please direct all inquiries to: HobbsEndBooks@yahoo.com

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this book is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

For my sweetheart, Trinh. And for my father. 

[image: image]



Dusk. I zoomed the Nikon’s telephoto lens in on the lowering sun so that the orb filled the entire viewfinder, then depressed the shutter—click-click-click-click—as the fighter jet passed between it and myself and proceeded to buzz, not roar, around the outdoor tank.

“Hajime!” barked Sakura, meaning “start,” like in a Judo competition, and the monsters fought: Gargantapede throwing its insectile form at Kaijira even as the bipedal saurian stopped it with a clawed hand and reared to use its radioactive breath—which would be added later. As he gripped the monster’s flesh causing black goo to hemorrhage and what seemed like a thousand firecrackers went off along the thing’s segmented body.

As Kikuta, the stuntman who was inside the insect suit, lost his footing and fell into the immaculate oil rig miniature—a miniature which had taken three weeks to build and was still needed—destroying it, and the other monsters (Kaijira, as played by Daigo; the smilodon Sagra, as played by Izumi; Blazora the firebird, as puppeteered by Saitō) just looked on.

“Fuck, cut, cut!” cried Sakura, his voice hoarse with anger, and lowered his bullhorn, at which I was again surprised by how much my Japanese had evolved since college; how easy it was for me to translate things in my mind (and surprised too that the elderly director, who was normally so calm, would give in to such a crude outburst). But then, that’s why I’d been given the assignment—that and the fact that, being a lifelong fan of cinema, and kaiju films in particular, I’d literally pled with my editor to come.

“Just strike the set, eh?” said Sakura, disgusted. “We’ll rebuild and try again tomorrow. Meanwhile, I want to see everyone in the theater—and I mean everyone. You can take 15—fifteen, Daigo. From the moment you’re out of costume. Let’s go.”

At which cast and crew began breaking down and I watched as Kikuta in particular was freed from his 260-pound prison of molded foam rubber—red-faced yet somehow jaunty, rakish in his black a-shirt and white bandana, looking toward the Sagra suit, which lay crumpled over a bench, looking for Izumi, who had already cleared the set.
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In America they called them “sweatbox sessions”—because of the hot, tiny screening rooms in which the rushes were shown—but this wasn’t so in Japan, or at least not at Tsuji Co., Ltd., where we’d been afforded an actual—if modest—theater in which to view dailies. So there was plenty of room for everyone, from Kikuta, Izumi, Saitō and myself up front to Daigo—dressed in his customary black and wearing dark aviators—somewhere in the middle, to Sakura, Yamada (the cinematographer), and the film’s financier—whom everyone simply called “the Spook”—in the back—a man whom, if the rumors were true, was Daigo’s own brother-in-law. 

“Roll it,” directed Sakura, his voice at once grainy and yet oddly youthful—especially for a 77-year-old WWII veteran—at which the lights dimmed and the projection booth rattled, like a machine gun nest, I thought, and I faced forward to see the great cat Sagra striding to the edge of the shore and roaring—in Izumi’s own voice.

“Rahhh!”

Laughter in the theater.

“Rahhh!”

I sipped my matcha tea and looked at Kikuta, who was looking at Izumi—who was looking at the screen. The man had a thing for her, it was obvious, but then, who amongst us didn’t? It wasn’t everyday you met a 4-foot, 9-inch stuntwoman and actress who happened to be the first female suit-mation performer in history, and who came to work every day in a pink leotard. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if his fascination with her wasn’t costing him his focus: the destruction of the oil rig being only the latest example of what Sakura had called, in private conversation, the stuntman-turned-actor’s “wanton carelessness.”

Nor could I help but wonder what Sakura and the Spook were talking about as the footage played and they gesticulated at each other emphatically, or why Sakura kept shaking his head. Or what Daigo was thinking as he looked on behind those dark aviators and seemed almost to smirk. All I know is that by the time the lights came on and the Spook had left and Sakura approached us—that venerated veteran of the Second World War and the original man in the suit before he’d been promoted to directing (and Daigo had taken his place); that former fighter pilot who’d killed three Hawker Hurricanes in a dogfight with the RAF even while flying a severely damaged airplane—well, he seemed diminished, somehow. Distracted.

“Yuh, okay,” he said as we all gathered around him. “I’d say the footage looks good, all in all. You, ah, you all did good. So. No shoot tomorrow as they’re going to need time to rebuild the rig. But ...”

Everyone leaned in, hoping, I suspect, for at least a single day off after what had been a grueling shoot. If so, they were about to be disappointed.

“I’m going to want you all in my office first thing in the morning,” he said.

Groans and exhalations.

“—for a special announcement that is going to affect you all.” He added: “And me as well.”

No one said anything as a silence settled over the room.

Daigo was the first to speak up. “I knew it; that miniature set was the last straw.” He glared at Kikuta. “We were already over budget and now they’re going to—”

“That’s not it,” said Sakura firmly. “Well, not all of it. But I don’t want to talk about it; not yet. I can tell you it’s not all bad. Indeed, it may even be the best news possible.” He straightened abruptly, militarily. “Tomorrow morning. I need time to think.”

And he turned to leave—using his cane, which was unusual; the cane with the jade Kaijira for a grip—even while the rest of us looked on.
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“You wait: they’ll end up going with CGI and motion capture for the entire thing,” said Saitō as we all headed out to the parking lot. “Which they’ll sell to us by saying how much safer it is—for our replacements.”

“It is safer,” said Daigo. “And they should. Because that’s the future, ramen-heads.” He looked at Kikuta and Izumi. “I’ve been saying it all along: sheer endurance or being of a certain stature isn’t going to cut it—not anymore. Nor is brute strength,” He looked at Saitō, who was built like a Chi-Ha tank. “Sorry, but if this freak—if this circus—wants to survive, it’s going to have to adapt.”

“This freakshow,” Kikuta corrected, and paused. “You meant to say ‘freakshow.’’

I looked at the hazy red sky and the clouds climbing and spreading like darkling oyster mushrooms, like lumbering kaiju.

“Looks like a storm,” I said in what I hoped was fluent Japanese. “We better get a move on it—all of us.”

But Daigo only stepped closer to Kikuta and grinned. “Ah, did I offend? Well, sorry not sorry, as the Americans say. I’m not the one who just cost the picture another 3 million yen. And that was—what? About the fourth time? Or was it the fifth? But then, you know what they say: once a burn and fall guy, always—”

Izumi stepped between them even as Kikuta jerked forward, held up her hands. “No,” she said flatly, which came out Eyet. “Just stop it, both of you. First thing in the morning, remember?”

At which the two men seemed to stand down and finally headed for their cars; or rather Daigo headed for his—a now-classic Datsun 280ZX, black as his tunic—while Kikuta headed for his rust bucket moped. And that would have been the end of it if Izumi hadn’t gone to her car and been unable to start it and needed a ride—something neither Kikuta nor Saitō nor myself could provide (Saitō and I were taking the train), nor was walking an option considering it had started to rain: a hot, humid Tokyo rain.

And so Daigo it was.
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Dawn. I blew on my tea to cool it and peered through the blinds at the sun; blinds which had cast prison cell-like shadows over everyone: Izumi, Saitō, Daigo—Kikuta when he bustled in late—myself. I had the distinct impression that no one had slept—at least, not very much. I also had the impression that something had happened between Izumi and Daigo; although whether that had made for a good situation or a bad one—or just an awkward one—was impossible to say. I suppose that my yen was on the latter.

“Yes, well,” said Sakura at some length. He poured himself some tea, which gurgled and steamed as it trickled into his cup, but did not touch it. “First the bad news. As I’m certain you’re aware, the films have been losing box-office—and pretty consistently, I might add—for some time now; starting with the Jurassic Park effect in ’93 and carrying over into the new millennium and 2001.” I think we all must have just looked at each other. “And while it’s true that we may have enjoyed a slight rebound after the disastrous American remake, the fact is that revenues have continued to decline for more than half a decade—a trend the studio has now said cannot and will not stand.”

He sat up straight and placed his hands on the table, as though he were about to commit seppuku.

“Botton line: they have cancelled Kaijira vs. Gargantapede in its current form and want to proceed with a complete reboot using CGI; a process they expect to take several years and during which time there will be no new movies.” He snatched up the matcha, which was still piping hot, and drained it all in one gulp—before slamming it upside-down on the table. “That’s it, in a nutshell. That’s the flat of it. All of which, everything I just told you, is contingent upon one simple, yet fraught with peril, thing.”

Kikuta cleared his throat.

“Yes, Kikuta?”

The former stuntman looked like we all felt: sick. “You implied there was some good news.”

“Yes, well, as I was saying,” said Sakura. “It’s all contingent on just one thing, which will be the achievement, in just four weeks, of a complete retooling of the current picture—which will now be called Kaijira vs. Mecha-Kaijira—and what prospects the brass feels that picture will have—in the global marketplace, not just Japan—once finished.” He looked at Kikuta knowingly, even slyly. “And, of course, how well you navigate your new role as Kaijira, King of the Monsters.”

Everyone gasped even as he nodded at Daigo. “And you as Mecha-Kaijira—our latest and greatest sensation.” He gestured expansively at everyone else. “The rest of you will all co-star, of course. Although I dare say you will be asked to do more than usual.”

And, for a moment, at least, the room was all exhalations and smiles—everyone except Daigo, that is, who just smoldered—until reality set in and a trepidation took hold, at which Saitō was the first to speak up.

“Four weeks? But that’s—that’s not possible.” He looked at the others as if for confirmation. “Is it? I mean, the mecha suit alone is gonna take—”

“It’s already being worked on,” said Sakura. “They’ve had people doing so for months. In fact ...” He started rummaging through his desk.

“Why have I been replaced?” protested Daigo suddenly, and stood. “Kikuta doesn’t know the first thing about acting in the Kaijira—”

“Ah, here it is ...” Sakura spread several black and white photos out over the table. “As you can see, the mechanical design, in addition to being made of plastic and aluminum—and thus lighter and safer—is really just cover for all the motion control equipment; which, with so much fire and water present, will be tested as never before.”

Daigo took off his sunglasses and examined the photos. “And if it works? The motion capture, I mean?”

Sakura grunted. “Let’s just say that whoever is in that costume is going to be extremely well-positioned going forward.”

At which Daigo began pacing, calculating, as he did when he read the scripts and counted how many Kaijira references there were.

Kikuta, meanwhile, looked troubled. “What about the fire and water?”

He wasn’t wrong to be concerned; after all, the 200-pound- plus suits were like space capsules: they couldn’t be gotten out of quickly or easily.

“Yes, well, there will be that,” said Sakura. “The brass wants to see Tokyo in flames—all of it. Plus, they’ll be an undersea volcano. Out in the tank.”

“So that’s why he was chosen,” said Izumi. “So they can risk his life and not—”

“He was chosen, Izumi,” interrupted Sakura, “because of his courage and endurance—by me personally—and because of his enthusiasm. Same as you.”

I watched as Kikuta and Izumi exchanged glances before Sakura continued: “I’m not going to lie to you. This will be a grueling shoot the likes of which you have never experienced; if anyone’s not up to it, I need to know right now. Is that understood?”

I looked at Kikuta, who looked at Izumi, who looked at Saitō—as Daigo stood apart—Saitō being the one everyone knew was most likely to decline, even as a darkness fell over the room.

“What?” said Saitō at last. “Oh, you mean, surely the fat guy’s gonna bail, is that it? I mean, if someone’s going to betray our shared legacy, it’s gonna be him, right? Well, let me tell you ...” He placed a hand on the table and looked at them. “I for one am in.”

“Me too,” said Izumi, and placed her hand over his—which was like a child’s in comparison.

“I’m in,” blurted Daigo from over by the water cooler. “Don’t even think about it.”

And then it was down to Kikuta, who looked at me—why I really don’t know—and just smiled, jauntily, rakishly, before placing his hand over Izumi’s and saying: “Long live Kaijira. Long live suit-mation!”

And it was done.

But not before Sakura had gone to the mobile whiteboard at the end of his office and scrawled a huge, red zero—which was the same in Japanese as it was in English—and decisively struck it through.
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There were two things that Sakura insisted on from the start: the first was that every shooting day be concluded by crossing an enormous red number off his enormous mobile whiteboard—which he had rolled out onto the soundstage—and the second was that the Kaijira Military March, which had originally been composed for the Japanese Imperial Army during WWII, be looped and played from huge loudspeakers every time we were on set—to the point that I could hear it in my head virtually everywhere I went: in the commissary, using the restroom, on the train going home, while I was sleeping. Especially while I was sleeping.

It was, in a sense, as if we’d gone off to war—as if the blue screen material undulating before the turbines (when we shot in the outdoor tank) were in fact our banner, and Sakura’s barking of “Hajime!” our battle cry. Indeed, it was as if the sounds of our efforts—the clack-clack of the slate and the coordinated shouting of the crew, the grunting of the actors, the crackle of the pyrotechnics—had merged to become a rhythm and a cadence of their own; a mantra as guttural and precise as any karate match—a meditation. Nor was the war comparison purely hyperbolic: it’s often been said that war is not just a new experience but a new world—and this, with its bloodbath of sweat and rubber and black powder smoke, its hot lights and shockingly physical fights, was nothing if not that, at least to a kid from West Lafayette, Indiana; a kid whose previous experience with kaiju consisted mostly of watching them battle it out on a 16-inch Zenith color television whilst eating Frosted Flakes and collecting shag carpet rug burns.

And yet as the days passed and the numbers were crossed off I came to understand not just the outlandishness of what they—the suit actors—were doing but the familiarity of it; for what it ultimately boiled down to (especially with regards to what was required of them physically) was American pro wrestling—a realization that made me not just fall in love with them all over again but to really study them, to try to get inside their suits, to imagine what it was like to actually be them.

How hot it must have been, for one, how difficult to breathe. How burdensome the suit must have become after having been essentially locked inside it for several hours—the sheer weight on one’s bones and musculature, the stench of latex and one’s own body odor, the impaired hearing and vision, the claustrophobia! I couldn’t help but wonder how Sakura had managed to play the monster so late into his career—well into his 50s—nor what the old man was presently thinking now that he'd traded his fur-lined flight helmet for a bullhorn and steered toy airplanes instead of real ones.

But mostly I focused on Kikuta, who soldiered on valiantly despite the burden of two equally great weights: the Kaijira costume itself, which was the most cumbersome of them all, and Daigo’s attempt to turn a carpool with Izumi into a stealth courtship—a ploy so obvious that she herself was blind to it. Nor had a modest raise in his pay changed anything; he was still riding the same shitty moped while Daigo drove his Z and talked about upgrading, which by the second to last day of the shoot he had, to a brand-new Mazda Miata and a rear plate that read: MECHA-1.

And it might even have remained that way—at least long enough to finish the shoot—if Kikuta hadn’t opened his pay envelope as the pair drove away and realized he’d been given the wrong check.
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“Did you know?”

That was the first thing I heard as I entered the office behind Kikuta and tried to make myself inconspicuous, tried to blend in, even as Sakura, who had remained seated, accepted the paycheck and examined it.  

“Well, did you?” 

But the old man remained silent, serene—even after he’d taken off his glasses and laid them, gently as a chick, on the desk.

“I did,” he said at length.

And that was all. Just that one simple declaration; that clear and honest admission—as if the answer should be obvious and no elaboration was needed.

“Tohou mo nai,” hissed Kikuta. “Outrageous.” He paced the room like a tiger in a cage. “So I get lit on fire while wearing 250 pounds of molded—and very flammable—rubber ... and he gets a new, lighter suit and an obscene bonus, is that it? I get dunked in the frigid water and risk drowning and hypothermia and he gets a brand-new sportscar and—and ...”

He trailed off but we all knew what he wanted to say. And the worst part was, so did Kikuta.

“Are you finished?” Sakura remained unmoved. “Or do you expect that I should just listen to you carry on for what remains of the day?” He stood abruptly and the old warrior stood with him. “Yes, well. I’m 77-years-old and my days are numbered; so that is not going to be. The fact is that the suits—the other suits—were going to cancel the production outright until I accepted their demands and made a few of my own, namely, that you be given the role of Kaijira and that we’d be allowed at least four weeks to change their minds—four weeks which have come and gone so that we are now ready for the final scene, which of course is the battle between Daigo and yourself. Now I am sorry if this ... this settlement is distasteful to you. I truly am. But the Cold Equation relents for no one, Kikuta. Not me, and not you. I’m sorry but—well, there it is.”

“There it is,” repeated Kikuta, marveling. “So that’s it. And you expect me to believe that it’s at least in part because you wanted me in the role.”

Sakura seemed to think about it before nodding once. “Mmh. Because of your strength and stamina as Gargantapede—the most challenging of all the costumes, yes. And because of your senshi no seishin, your fighting spirit.”

And the two men just looked at each other.

“I want more money,” said Kikuta plainly. “It doesn’t even have to be a lot or to match Daigo’s. It just needs to be enough; enough to ...”

Again, we knew what he wanted to say, and yet Sakura only shook his head.

“It is not possible—not at this point. Not with only one scene left; they will never approve it. No, Kikuta ... the thing to do now is to simply—”

“To quit,” clipped Kikuta. “The thing to do now is to—”

“Is to keep your word,” said Sakura. “As I will when I turn the movie in on time and on budget. As I did when I flew against the Brits. Like I said, you have senshi no seishin. Now you must honor it by doing your duty.”

“My duty? Honor?” Kikuta balked. “And what about theirs?”

“That is not the way of it!” barked Sakura, turning red. “A warrior fights—and wins—no matter the enemy’s guile. He has to; his self-respect demands it. Even if they are not honorable, he must be!”

At which Kikuta moved to speak but paused, looking about the room, looking at Sakura’s framed print of a Zero fighter plane rusting in a field and a newspaper headline about Hiroshima. “Yeah; Honor. Duty. The Warrior Spirit. Look where that got us.”

And then he moved to leave but ran square into Izumi, who I would later learn had returned precisely to see him, but whom he just shoved his way past, saying, “Kare no tokoro ni iku,” or “Go to him.”

And we were alone.

––––––––
[image: ]


And yet, in spite of the fact that we didn’t see Kikuta for about a week after that—and when we did, he was drunk—the show went on. But it was how it went on that was so problematic; for in his absence, it was none other than Sakura himself who had stepped up to fill the void—or rather the suit. Sakura who had been the first to don it some 55 years ago and would now become the last and certainly the oldest ever to do so. Sakura who in addition to being a WWII veteran and Zero pilot had now emerged from the Grey Havens of semi-retirement to once more save the earth; or at least the movie.

Sakura who was busy swatting model airplanes—maladroitly—when Kikuta showed up; and so wasn’t even aware of the younger man’s arrival until Kikuta lumbered—Kaijira-like—into the background and began waving his arms—a parody which was instantly visible on all four monitors.

“By the Four Truths, cut!” cursed Sakura, his voice muffled behind the eyeholes in the costume’s neck. “Yuhara, Nakajima, get me out of this thing. Wait—we’ll lose too much time. Just ... What’s he want?”

But Kikuta must have heard him because he only held up a pay envelope and said, “Last check; such as it is. You know, you could have ...” He teetered precariously. “You could have just sent it to me.”

“Get him out of here,” clipped Sakura. “And cue up the jets again.”

Kikuta held up his arms as the assistant director approached.

“There’s need for that, I was just going,” he said cheerfully, but added: “Good thing it’s the right paycheck; or I might need a truck.”

At which I saw heads turn; not many, just Izumi’s and Saitō’s—which was enough. It was certainly enough for Sakura, who began struggling with his suit as if it were even possible to get out quickly—much less by yourself—an action which brought the stagehands running even as he clutched the monster’s chest and crumpled to the floor; just disintegrated in a pile of rubber.

“Sakura!” cried Izumi—who had yet to don her costume—and hurried toward him, even as the stagehands fought desperately to disentangle him and Kikuta, having also approached, just looked on in a daze.

“Jesus, someone get an ambulance,” I shouted, not knowing what or even who to dial, and joined the fray—but was quickly shoved aside by the A.D., who had a bottle of pills handy—nitroglycerin, I presume—and who shook one out as I watched and placed it in Sakura’s mouth even as they laid him out on the concrete.

“There’s no pulse,” someone said—Saitō, I think—as the old man became unresponsive and the A.D. cleared his airway and started doing compressions: 1-2-3-4 ...

After that, it all became a blur, a kind of slow-motion fever dream, a hallucination, as the A.D.—Sanada, as I recall—performed CPR and Izumi cried and everyone coaxed and encouraged and Kikuta just stood there, although whether he was in shock or a drunken stupor I couldn’t say. All I know is that by the time the medics arrived Sakura was breathing again and had a pulse; and also, that Daigo and the Spook had shown up and were looking on like everyone else as they raised the stretcher and wheeled him out of the room.

And that’s what happened, that’s the essence of it, nor did anyone say anything for what seemed a long time—at least not until the Spook stepped forward and dutifully addressed the group.

“Look, I know how you all feel—how we all feel—about our friend and colleague, Sakura. And I am devasted, just devasted, by this turn of events—as I know you are. Let’s face it, the man was—is—a living legend; not just a pioneer but a trailblazer who ...”

And he went on, although I confess that I didn’t really perk up until he got to the “but,” which of course I knew he would; I just didn’t expect it to be so soon.

“—and because of that, I know that you know that the show—as the Americans say—must not only go on but go on bigger and better than before. And so, to that end, I am hereby appointing Daigo Yasuda as our new director and assigning to the role of Kaijira yet another pioneer and trailblazer—the first woman to ever wear the mantle of full-time kaiju performer—Miss Izumi Sakamoto.”

Now, when I say you could have heard a pin drop after this announcement, you can be sure that I mean it; nor have I ever beheld such a mixed bag of emotions as I beheld on Izumi’s face: such a conflict between what she wanted and also feared; such certainty in what she could do but also in what she could not, such flat-out courage as she just shook her head and, to my utter astonishment, rejected the offer. 

“I’m sorry,” she said slowly, deliberately, “but because that would far exceed my material capabilities, and because there is only one true Kaijira ...” She looked at Kikuta disapprovingly, “I must respectfully decline.”

And then she bowed slightly and turned to leave but was physically blocked by Daigo, who said, simply, “You’ll do it or you’re fired.”

At which she just stared at him, and then over at Kikuta—who seemed to have sobered up—feeling betrayed, I am certain, by both men.

“Tomorrow,” said Daigo. “Five am.”

She watched as Kikuta just turned and walked away.

“I’ll be here,” she said.

And he let her go.
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Dusk. University of Tokyo Hospital. I was staring at—but not really seeing—Sakura’s vital signs when Kikuta appeared in the doorway.

“May I come in?”

I must have just looked at him. “Yes, of course. Please. He’s been asking about you.”

He came in and sat down.

“I bumped into Saitō in the lobby,” he said after a bit, and frowned. “He said that the surgery went well, but that he’s since developed stage one sepsis, bordering on severe.” He looked at Sakura, who stirred marginally. “He said the outlook isn’t very—”

I put a finger to my lips. “Shhh. He’s coming around.”

And he did, opening his eyes slightly and blinking—once, twice—looking from me to Kikuta.

“Is that Izumi?” he managed, and squinted.

“Izumi has gone, Kimura-san,” I said, using his last name—it seemed appropriate given the gravity of the situation. “But look, see, in her place is Kikuta. The, ah, prodigal son, as it were. He’s come to regale you with stories from the set; and to assure you that he has destroyed no miniatures in your absence.” I nodded at Kikuta once, as if to say, Go.

“Yes, it’s me, Kimura-san, your protégé.” He leaned in. “And I’ve come to tell you that we’ve completed the picture, on time and on budget. And that if it weren’t for your example, I’d have never—”

“Shht!” hissed Sakura, and harumphed. “Enough. My brain isn’t dead.”

He convulsed slightly and squeezed the red headscarf I’d brought—at his specific request—from the office.

“I’m going to talk—eh?” said Sakura, and wheezed. “And you, you’re going to listen, eh?”

Kikuta just looked at him, taken aback—but finally nodded. 

“Because I want ...” He swallowed but only with great difficulty. “I want to clarify something I said to you. Something that was only partially correct—only half-true.” He reached out and took Kikuta’s hand; which I found amazing. “It is something you need to hear.”

And Kikuta listened.

“It’s about duty. And who you owe it to—but more importantly, when.” Again, he squeezed the scarf. “It’s about the day I fought the Hawker Hurricanes over Tokyo Bay—a story you may have heard, I don’t know—but a story that is incomplete, regardless. Because what those who tell it don’t know, indeed, what I have never spoken of until now, is that we’d been ordered, not just by our command but by the Emperor himself, to fight to the death that day—to commit seppuku, essentially, even though the war at that point was clearly lost.” He laid his head back and stared at the ceiling—remembering, yes, but also in obvious physical pain. “We’d even been given our own Kamikaze headbands, for when that moment arrived. But I never put mine on—even though, by having a mortally damaged plane in an unfinished fight, I was obligated to. Obligated to seek out the nearest carrier and dash myself against its deck, or even ram one of the enemy fighters. And yet as I looked out my cracked window at the sun setting on our empire, I realized that I couldn’t; not with Miya at home and my two little twins clearly on the way, not with my country needing to be rebuilt and so much yet to do and accomplish. No. To do so would have been the height of cowardice. For indeed, to whom did I owe my duty if not to my own wife and children, my own Empire of the Sun? Nor was I afraid to die, especially in that awful twilight of our defeat, but a man must decide which battles are worth it and which are not, and I’d decided that dying for the Emperor in a war already lost was not worth it.” He turned to face Kikuta, looking suddenly tired. “And that’s what happened: I made it home and the Emperor surrendered the next day at 12 pm on August 15th, 1945.”

And Kikuta looked at him, and I at Kikuta.

“So what I am saying is: There’s more than one kind of honor, and more than one kind of duty. And it’s up to you to decide which one is best; which one you will sacrifice everything for.”

At which he took the red headscarf and placed it in Kikuta’s hand. “This is what I was wearing when I made my decision. I want you to have it.” And he closed his eyes. “Time to sleep, Musuko.”

Musuko. Son.

I looked at Kikuta in time to see his eyes welling up, and then at the headscarf in his hand, which he squeezed and rubbed gently. And then I looked at the clock, which, if it had been a movie, would surely have dissolved to the next day and the day after and the day after that, as Kikuta and I kept vigil at his bedside and the machines beeped and Sakura’s sepsis became, by slow degrees, septic shock. As Sakura finally passed and we found ourselves riding home on the train that night just sort of shell-shocked, just emotionally exhausted, as Tokyo passed and Kikuta looked out the window and I looked at Kikuta, who was lost in thought.
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The fact is, I had a bad feeling from the moment I arrived on the lot, and not just for Izumi, who was in over her head, but for the movie itself—indeed, the entire endeavor—from the cast and crew right on up to the studio itself. It just felt wrong somehow; wrong without Sakura, wrong without Kikuta, wrong with Daigo directing, wrong with the Spook hovering about. Nor did the pre-shoot meeting assuage my apprehensions in the least, especially when Daigo announced that they’d begin the day with a master shot—that is, a wide-angle that would cover the entire fight—but that they’d shoot it in one fell swoop in order to save time and thus money.

Izumi was frightened too, which was pretty understandable when you considered they were about to put her into a 4-foot-deep tank wearing 250 pounds of rubber that was far too big for her and couldn’t be gotten out of without a bevy of stagehands and at least ten minutes’ time. Not to mention the undersea volcano which would be spewing fire and smoke all over the place; nor the fact that the deputy fire marshal (who was required by law to be there) had been 30 minutes late and smelled of Sapporo.

All of which is why when I looked up from my Nikon and saw who was standing in the staging area between the tank and the indoor soundstage, I nearly cheered. For it was none other than Kikuta himself—just standing there in his black a-shirt and wearing Sakura’s red bandana. Just Kikuta—standing straight and sober and already facing down Daigo, who was shaking his head. Shaking it and gesturing with his hands as Izumi and all the others—including myself—came running, running and gathering around.

“Look, I’ve already told you,” Daigo was saying vehemently, “the budget is locked and you’ve been banned from the property. I mean, what part of this aren’t you understanding? We’re done here. Security? Security!”

But Kikuta only stood his ground—defender of the earth from asshole imposter robots, keg-legged guardian of Sakura’s revered legacy; the suit-mation Moses.

“I’m not interested in the pay,” he said directly. “What I am interested in is Izumi’s safety and the quality of Sakura’s final project. His legacy.” He held his hand out to the side, palm up. “Is anyone else with me?”

I snapped some pictures of Izumi and Saitō as they thought about it—click-click-click-click.

“I’m only in if Kikuta’s in,” said Saitō, and slapped his palm.

“Me too,” said Izumi, beaming, and slapped it also.

Kikuta looked at Daigo.

“And there you go—both Sagra and Blazora are in—you get three monsters for one.” He cocked his head. “Unless of course you were planning on cutting the big epilogue with all the kaiju?”

“It’s not neccesa—” Daigo began; but paused when he noticed the Spook—who had sort of snuck up on them—shaking his head.

“Yes, well,” stammered Daigo. “I suppose we could work out something.”

Kikuta’s eyes smiled even though his mouth didn’t. “I’d say that about settles it then.”

“Other than we’re losing the dark,” said Daigo.

Kikuta didn’t so much as blink. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Like you said, just one continuous take ... Shall we get started?”
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I know only this: whoever’s idea it was to blare Blue Oyster Cult’s “Godzilla” from the loudspeakers that day deserved a fucking raise, because it had the effect of complimenting what were already great performances and truly taking them Next Level. The truth of it is I’d never seen either man do his job with such passion or verve, to the point that I had to wonder: were they even acting? 

It was a question I soon got an answer to when Daigo, who was gripping Kikuta by the rubbery shoulders, headbutted him in the neck—which is where his face actually was—and I mean hard, causing him to fall into the reconstructed oil rig—again—and at least partially collapse it. But then he was up, up just as fast as he’d gone down, up and delivering a crushing double axe handle blow to Daigo’s face—or rather the plastic and tin face of Mecha-Kaijira—a blow so powerful that it completely crushed the suit’s snout and sent Daigo reeling, at which Kikuta ran at him and, I swear to God, used Kirk-fu to do a flying drop kick, which forced the man back still further. But not for long, as Daigo rushed him and the faux monsters clashed, grabbing each other by the napes, grappling furiously.

One thing was for sure: if the two men had been acting, they weren’t any longer. Nor was I the only one to sense this as the entire crew—as least those who weren’t manipulating Kaijira’s tail—rushed the edge of the tank and began hooting and cheering them on, rooting for their favored contender, dancing and swinging their fists.

It was as if everything that had happened over the last several weeks had finally come down to this, this explosion of fire and fury and frenetic energy, as the volcano belched and water roiled and, unbeknownst to anyone—much less the tipsy fire inspector—a corner of the blue screen fabric went up in flame. As Kikuta and Daigo grappled and the fire spread and, having noticed it, Izumi cried out.

As Kikuta grabbed Daigo’s arm and faced away from him and flipped him over his shoulder, slamming him onto the oil platform, destroying it completely. As he swiveled on one foot, dropped, and grabbed Daigo by the head horn—then used it to smash the actor’s skull into the wrecked set again and again and again.

Nor was the fire complacent as it raced the length of the blue screen and the entire thing went up—drawing the actors’ attention at last, breaking up the brawl. Nor was anything even remotely okay as crew members rushed forward with fire extinguishers and the falling embers caught the interior soundstage on fire and that fire quickly jumped to the studio offices. As the men were helped out of their suits and Kikuta looked around—probably for Izumi—and I fled with several others—but was stopped cold when a burning canopy made of sheetrock and steel collapsed on us all—almost killing poor Sanada the assistant director. Burying us in rubble. 
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Dawn again as we sat in the leased theater and the lights came on, all of us looking like extras in a disaster movie with our head bandages and arm slings and signed casts and rented crutches (all of us, that is, except Kikuta, who I hadn’t seen since the fire), all of us, to a man—and one woman—terrified at what the Spook and his entourage of Spooks had thought of the picture now that it had been edited and mixed and scored and viewed. Would they even like it?

“And there we have it,” said the Spook after he’d taken the stage—okay, fine, his name was Tadashi. “A rousing kaiju picture, I must say. One which has exceeded our expectations in every way. One which may even go down in history as the finest ever produced ...”

And here it comes, I thought.

“Alas, in light of what it’s going to take, financially, to recoup our losses and rebuild the studio, we have decided ...”

The other Spooks and I ...

“... to cancel its theatrical distribution in favor of a direct-to-video release, and that its promotion and advertising will be strictly limited.”

Moans and gasps from the crowd, disbelief.

“I know, I know, and I’m sorry. The truth is, I’m devasted, just devastated. But you can take solace in the fact that Kaijira, like a phoenix from the ashes, will continue to entertain and inspire for many years to come—in a new form, it’s true, but a form that will no longer require men and woman to risk their precious lives in unconvincing rubber suits nor illicit laughter from the very people we hope to entertain. Nor will we refrain, whenever possible, from using our outdated legacy assets,” He spread his hands. “You, in new and unexpected ways, starting with the hiring of one Daigo Akuda as our first motion capture actor—Daigo, congratulations.”

Muted applause as he stood and bowed a couple times— crisply, in his tailored black suit and aviators, like he was fucking Bruce Lee or something—and I found myself marveling once again that he’d escaped the fire without the slightest harm, not even a scratch.

“At any rate, thank you for attending, and thank you for your hard work, dedication, and above all, service to Tsuji Co., Ltd., ‘Where dreams come true ... every day.’” And he bowed and left the stage.

But I was already getting up, just a battered American reporter with a head bandage and his arm in a sling. I was already heading for the exit.
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I wasn’t sure how I was going to react to the studio’s burned out remains, if you want the truth. I mean, I knew it would be difficult, don’t get me wrong. I just didn’t know how difficult; how silent and somber the place would be, how funereal, how haunted, in a sense. Nor was I prepared to see so many childhood friends just sort of interred amongst the ashes—Spijin, for example, with his multitudinous legs and multitudinous eyes, or Voltagor, with his scythe-arms and angry beak—all of them as gray and inert as the fossils of Pompeii, all of them just lifeless husks waiting to rot.

Nor was I particularly surprised—again, if you want the truth—to find Kikuta there, just standing amongst the ruins like a shadow, like a ghost. Just standing there by the concrete Kaijira statue and watching the ash float about like the seeds of a cottonwood tree.

“Kikuta? Hey ...”

He didn’t jump, didn’t startle, just turned to look at me as calm as could be. “Martin.” Then in really pretty decent English: “Do I say it right?”

I gripped his forearm, not really caring if it was culturally appropriate or not. “Yeah, man. That’s good. That was just right.”

And we looked at the statue.

“It wasn’t your fault, you know,” I said in Japanese. “No one could have known how quickly that blue screen would go up; or just how drunk that deputy was. Sometimes things just happen.”

Neither of those things were true, of course, but it was hardly the time, and it’s not like either of those things had been his responsibility.

When he didn’t so much as nod I added, “What did Sakura say? Do you remember?”

Kikuta seemed to think about it. “He said there was more than one kind of honor, and more than one kind of duty. And that it was up to us to decide which one was best, which one we’d make sacrifices for. But I haven’t done that, Martin-san. I’ve only behaved the fool again and again and again.” He looked at his shoes. “I have no honor.”

“You had enough to come back and do whatever it took to finish the picture, and to protect Izumi.” I said. “And you had enough to step back and finally realize, I think, that Sakura’s decision to go home to his family was the right one, and that, Izumi and Saitō and the rest being yours—your family—you should do the same.”

“Just selfishness,” said Kikuta quietly. “Just ego. Ambition.”

“Yeah, well ...” I noticed movement and turned to see Izumi picking her way through the wreckage—moving delicately toward them. “I know someone who might disagree with you on that.”

And then I stepped aside and let Izumi take my place and basically snuck away, but paused on the other side of the street and looked back—I’m not sure why—and was struck by what I saw. So much so that I immediately raised my Nikon and zoomed the telephoto lens in on Kikuta and Izumi—who were in a fast embrace—as well as that mighty rising sun; enough that they nearly filled the viewfinder.

Click-click-click-click.

And at last I focused on the Kaijira statue itself, which “roared” in front of that fiery red orb like Saitō’s firebird, or a phoenix from the ashes, and thought: Was this your plan all along, big fella?  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

72 HOURS TO ANIMAL
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A Tale of the Flashback

Jesus, here we go again, thought Zola, as Handsome Dan fiddled with the in-council player and the rotors went whump-whump-whump and Gloria Gaynor started singing “I Will Survive”—for the twentieth time, at least—until, unable to take it any longer, she reached over and switched off the stereo.

“Enough,” she said.

He shot her a cold glance and she looked away—down through the glass inset at her feet—at the ice-crusted skids and the snow clinging to them like puffs of lint; at the formerly beautiful city of Phoenix, Arizona—whole sections of which were now burning.

Whump-whump-whump. Nobody said anything; not even when he switched the stereo back on and Gaynor picked up exactly where she’d left off, singing about lonely nights and being wronged, learning to get along, until Pappy leaned forward from the backseat and said, “We should fill that extra gas can before leaving Phoenix. No point in playing with the Sonoran. Redhorn says there’s a heliport at Papago Military Park; just east of us. They’ll have the right fuel.”

Handsome Dan turned down the music, glanced over his shoulder at Redhorn. “Is that true?”

Redhorn took a drag off the road flare he was holding and pretended to blow smoke. “True as smallpox. Did all my weapons training there for the tribal police; meaning there’s lots of other things around, too—thing’s we could use, like Pappy’s peashooter.”

Zola frowned, recalling how frightened she’d been when they’d first picked Pappy up—a man with an AR-15, for Christ’s sake, a man who, by his own admission, had been open-carrying before the Flashback. A prepper from Tucson who, despite her objections, had turned out to be worth his weight in gold. “We don’t need more weapons; what we need is to get to Yuma and the FEMA camp at San Luis, and as quickly as possible.” She unbuckled her safety belt and swivelled to face them. “You both understand that, right?”

“No worries,” said Pappy. “We’ve still got three hours to go.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, look at it this way: It’s been about two days since you and your erstwhile flight instructor, Handsome Pilot Guy, picked Redhorn and I up; and almost three days since the start of this, this whatever it is, this so-called Flashback. I.e., about 69 hours. And so far, aside from all the looting and some generally destructive tomfuckery—like starting fires—people have remained relatively civilized, wouldn’t you say? I mean, look at us. We’re not exactly eating each other. Add 3 to 69 and what do you get?”

Zola appeared pensive. “Seventy-two. Seventy-two hours. But seventy-two hours to what?”

“It’s just an expression we use in the prepper community; hyperbole, I suppose, for what happens 72 hours after the grid fails, and people start getting desperate. Seventy-two hours until wandering survivors become roving packs. Seventy-two hours until the veneer of civilization just completely vanishes. Seventy-two hours to animal.”

She didn’t know how to respond to that, other than to look from him to Redhorn, who just smoked his road flare and quickly raised his eyebrows twice, as if to say, Won’t it be great?

“You know, I had a brother once who used to smoke M-80s—you know, right before they went off. Do you know what eventually happened to him?”

She saw his expression faulter even as Handsome Dan interjected: “We’re coming up on it, I think.”

She faced forward as they passed over what seemed like a sea of apartment buildings, their rooftops rapidly accumulating snow, until she noticed a range of small, rocky mountains on the horizon—hills, really—against which lay a series of rectangular paved areas which she at first took to be tennis courts—until she saw the choppers roosting on them with their long tail booms and spindly rotor blades, like dragonflies.

“There,” said Dan. “See that small, metal roof that’s separate from all the others? That’ll be your fuel island. Normally, of course, we’d pump from one of the trucks, but since we’re filling a can, I’m going to set us down right next to it. My personal standard is to try and make an entry at between 30 and 50 meters.”

She watched carefully as he worked the sticks.

“Reduce collective ... pitch up to neutral ... and remember, as soon as you cross over the asphalt you’re gonna get that rotor and ground effect which is going to cause a really funky cushion. And now we’re going to hold ourselves just a few feet over the ground, we’re going to further reduce the collective ... and settle onto the tarmac.”

And then they were down—in a whirlwind of snow—and Pappy was clambering out with the fuel can as Redhorn followed and Handsome Dan swiped off his aviators and just looked at her.

“Listen, Zo, I ... Look, I know—”

“I have to pee,” she said, cutting him off, and quickly climbed out—and was instantly greeted by a blast of cold air. She scanned the heliport: There, she thought, eyeing an area between two buildings where, in one of the more curious aspects of the Flashback, cycads and other ancient vegetation had appeared almost overnight; but it wasn’t until she had hidden away there completely that she was able to admit—even for a minute—that he had probably only been trying to help. At least that was her best guess as she squatted and sighed and watched crimson piss spread across the pavement. That was her blunt assessment as the tips of her fingers came up bloody and she sensed someone watching and she looked up to see the dirty little girl with the dirty little face just staring at her through the fronds. Just staring intently before catching her eye and shrinking away—almost losing her footing. Just lost as a ghost before taking off and running across the fields. 
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Fortunately, Dan had left the engine running, nor were Pappy an Redhorn still fiddling about but had already filled the cannister and were reseated in the chopper when Zola scrambled back into the cockpit and slammed the door.

“Take us up, Dan. And take us up as fast. We’re not alone.”

“Wait, what is it?” It didn’t feel as though he’d touched the throttle at all. “Did you see someone? Something? What?”

“Just take us up. I’ll explain it in the air.”

The helicopter vibrated as he rolled up the throttle. “Yes, Mom.”

She shot him a lethal look—just lethal—as the chopper climbed and they were once again airborne.

Redhorn pointed between them. “There! Footprints at 3 o’clock. And, wait a minute, yes, an actual person. You see it?”

“I see it,” said Dan. “And am following ...” The nose tilted as he leaned on the stick. “My question is: why? So we have a survivor—so what? We know people have survived; who the hell do you think is doing all that looting?”

“She’s just a little girl, Dan,” snapped Zola. “She couldn’t be more than, say, ten. And she’s pretty clearly lost. Just stay with her.”

“Look, babe—Zola—this is a helicopter. Not an SUV. There’s only so much room. Plus, there’s overall weight to think abou—”

“She can sit on my lap. And a little girl like that isn’t going to weigh anything. What? Fifty, maybe 60 pounds? Just do it. Please.”

“And we’re losing the light,” said Pappy. “Pretty fast, if you want the truth.”

“We’ve got that borealis for light,” clipped Zola. “That illuminated cloud, or whatever it is. Besides, it looks like she’s headed for that large, flat structure—some kind of warehouse, or big box. Like a Saveco, or a ...”

“It’s a Saveco,” said Pappy. “I can see the red stripe.”

“If she goes in there you can forget it,” said Dan. “We don’t dare go in after her. I mean, I could try to set us down in front of her, if you want.” He frowned. “But we’re running out of space even for that.”

“No, it’ll just scare her off,” said Zola. “Besides, she’s almost there. Just—just circle around and set us down by that tractor trailer. If she’s gone in by then—I’ll go in after her myself.” She looked at him disapprovingly and then over her shoulder at Pappy and Redhorn.  “Unless of course either of you gentlemen care to help a girl out? Two girls.”

Neither man said anything while Handsome Dan just shook his head. “Look, you can’t expect us to risk our lives just to save some kid who might not even want to be saved. And who says I have to—”

“They’ve got liquor,” said Zola.

Pappy and Redhorn exchanged tentative glances.

“Sure; Scotch, whiskey, bourbon, rum. Tequila.”

Dan laughed. “Oh boy, you’re really something.” And more pointedly: “Look, these guys aren’t just going to—”

“Well now, wait a minute, wait a minute ...” Pappy focused back and forth between the two. “The truth is I do need socks. No, seriously.”

“And I can always use a 1.50 hotdog,” said Redhorn.

Zola beamed. “Well, there it is, then. It’s decided.”

“It most certainly is not decided.” Dan took a deep breath and seemed to count to ten. “Look, you all know as well as I do what has happened here and what kind of things are moving around down there. And you seriously want me to just park us in the mid—”

“Put us down, boss,” said Redhorn jovially.

“Look, goddamit, we’ll be wide open as hell if we park it in the field and I’m not even sure that roof will support a—” 

“I said put us down. Now.”

“Okay, fine, dammit, I’ll put us down. But it’s going to be on the roof, so you better hope it holds—and that there’s access—and I’m staying with the chopper in order to drive getaway.” He scowled. “You know, for when you idiots come hightailing it back with fucking murder birds on your asses. Or worse ...” He looked at Zola sharply. “People.”

And then the helicopter yawed and they were circling, looking down at the Saveco’s roof as it rotated, looking down at its darkened skylights and aluminum condensing fans, its parking lot full of snow-covered cars, its tractor trailers docked like spacecraft.

“I’m not seeing any additional footprints, animal or other-wise, but if she’s gotten in ...” They circled back around to where they’d started. “And it looks like she has, something else could have gotten in too—before the snow.” He drew back slowly on the cyclic pitch stick. “Okay, we’re going in—or you are anyway. You should watch this, Zo, closely, because I’m going to sort of test the roof’s capacity by touching down in tiny increments.”

But Zola wasn’t listening, only gazing at the oddly colored borealis, that queer smudge of blue—and yet clearly not blue— that stretched across the sky like a veil, like a Christmas garland full of lights. That inconceivable mystery whose appearance had heralded the weird weather and the disappearance of what must have been fully three-quarters of the human population. That nebulous chimera which had allowed the ancient trees and beasts and primal sufferings to once more rule supreme; that had broken Time itself.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Zo? Hey, listen, you alright?”

She looked at Dan in a daze, almost as if she were drunk, blinked her eyes. “No—yes. I mean—” He attempted to stroke her hair but she wouldn’t allow it. “I’m fine, really. I must have ... I guess I must have had a moment. Are we down? Where’s Pappy and Redhorn?”

“They’ve already gone below and are waiting for you at the bottom.” He indicated the roof access hatch, which stood open. “Look—you sure you’re up to this?”

She nodded slowly.

He exhaled. “Okay. All right.” He turned her palm upright and lay something cold against it; something steely—a pistol grip. “I want you to take this. I mean, it’s just a .25 caliber, but it’ll do the trick against anything small enough to be in that store. Watch the slide: I know you’ve shot before but this one tends to twist and will bark the skin off your knuckle if you’re not careful.”

He killed the engine, which wound down like a turbine.

“Now if you’re not back in 30 minutes, I’m coming in after you ... and I’ll be unarmed. So I’m pretty much begging you not to make me do that.” 

She didn’t look at him. “Okay ... thanks. I’ll—I’ll be careful.”

He gently lifted her chin—something she didn’t resist, to his surprise. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault, you know. What had to be done. The doctors ... me ... we were right. You would have both died.”

She opened her door but paused before leaving. “Yeah—well. Maybe we should have.”

After which she sensed movement and looked to see Pappy—his head and shoulders in the hatchway—who said, simply, “You coming or what? Because you are not gonna fucking believe this.”

And she went, but not before hearing the stereo come on behind her as Dan played Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” yet again.

​

“That’s it, easy does it,” said Pappy as he helped her down from the ladder. “Watch the Coke machine.” He handed her a flashlight. “The helicopter only had one—for emergencies—but I found these on an end cap. They’re disposable—had the batteries already in ‘em.”

She clicked it on and swept the immediate area: saw red and white tables and umbrellas, a collection of vending machines, some half-full shopping carts. “Any sign of the girl? She would have come in near here. And where’s Redhorn?”

“Right over there, just around the corner. He’s, ah, he’s still examining it.”

“It? What do you mean?”

“It’s probably best if you just have a look yourself. But be prepared.”

Zola followed him around the kitchen area. “Yeah, well. As a 30-year-old veteran of the Flashback, I’ve pretty much seen it all.”

And yet she hadn’t seen it all, not really; at least not until they rounded the corner and she was reminded once again just how random and chaotic the Flashback had been, how cruel, how perverse. For that’s what the monstrous still-life standing before her was if it was anything at all, a perversion. A thing so distinctly wrong that it hurt one’s mind to look at it, what with its dead velociraptors merged in and out of the bulky checkout stand and its hodgepodge of prehistoric plants and that poor bastard in the red apron caught in the middle of it, his face merged with one of the animal’s. That poor bastard who had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time and now had snowflakes falling in his eyes and clinging to his bloated tongue.

She looked at the broken skylight letting in the snow—as well as the queer glimmering of the borealis—finding the scene oddly meditative, oddly tranquil. Like a showcased statue, almost. Or a shrine.

And she thought: I wonder if they make cemetery markers for kids killed by their own—

“I’m calling it ‘The Corpse Sickle,’ joked Redhorn softly. “You know, like on True Detective.” He looked at Zola. “Or is that too derivative?”

“Too derivative,” said Pappy. “Needs something more—I don’t know—more arty. Like, ‘Govedare’s Raptors.’ Something like that.”

“What?”

“David Govedare. He made things out of rusted metal: wild horses, marathon runners, stuff like that. If you’d grown up in the Pacif—”

And something came crashing to the floor, something heavy but full of light things. Something a lot like a fixture full of sunglasses.

“That came from optical,” said Zola, pointing her flashlight. “Look, there ...” She had to pause to catch her breath. “You can just make out the awning by the emergency light. Could be our girl.”

“Right, and it could be something else.” Redhorn braced his revolver on his flashlight and scanned the dark—the potential threat having steeled him so that he was all business on a dime, all Navajo reservation cop. “Easy, easy. Everyone stay sharp. Everyone just—”

And there was another sound: a thundering and a wavering—this time at the opposite end of the store—the kind of metallic riot that could only have resulted from someone or something brushing against one of the rollup doors, causing it to oscillate.

“Yeeah ...” Pappy peered down the barrel of his AR-15. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say we’re not fucking alone in here.”

“That last one could have been anything,” added Zola. “Snow falling off the roof and hitting the door; a gust of wind—anything. The important thing is we find the girl. I suggest we split up: Red and I will check out optometry while Pappy investigates the rollup.”

Pappy harrumphed. “That is not a good idea. And why the hell am I odd man out? It’s not like this was my fucking proposition.”

“Because Redhorn has experience with situations like this,” said Zola flatly.

“What, dealing with velociraptors?”

“And you’ve got the most firepower,” added Redhorn.

And then they moved out, Pappy becoming a mere light in the dark while Zola and Redhorn crept toward the opposite end of the store.
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Zola aimed her flashlight, revealing a toppled fixture and designer frames scattered all over the floor, then whipped it left toward the photo center.

“There’s a man door leading outside down there ... do you think she might have—”

“Shhh,” urged Redhorn. “Listen. Do hear that?”

She listened, hearing nothing at first but then a slight shuffling, a shifting, a disturbance in the air like a whisper of clothing or something breathing. “Something is running up that aisle,” she said, her heart beginning to pump faster. She indicated the row of flatscreens parallel to them. “Something small, agile, fleet footed.”

Redhorn trained his revolver on the endcap, showcasing it in a pool of light. “Something that’s going to be dead in about three seconds ...”

“No, wait, it could be—”

But nothing presented itself. Nothing happened at all other than sweat beading along her brow and her heart trying to punch through her chest.

“Honey?” prompted Zola. “Is that you?”

Silence.

“Stay here,” said Redhorn.

“Wait ...”

But he was already moving, creeping toward the endcap, nearing the parallel aisle, approaching whoever or whatever was there when Zola heard from the direction of the photo center—so softly she might have imagined it: “Where are you, Mommy?”

At which she turned back to Redhorn in time to see him vanishing around the corner and promptly shouted, “Red, it’s not the girl!” —which was followed by more shifting and shuffling and, dear god, what sounded like snarling, until she raised the .25 and fired in the air and the warehouse echoed thunderously and finally fell silent.

“Red?” she prompted at last, finding it odd that Pappy had not called out or responded in any way, “Are you okay? Hey ...”

But now she did hear something, something moist, terrible—like someone choking to death. Like someone gasping for breath as she rushed around the corner and found Redhorn laying in a pool of blood—just lying there holding his throat even as the dark, red liquid bubbled between his fingers and she crouched to help and the blood spread around her knees like spilled motor oil. As he tried to speak but only gurgled up more gore and his eyes locked on something behind her and she whipped around to see a pale, reptilian face vanish around the corner, just vanish like a ghost.
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She was running now, running through the darkened store as if she too were a ghost; running back to Redhorn’s Corpse Sickle whilst aiming the flashlight looking for threats—looking for the girl—running whilst listening to the tap-tap-tap of something bony, even brittle, against concrete. Running until she heard gunfire and saw light reflected on the ceiling and immediately after saw the girl herself, just standing in front of one of the aisles like a doll, like every horror movie that ever was, before vanishing back into blackness, back into nothing. Running until she’d returned to the kitchen area and hid amongst the dead raptors and cycads and the poor, dead man in his apron—until she was huddled in fright beneath the broken skylight even as
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