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Okay, easy does it. Just nock your arrow—easy, easy, it’s going to click—now put it in the rest ...

I looked at the allosaur as it fed, there in the slim shadow of the Mirage’s entry arch, in the shimmering heat of Lost Vegas, and drew back the string—finding my anchor (which was just under my right ear), aligning the peephole with my sights.

Easy, easy ...

I stabilized the grip between my thumb and forefinger, sighting the area between the arms, the claws of which were covered in gore.

Great Spirit, thank you for sharing with me your glorious nature and abundant wildlife—

There was a thwish as a I released the arrow.

Grant me always wisdom and respect in its pursuit—

Which struck the taupe-colored animal with a dull thump, causing it to rear up like a stallion, baying and squealing, barking at the sky.

And keep me ever humble in the harvest—

I nocked and released two more bolts, embedding them into its chest, into its great, beating heart.

So that I may be worthy of my place on this earth. Amen.

And it fell, the fast-acting microraptor venom locking its jaw, paralyzing its limbs, so that it squirmed briefly upon its belly before solidifying like stone (as though it had gazed upon Medusa herself) and lay still, at which Kesabe leapt from the palm bushes and bound toward it, barking and wagging his tail, and I followed, grateful for the meat yet distressed by the loss of the arrows—which I knew would never be recovered—and overall preoccupied enough that I didn’t even notice the girl standing just beyond the kill—until she yelped once, taking me in, and bolted out of sight down S. Las Vegas Blvd; after which I heard a small engine sputter to life and begin to rev.

“Sic, Kesabe!” I barked, for she was the first person we’d seen since San Diego—but the Dutch Shepherd was already on it, leaping over the allosaur’s tail and sprinting after her even as I shouldered the compound bow and fetched Blucifer, whom I mounted quickly, gracelessly, before cracking the reins and giving chase.

And then there we were, she on her motor scooter (which sputtered and whined and left a trail of oily blue smoke) while we pursued, weaving between empty cars, maneuvering around stalled buses, racing down the Strip past Harrah’s and Caesar’s and the rows of transplanted palm trees—all the way to Planet Hollywood and a wide set of stairs (which she attempted to navigate but failed); all the way until Kesabe fell upon her like a threshing machine and I at last trotted to a halt, calling him off.

Fortunately, she hadn’t been hurt, at least not seriously: she had a few nicks from Kesabe’s teeth—a given—along with some minor cuts and bruises, but that was it. She was, however, pinned beneath her scooter; a circumstance she could do virtually nothing about—considering Kesabe’s close proximity.

“Bastard!” she cursed—her voice full of venom—and spat at me. “What do you want?”

I recoiled as though slapped in the face, as though her small voice were instead the loudest thing in the world (which, at that time and place, now that I think about it, it was). And then the silence reasserted itself, as total and sublime as anything since Death Valley—only worse, for I now had something to compare it to—and because I was a man, and alone, with no rules to govern me, and because I’d heard nothing but death birds since the Cleveland National Forest, I decided I would not just slake my curiosity and let her go (who she was, where she was from, what did she know) but that in fact I would keep her, as a bound prisoner if necessary. In part this was to protect her, for she wouldn’t last long with no weapons and no guile, but mainly it was for myself. Because, having heard her voice once, I intended to keep hearing it.

I needed to keep hearing it.
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BY THE TIME I’D ESTABLISHED a camp in the covered breezeway of the Luxor obelisk—“Cleopatra’s Needle” it was called, at least according to a bronze placard on its wall—and bound her hands and feet, the sun had set and a slight rain had started to fall; something I fully welcomed after so much time in the desert. As to whether the girl welcomed it also, who could say. For even though I set her near the opening (as well as the fire) and provided her my own bedroll to sit on, she only continued to glare—probably due to us eating in front of her; for I had decided, though you might think it cruel, that I would starve her into speaking, if necessary. Which, of course, she finally did—speak, that is—although only after a considerable time, saying, hoarsely, yet clearly, assertively, “Is this some kind of torture? I mean, don’t you have to feed prisoners before killing them? Isn’t that what the Geneva Convention says?” 

I looked at her through the flames, saying nothing, even as Kesabe snarled.

At length I carved a piece of meat from the spit and dropped it on a paper plate, which I carried around to her—but didn’t hand over. Instead, I knelt and sliced off a single bite-sized morsel—then held it close to her nose.

“Trade,” I said, matter-of-factly. “One bite per something about you. It can be your name. Where you’re from. How you’ve survived ... Just talk.”

She started to protest but hesitated, searching my eyes, trying to judge intent. At last she said, “So what’s with the war paint?”

I stood and began to walk away.

“Wait a minute—wait a minute—jeez, so we don’t go there—fine. My name is ... it’s Essie, all right? Essie McIntyre. I’m from Spokane.”

I paused, looking over my shoulder. “Where?”

“Spokane. It—it’s a city. In Washington.”

“... D.C.?”

“State. Washington State.”

I returned and crouched near her again. “Okay. So ... how’d you get to be here?”

She didn’t say anything—only opened her mouth wide.

“It—it’s got an aftertaste ... just so you know.” I fed her the piece of allosaur.

She chewed it up eagerly, voraciously—before pausing, making a face.

“It’s the game,” I said. “You have to get used to it.”

“It’s not that. It’s just ...” She swallowed slowly, tentatively. “I had alligator once, in New Orleans—this, this reminds me of that. Only heavier, oilier. With an acrid aftertaste.”

“That’s the predator in it ... at least that’s what they say.” I cut her off another piece. “Would—would you like some more?”

“Yes, I think so, please. It’s not terrible.”

I fed her the piece from the end of my knife.

“What, what was the question?” She finished chewing and swallowed. “Oh, yes. How did I come to be here. Well, that’s just it—” She paused suddenly and tilted her head. “Can I ask you something?”

I must have looked confused.

“Just one,” she said, and tried to smile. “What is your name?”

There was a pregnant pause as I thought about it. It seemed only fair. “Satanta,” I said, and cut her another piece. “Satanta—the Last.”

“Satanta, the Last,” she repeated, and shrugged. “Okay. Thanks. Guess I figured you weren’t a Brad.” She opened her mouth wide, waiting for the next morsel, but relented when I shook my head. “Right. So—how I came to be here. Well, see, that’s the conundrum, isn’t it? Because the fact is—I don’t know.”

I squinted, unsure how to take that. “What do you mean?”

“Again, I’m sure I don’t know. Only that ... I was at a stoplight—in Spokane—watching a stormfront roll in, when the news starting talking about, well, power outages, mostly, but also that people were going missing—I mean, not just one or two, say, over the course of weeks or even days, but, dozens of people, maybe hundreds, all at once, as though they’d never even existed. And I was just sort of wrapping my head around that, or trying to, when I noticed there were ... lights in the clouds. Shapes. Things that were above me at that point and seeming almost to ... to be looking down at me. To be targeting me. Me—on my little motor scooter—somewhere in the Spokane Valley.” She laughed. “And the next thing I knew I was here,” She indicated the Strip. “Scooter and all—just sort of dumped over on my side at Circus, Circus, and feeling ... almost as though I’d been tasked with something. As though there was something I was
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