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Red was about to try it, to try dropping back so that he was bringing up the rear—Good old Red, in the rear with the gear, he thought insanely—and could engage Napoleon as the others escaped ... when he heard a commotion and broke his own edict not to look back—and realized the smilodon had pounced upon the carnosaur’s back, stopping it in its tracks and resuming the conflict even more ferociously than before.

“We’ve got a chance,” he shouted, putting on a burst of speed, “go, go, go!”

And go they did, slowing down just long enough to scramble over the downed section of fence. And then they were sprinting through the caverns, led by Red’s helmet light—Like Santa’s fucking slay, thought Red—as the nanotyrannosaur and the saber-toothed cat snarled and howled and gnashed their teeth. And Red could only pray that he and Corbin had gotten them all—the cavern raptors—and that Lonny was still alive and waiting for them at the Jeep.

And yet, even given that favorable scenario, he couldn’t help but to wonder what they would do then—for there were more Shambhalans than could possibly fit in or on the SUV ... 
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THE BULLET KNOCKED him back as it penetrated Corbin’s shoulder and ricocheted off his clavicle, changing direction so that it blew out his bicep and rattled down the shingles like a little lead rose in bloom.

The bitch got me, he thought. The fucking blue-haired bitch finally got me ... 

And then he was rolling down the peaked roof helplessly even as the Nano-Ts gathered below him ... until he gripped the eave using his good arm and hung on desperately, his legs dangling, at which point one of the Ts closed its jaws about his calves and yanked him away—straight into the mouth of another, who caught him by the shoulder and fought to possess him, even as a third animal clamped its teeth about his other shoulder ... the result being a heated tug-of-war which didn’t end until his body came apart like a stuffed pizza (spilling his liver and kidneys and intestines all over the pavement) and his screams of, “Assholes! Assholes!” ended in a wet, gurgling whimper.

And then he slept, only forever, and for a time, dreamed. And in his dreams, which were as absurd as any he had had while alive, he and his men were fighting (and dying) in those awful first hours of the Flashback, even as civilians rode around atop double-decker tourist buses—their clothing protected from the flying blood by clear plastic rain ponchos, their cellphones recording as his men died—and did virtually nothing to help them.
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BLUE ROUNDED THE CORNER of the Gingerbread House just as the Nano-Ts were finishing up, having devoured everything but Corbin’s entrails, and covered her mouth before turning and bolting for safety, which she hastily decided might be found amidst the new construction—the Art Deco pavilions and tubular, futuristic corridors of the expansion, which had been underway before the Flashback.

The Shambhala, meanwhile, was burning—burning and flickering, for the power was starting to fail. She marveled at how quickly it was becoming a lost place, a dead place. Indeed, save for the roaring and thrashing of the branded dinosaur and the smilodon, a forlorn silence had begun to settle in that said one thing very clearly: her ambition to unify it into some sort of feminist utopia had been folly of the highest order ... no less than Corbin’s vision of it as some para-militaristic aggressor state had been.

And then she was in one of the tubes, one whose terminus was hidden beyond the curve of the corridor and whose lights flickered intermittently, and terror overcame her as she heard the Nano-Ts running to catch up—drawn by her scent, she supposed—and she raised her AR-15, knowing that if she missed even once all was lost.

And yet they did not come at her immediately as she had expected—but rather congregated about the great, circular opening, keeping their bodies safely hidden from her sights even while stealing peeks at her from around the edges of the chromed metal walls. For they had learned guns, she knew—had learned how they could hurt them from a distance, and now waited for precisely the right moment to attack. Nor could she simply flee down the corridor ... for she knew, also, that any attempt to do so would only bring them down upon her all at once. Indeed, the other end of the corridor might be fenced off, for all she knew, remembering suddenly that that was precisely the case with some of them.

Thus she waited before fleeing or opening fire. And as she did so, she remembered something more: a poem she’d been forced to memorize in grad school—a poem she began reciting to herself even as an animal snorted somewhere beyond the curvature of the hall ... meaning she was trapped ... and the creeping fires outside began painting the chromed walls a hellish orange: “Up the mirrored tube comes a woman, running. Five women—if you count reflections.” She tried to steady her breath, her eyes never leaving the opening. “All stop: sweat-soaked-rabid-eyed, one regards another in a curved space. They tremble upon hearing a Goliath grating—as though God, unable to walk, is sliding His throne across the floor. Down the mirrored tube goes the woman, running. Until at last she can run no more.”

She took a deep breath, her heart starting to pound against her chest. What were they waiting for? But she knew what they were waiting for. The two at the opening were waiting for the one behind her to get closer. And they were all of them waiting to pounce upon her at once. She gripped the sweat-greased stock of her rifle tightly and eased her finger slowly against the trigger, but paused. “She turns, facing the Terror, which comes buzzing-screaming-sawing-sucking ... but stands, accepting, unafraid, as the Terror shoots through her body.”

They were getting ready, she could feel it. Two shots, she thought, forcing herself to stay focused. One between each of their eyes. Then pivot ... and repeat. “It is over; the Terror gone. She turns to watch it go ...” She began tightening her finger around the trigger. “And doing so, realizes she makes no more reflection: The mirrored tube is empty.” There was a sudden commotion. “Until up it comes a woman, running. Five women, if you count reflections.”

And then they were charging, all three of them, snorting and snarling, and she fired.
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RED HEARD DISTANT GUNFIRE as they continued to run for the rockfall—what he did not hear was the cat, or Napoleon, or anything else.

Until he did—just a snort, really, which could have been either one of the beasts. The only thing he could tell for certain was that something was coming ... again. He could tell it by the way the pavement vibrated and the hair stood up on the back of his neck, and the way the sediment shifted amongst the stones of the rockfall (which he had just arrived at) to sprinkle the road with dust.

And he knew, just as sure as he had ever known anything in his life, that they could not make it; that they would never ascend the daunting barrier in time, not all of them, certainly, nor
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