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A Survivor’s Guide to the

Dinosaur Apocalypse

(Collected as Dinosaur Carnage)

The cloud was like a wave, and yet not like a wave, like a storm, yet not like any storm we had seen (not since the initial Flashback, at least). Nor, in truth, could we be sure it was a cloud; for such was the distance that it remained as elusive and ephemeral—or nearly so—as when Maria had first noticed it: there beyond the cornfields near Sioux City, Nebraska (now an ashen necropolis); there beyond what had been our home before the arrival of the Flashback—but which now stood only as a gravestone and a cenotaph, a monument to the dead.

I looked at Caleb, who was still grinding the binoculars—peering at the racetrack. “Well? What do you see?”

He scanned left to right, slowly. “People,” he said, adjusting the focusing ring. “Lots and lots of them. The stands are almost full.”

When he didn’t elaborate, Maria said: “Okay—but what are they doing? I mean, what’s on the field?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing I can see. Not yet.” He worked the ring with his index finger furiously. “I can’t tell if it’s a horse track or a dog track or—wait; okay, I can see enclosures now, horse-sized. They’re—they’re connected to the stables. That’s weird ...”

“What?”

“It’s like they’re armored. Just really heavily-fortified,” He handed me the binoculars. “See for yourself.”

I pressed the rubber eyepieces against my brow and squinted, scanning the track, locating the enclosures. “Yeah, that is odd. Looks jury-rigged. Like they just sort of started welding plates on willy-nilly one day. And there’s something else, almost like—”

I focused on a shape near the stalls that looked like a large steel cutout, which was attached to—

“Is that, like, a mechanical rabbit? With something attached?”

I handed the binoculars off to Caleb—but Maria quickly snatched them away.

“My father used to take me to the races all the time. Horses and greyhounds, if you don’t mind.” She peered through the glasses intently (which were huge in relation to her head). “And there’s no way a horse track would ever have—”

But then there was a gunshot (or a recording of one; it was difficult to say from where we crouched on the hill) and the shape began moving—a shape we could now tell was that of a dinosaur, a gallimimus, to be precise—accelerating rapidly, wobbling precariously, as the gates of the enclosures banged open and the animals within burst free (revealing themselves not as eager thoroughbreds or even whipcord greyhounds but therapod dinosaurs of the Allosauridae family, juveniles, based on their size), who sprinted after the decoy like green cheetahs even as we looked on in disbelief and the stands erupted in applause; as the lights came on all over the stadium (impossible in and of itself) and a great neon sign flickered to life which read: WELCOME TO CHECKERED FLAGS; as darkness continued to fall and the cloud which was not a cloud—the very same we had been fleeing ever since dead Sioux City—continued to come, flashing, pulsating, rumbling.

As something moved at the corner of my vision and I turned: in time to see a man swinging a baseball bat directly at my head—after which, not surprisingly, there was a void black as night.
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“... Hey, I said. Hey there. Are you okay?”

A voice, neither Caleb’s nor Maria’s, somewhere in the void, somewhere in the blackness.

“It—it was Luther, wasn’t it? Uses a baseball bat—isn’t that right? Hey there ...”

I blinked, trying to focus, saw a fleshy blur which resolved itself into a face; a face wedged between the bars of a— 

I sat up with a start, hay clinging to my face and clothes, dangling from my hair. “Where in the hell?”

“Shhh,” said Caleb, indicating I should look to my right, into a cage containing a single allosaur, which stood on one leg like a green flamingo, the other tucked beneath its great, bulbous belly, and seemed to sleep, fitfully. “I think we’re safe; the bars seem pretty solid. But I’d rather not put them to the test, if you know what I mean.”

Maria moaned as she sat up and rubbed her head. “Jesus, what hit us? Last thing I remember we—” She looked back and forth groggily between the allosaur on our right and the stranger to our left. “Where—where on earth are we?”

“I, ah, I can speak to that,” said the stranger. “Although you may not like what I have to say. As for our scaly friend, well, while I am sure he would be happy to dine on us—you needn’t worry. He has spent his entire life in that cage and would never challenge it. I’m Harry, by the way. Harry Hawkins.”

We all turned and looked at him.

“Paul,” I said. “Paul Barrett. This is Maria. And that’s Caleb.”

He pointed at each one of us in turn. “Paul, Maria, Caleb. How do. Well, then. Welcome to Checkered Flags—possibly the last place on earth you’d want to be. People are happy here; if your definition of ‘happy’ is waiting in line for peanut butter and rice and maybe a ladle full of water. And this, mind you, while Rudy De Santo practically swims in it. Up there,” He nodded, possibly at the elevated restaurant we’d observed earlier (at least that’s what it had looked like). “In his ‘Winner’s Circle.’”

“I—I guess I don’t get it,” I said, unsure what he was trying to say. “I mean, if this—De Santo—is hoarding all the resources, why don’t you just—”

“There’s someone coming,” said Caleb, after which everyone faced forward—in time to see a lithe form slink past the bars: a woman, coming to see Harry Hawkins. A woman with whom he began whispering heatedly.

I leaned close to the bars and listened, catching only snippets: something about the next race and the uppermost row of the bleachers ... about decapitating the snake, and a future free of want. Then she was gone and he had turned his attention back to us.

“You were saying? Ah, yes. Why don’t we just—what? Take our fair share? Eliminate him, perhaps, so that we may divvy things up as we please? Nay, that’s all well and good, but how does one do this when he is surrounded by bodyguards both day and night? Or when trying and failing would result not just in your own disappearance, but that of your family and friends, your associates, even your casual acquaintances?”

I was beginning to see his point. And yet—

“There must be some way to get through to him,” I said.

“Short of a bayonet to the throat? I don’t see it.” He peered out at the stables, his eyes distant and glassy. “No. All that’s important to him are these races. And betting on these infernal iguanas.”

“Infernal? Iguanas?” —a voice, coming from the front of the cages, from the man with the bat himself; what had Harry called him? Luther. “Is that any way to talk about Rudy’s Finest?” He looked at the allosaur next to us, then over his beefy shoulder—into the vespertine dark. “Did you hear that, Caligula? How about you, Lovely Bones? Man says you’re ‘infernal.’ Calls you ‘iguanas.’ Now, you tell me: is that any way to talk just before dinner?” He looked at each of us in turn. “It’s feeding time, you understand. Winner gets raw meat.” His eyes landed on Hawkins. “Isn’t that right, Harry?”

“No—no, I’m sure it isn’t,” stammered Harry. “Because—we’re fresh out of livestock. Along with everything else. And that’s ... That’s—” The color drained from his face even as Luther began to unlock his cage. “You can’t be serious. Not even De Santo—”

But they were already moving—Luther and his men—piling into his stall even as he desperately tried to elude them; counting and grunting as they heaved him above their heads; pitching him, as he fought and flayed and screamed, into the awakened allosaur’s cage—where he vanished behind the partial wall only to rise again a moment later; as a red-black fountain of blood.

After which—calmly, deliberately, nonchalantly—Luther opened our own stall door; and said, not-unkindly: “By the way—you’re invited to dinner. All of you. In the Winner’s Circle. Follow me.”

And then he was gone.
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As it turned out, the “Winner’s Circle” was the restaurant we’d observed earlier (a curious affair, indeed, for it was as if someone had chopped the legs off Seattle’s Space Needle and simply mounted it above the bleachers, antennae, beacon and all). Nor could it be said that it—or our escorts—were unaccommodating; indeed, we were treated only with respect as they led us through its luxurious appointments and seated us, at last, across from De Santo himself (I knew it was he because he wore a polyester suit and yellow-tinted glasses—as well as a white cowboy hat as big as a serving tray—and who but the person in charge would dress such as that?). Neither was he alone, for Luther sat on his left side while someone I can only refer to as The Jockey (as he remained silent throughout the occasion and was dressed in full racing gear) sat on his right. And then we all waited—in a bonafide perfect storm of awkwardness—as drinks were brought and appetizers served, until De Santo sat back in his chair suddenly (which was more like a throne), and said, lackadaisically, “Okay—why not? I’ll bite. Why has Hanover—with whom we’ve shared a perfect peace since the start of the Flashback, and, also, with whom we’ve never even exchanged an angry word—suddenly decided to start sending us, well, spies? Take all the time you need. Take your time—but don’t waste mine. Go.”

I glanced at Maria and Caleb, who looked as bewildered as I was. Hanover? As in Hanover Field?

“We—we passed an airport called that,” I said, “right before we found you. Is that what you mean? There wasn’t anyone
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