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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.
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“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 the girl said somewhere far off: “Mommy, Mommy, where are you? I can’t find you anywhere.” 

Until she was staring up at the moon—visible now through a break in the clouds—and feeling as though she were being beckoned, drawn, invited. Into the “white light” of near-death, she supposed, and a deliverance from the Flashback. Into whatever colorless limbo she had banished her unborn daughter.

It would be so easy, she thought, so natural ... just to go into it—into the Light. To just let the wolves of the Cretaceous gather—for that’s what they were doing, clearly: gathering, cornering, triangulating, as though she were a sheep—and be done with it. To pay what she owed and kiss the whole bloody shit-show goodbye ...

And that’s when she noticed it, or more properly, them. That’s when she noticed the nearest raptor’s missing sickle claw, and by extension, all the other raptors’ missing sickle claws, each of which had been removed with what looked like a dull knife.

“Hey, man ... thanks for picking me up,” came a voice—a voice which nearly stopped her heart until she realized it was just Pappy stumbling out of the dark—stumbling and holding his stomach, as though he were about to be sick. “Hey, thanks for picking me up.”

“Pappy? Oh, thank god.” She stood and ran to him. “It’s—it’s Red. He’s—he went to investigate a noise and, and ... what is it?”

He nodded slightly, indicating his stomach. “Eh, they got me—little bastards. But it’s nothing, really. Hey, thanks for picking me up.”

“Listen, Pappy, it’s going to be all right—okay? I promise. But I’m going to need to see that wound, so I know what we’re—”

“Okay.”

At which he moved his hand and his bowels just shat out of him like a wine and salmon mudslide, sprinkling her face with blood, steaming as they hit the cement, curling and unspooling like black snake fireworks, until his lower torso had been completely emptied and he was just standing there, dazed, disoriented, unaware.

“Thanks for picking me up,” he repeated, and crumpled to the floor.

She looked down at him as her head spun and his blood spread across the floor, and when she looked up again, they were there.

Just there. Gathered between membership services and the hearing aid center—children, for Christ’s sake, who ranged anywhere from 10 to 12-years-old and were wearing toy dinosaur masks (some, like the apparent leader, were even adorned with feathers). Mere children who were gripping what looked like sharpened sickle claws—except, that is, the girl, who just covered her mouth and giggled—and were almost completely drenched in blood.

Dear God, she thought, having slowly raised the pistol. Don’t  make me do this. Don’t make me open fire on a bunch of fucking ...

And then she was running, bolting, for the ladder. Then she was gripping its rungs in both hands—having completely discarded the gun—and scrambling for the hatch; even as the children came hooting and hollering and some even snarled, like animals. Then she was topside once more and hustling toward the helicopter at which she found Handsome Dan sprawled half-in and half-out of the door, disemboweled. At which she drug his lifeless body to the hatch and, slamming its lid, threw his corpse across it. And then she climbed into the pilot’s seat and locked the door.

“Okay, okay, remember your checklist ... hydraulic switch on, avionics and instrument lights on, altimeter set, hold starter/idle—”

She glanced out her window and saw the corpse jounce up and down as they pushed on the hatch—once, twice. A third time.

“Crack the throttle—watch your TOT—roll on a little more—”

Her heart pounded as the rotors began to turn and the body jounced again—then rolled off completely.

“That’s it, keep it in the yellow. Up on the throttle—watch your N-1. More throttle ...”

The whirring of the blades grew louder and louder as the hatch banged open and the leader’s head emerged.

“There it is: 58 percent ... now off the starter; two clicks on the idle and roll back ...”

She saw the leader clear the hatch and move toward her, followed by the others.

“Now wait for the generator ... Fuck. Come on ... come on ...”

And then they were there, right outside her door, the little girl having ran ahead of the others so that her face nearly touched the glass.

It was all too much: too nonsensical, too insane—so much so that she had to slide her window open and shout, “Why, for God’s sake? Why any of you? What could possibly be the point?”

The leader put his hands on the girl’s shoulders. Then he took his mask off and put in on her face. “For them, of course. An offering, if you will ... to placate our new gods, whoever, whatever they may be.”

He encouraged the girl to look up at the sky.

“Look at them, sweetie, up beyond the rotor blades,” he said, referring to the Flashback Borealis. “See how they glimmer and shine?” He toyed with her hair fastidiously, his strangely wizened face belying his years. “They shine for us. Because they want us to be brutal. They want us to be pure. And how do we become pure, little one?”

“By hunting,” said the little girl. “Like the murder birds do. And by using our claws, not guns.”

“By using our claws, not guns. That’s right. We take their form so that we may share in their power. Now tell me why.”

Zola glanced at the generator gauge and saw that it was almost ready.

Come on ... Come on ...

“So that we can survive,” said the little girl. “Because we have a right to survive ... no matter how many have died or vanished.”

“So that we can survive. Indeed. Because what does every living thing do?”

“They live at the expense of something else.”

“Just so.” He reached behind him. “Samuel?”

And Zola watched in horror as a baseball bat was passed from hand to hand to hand, and finally to him. Goddammit, come on ...!

But the gauge wasn’t getting there, and she didn’t know why.

She shouted out the window: “Don’t listen to him, sweetie. I don’t even think he’s a kid. Please, sweetheart ... it’s not too late. Go around and get in, quickly. I can take you with me. Just don’t—”

But the leader had already cocked the bat, swung it at the windshield—and, even though his initial blow just glanced off harmlessly, she had no doubt that he would eventually break through, or at least make the chopper non-airworthy. More, the other kids had now joined in as well and were scratching and hammering at the side windows with their claws—side windows which would never withstand the kind of punishment the windshield was taking, for the leader had begun striking it again and again. At which—without so much as thinking about it—she grabbed the fuel cannister from the back, twisted the cap off, and poured it out the window—even as the gauge finally leapt forward and she flipped the generator on.

Bingo, she thought, fumbling for the road flare, which she struck instantly and dropped out the window—the result of which was a loud whoosh! and the kids going up in flames, just blazing like roman candles: dancing, writhing, jerking like marionettes. Screaming, which no amount of rotor noise or ear-covering would allay—to the extent that she was forced to turn the stereo on and crank it so that Gloria Gaynor and “I Will Survive” flooded the rooftop; flooded it as the children fell crackling and flopping, smoking, curling in on themselves. Flooded it as she open-ed the throttle all the way and drew up on the collective and the MD520 Notar lifted off the roof. Lifted into the snowy, gray void.
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The song was still repeating as she left the Sonoran Desert almost an hour later—filling the cockpit with its melody, keeping her awake, offering slim sustenance (or at least cold comfort) as she watched the snow fly out of the darkness and kept her eye peeled for Yuma. Still repeating as she inexplicably recalled the abscess throat she’d recovered from as a child and the doctor saying afterward, “Well, it looks like we have a survivor.”—while offering nothing by way of an explanation, nothing by way of a ‘why.’ 

She peered at the Flashback Borealis, which had gone blood- red with sapphire highlights, and wondered: Why anything? Why her—the baby she’d planned to call Jalisa—“God’s Promise”—why them: Handsome Dan, Pappy, Redhorn? Why only 72 hours to animal? She stared into the melancholy dark. Jesus; why anyone.

And then she just focused on the gloom-shrouded horizon as the music ended and began again and the thought dissipated like mist.
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Because our days were so exhausting, I was usually out the instant I hit the pillow, entering a deep and perfect sleep the dreams of which I could not recall; on other days, the work continued—the only difference being that in the dreams I flew over the island like a hawk (rather than search it house by house, or, just as often, beach café by tiki bar); and was able to spot a bread crumb even while soaring high enough to see most of Alice Town (though not so far as Bailey Town). And always, always, I returned to the Bimini Big Game Resort and Marina, with its ruined, capsized boats and broken, shattered docks (now undulating against the seawall); its multiple floors and long, red roof—which, only weeks before, had been the only thing standing between Búi and I (and Amanda, too) and the tsunami. Nor did I merely revisit it in my dreams, for it was where I started and ended each day’s search regardless of how much of the island we’d cleared (we’d reached Resorts World Bimini—the approximate halfway point between Alice Town and Bailey Town). It was where I was at, looking at Búi’s many half-filled water glasses, when I heard Amanda’s voice crackle suddenly, startlingly, over the walkie: “Sebastian, I’m a few houses past Resorts World—on the state-side of the key. And, ah, you’re going to want to see this.” She quickly added: “It’s not a body, nothing like that. It’s nothing to do with Búi. Just—get over here.”

I stared out across what was left of the marina; at the crystal clear water and the reddening sky—in which a solitary pterodactyl whirled—and the golden clouds, like heaps of fleece pillows. Her tone of voice had given me pause. “Sure. I—I was re-checking the Big Game. The Bar and Grill. I’ll ... I’ll head up right now.”

And I went, hurrying to where the Jeep was parked in front of the Sue and Joy General Store and laying the flare gun on its passenger seat—before turning the ignition and heading up Bimini Bay Way, staring between houses as I drove and peering into their tall windows (although for what I wasn’t sure; we’d already checked them for Búi and their original owners had long since vanished in the Flashback). It was easy to do; driving so carelessly—there weren’t any other drivers or pedestrians to think about; only the Compies scattering before you like flightless gulls or the occasional newspaper or plastic bag. That’s how it had been since the Event; and, as a consequence, you tended to get to where you were going quickly and effortlessly, before the melancholy of the place could really sink in (it was the seeing of it all at once that did it; the sheer totality of all that emptiness blurring past), something I was immensely grateful for as I turned left on Queen’s Street and jounced onto the beach—and saw Amanda’s Prius parked next to the overturned truck and custom boat trailer; next to which lay, well, whatever it was. Because it looked like a kind of miniature submarine, only shaped and painted like a shark, replete with rows of sharp teeth. It even had a dorsal fin.

“What the hell is it?” I asked, getting out, then hurried to help her as she shouldered her rifle and gripped the thing by a fin.

“Seriously?” she asked. The sand loosened and slid from its hull as we pulled the object upright. “It’s a Seabreacher.” She stood back and dusted her hands. “Sort of a jet ski, only enclosed. It—people use it to dive under the water ... then breach the surface, like a dolphin.”

I stood and looked at it—at the Seabreacher. “Okay. Great. And this helps us—”

“Don’t be obtuse.” She moved forward and tried the hatch handle, which turned—then opened the cockpit, slowly. “Seats two. Might even be able to slip in a third. Knew a guy before the Flashback, said he could pilot his all the way to Miami. That’s what I meant by, ‘Don’t be obtuse.’ It means we’re not stuck here.”

I must have looked—unenthused.

“That’s a good thing,” she said. “In case you were wondering.”

“A good thing,” I said, and looked back the way I’d come.

“Yes, a good thing.”

I focused on the small church further back along the beach—Gateway Outreach Ministry—which we’d already checked. Except for the sacristy, which had been locked (this had been before we found the rifle). Wasn’t it at least possible she’d taken refuge inside it?

“Sebastian ...”

The answer, of course, was no. She’d have responded when we called out (and we’d called out a lot). But what if she were sick, or wounded— unconscious, even? What if she’d been unable to hear us, or to respond even if she did? What if she’d been too debilitated to reach the door? Was it really magical thinking to suppose—

Amanda exhaled, defeated. “Sebastian ... what can I do?”

I turned to look at her as she shrunk down in the sand, looking more tired than any twentysomething had a right to—more haggard, her eyes vacant and puffy, her cheeks sallow. “I mean, how long do you think they’ll last? One small, overgrown grocery store ... and a mini food-mart? (by ‘overgrown’ she’d meant the ubiquitous moss and vine—presumably prehistoric—which had come, along with the Compies and the pterodactyls, immediately after the Flashback) Six months? Couple of years—if we’re lucky?”

I scanned the nearby homes. “Longer than that. Plus there’s the bars and restaurants—not to mention all the houses.” I looked at the darkening horizon. “It’ll be light for a while. We should keep searching.”

I felt her eyes follow me as I walked toward the Jeep.

“Sometimes I don’t know what you want from me,” she said.

I paused before climbing in. “I want you to help me find my wife,” I said.

After which, realizing how cruel that had been, how unfair (for she’d been helping me tirelessly), I added, “You should get some rest. It’s—it’s going to be dark. I’ll push on from here; okay? Don’t wait up.”

And I put the Jeep in gear.
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The first thing I noticed when I got home to the duplex—it must have been around midnight—was that Amanda’s unit was dark while mine was illuminated; something quickly explained when I swung open the door and saw the burning candles, not to mention the tinfoil-covered plate and half bottle of wine; or, for that matter, the greeting card-sized envelope—from which I withdrew a letter that read, simply, Happy 50th, S.B. We’ll find her.

I guess I must have smiled.

“S.B.” —Sebastian Adams. She had a memory like a steel trap.

I lifted the tinfoil and peeked at the dish—a fusilli pasta topped with white marinara sauce—but wasn’t any hungrier than the last time she’d cooked; and merely re-covered it. I looked around the table. That wine, though.

I snatched it up and fetched a glass (funny she hadn’t left me one) and then went out onto the deck—startling a Compy in the process, which leapt from the round table next to my chair and strutted—its little head bobbing, its tail jouncing—across the planks; into the cycad bushes.

“Boo,” I said.

Then I settled in: propping my feet on the stool and looking out at the Atlantic, purposefully ignoring the little framed picture of Búi; disregarding the spilled peanuts and disturbed water glasses, some of which had been knocked over and some of which remained standing, but all of which contained or had contained small amounts of water, because now I was doing it (wasn’t it funny, how couples could rub off on each other?). 

“Tomorrow we’ll do Resorts World,” I said, still not looking at the picture. “If that’s okay with you. I mean, it’s like I’ve always said: You’re the boss. No, no, that’s how I want it. You should know that by now.”

I took a drink straight from the bottle, which Amanda had left open, and exhaled. Then I tipped it again and drained the entire contents. “Well, honey, you wanted purple yams, remember? But it looks like your dinky dau sense of direction finally got the best of you. So you lost your way and mistook north for south; and now you’re probably on the other side of Bailey Town—alone, confused, and terrified, I’m sure.” 

I looked at the sky—just a vast, black pit, mostly, like the ocean—but didn’t see any lights, nor the prism-like jewels that had hung there since the Flashback—the time-storm; whatever—I suppose because of the clouds.

“Or ... have you disappeared to somewhere else; like everyone else on this island? Another time, another place, another epoch ...” I lolled my head against the backrest, woozily. “What the hell is this Flashback, anyway? I’ll tell you what I think; I’m afraid Time itself has somehow been changed so that half the planet never existed. I’m afraid the first wave took the others and the second wave brought the dinosaurs and a third wave, well, a third wave took you. Because, honey, I’ve searched ... and searched ... and you just don’t seem to be here. Not fucking anywhere.”

A moment came and went; a moment in which I might have shattered, a moment in which I was capable of anything. But, as I said: It came ... and it went.

And then I did look at her picture; at her round, youthful face (although we were both precisely the same age), and her large, straight teeth. At the big brown eyes I’d often joked would eventually outgrow their sockets (to just dangle from their stalks, I’d said), and her ability to smile for the camera even after a terrifying ride in Miami (with a drunken boat captain) had almost ended our vacation—and our lives. At the girl from Bình Du’o’ng Province, South Vietnam, whom I’d married 7 years prior and experienced the initial Flashback with—as well as the meteor-caused tsunami which had happened immediately after—but who had then vanished without a trace on a trip to get purple yams. And chia seeds.

I laughed a little at that in the warm, bitter darkness, wondering if she’d ever found them.

“I bet you did,” I said, my faculties beginning to fade, the wine beginning to kick my ass, before reaching out and laying the picture face-down on the table. 

And then I slept, and eventually dreamed; of the island as seen from the heavens and of floating through a kind of limbo, a kind of purgatory. Of passing over Alice Town and Bailey Town and on to the open sea, which was infinite. Of being joined by another so close that our wings brushed, and flying—not like Icarus, not like Daedalus—but purposefully, fearlessly, without regret, into the ancient, seething, fire-pit cauldron of the sun.
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​Of what went through my mind when I saw the turkey-sized predators congregating at the end of the jetty (or rather the start, for we were heading back toward shore from the ferry terminal), I have no memory; other than to say I’d felt suddenly good, suddenly content, while striding along beside Amanda over the lapping surf (and laughing at some joke), and that, when I saw the predators, all of that just went away, just drained from the world, like the sun going behind a cloud.

Because it had been a good day; the first since Búi had disappeared. Nor could I put my finger on why, exactly: maybe it was simply because the weather had been so agreeable; or because the company had been so good. Maybe it was because we’d cleared an entire block of houses as well as the ferry by late afternoon and I’d been reminded of just how many places—safe places—she could still be. Or maybe it was because I’d forgotten, however briefly, that the world was a necropolis: a windswept graveyard, and that we—Amanda and I—were likely the last living souls.

Until we were coming back along the jetty from the ferry, that is. Until the slim, lithe predators with their long, dark tails and blue-gray coastal-patterns; their white, unblinking eyes, their little, undulating mohawks comprised of blood-red feathers, saw us.

“Are those—what did you call them? Comp—compsognathuses?” asked Amanda. “They don’t look the same, for some reason.”

I peered at the animals—just animals—through the shimmering heat: the three of them having become four, the four of them about to become five (as yet another emerged from behind an abandoned SUV) ... no, six.

“No,” I said, absently. “I don’t think so. They’re too big.”

I watched as the things seemed to focus on us, one of them shaking off while another used a foreclaw to scratch itself behind the ear. “Plus, they’ve got longer arms. And those toe claws; they’re extendable—you can see it from here. More like a deinonychus (I had a dinosaur encyclopedia back at the duplex), or a—”

“Or a what?” She stared at the animals as though she were seeing a ghost. “Or a velociraptor, like in Jurassic Park?” She started to back up. “Because if that’s what you were going to say, don’t. Besides, they’re too small.”

“Movies exaggerate,” I said—also backing up. “Just easy does it. They’re as scared of us as we are of them.”

But now there were more, about twelve at least (with still more streaming in), one of which darted forward abruptly ... and then hesitated, craning its neck to look at the others and shrieking—angrily, it seemed—just like a bird.

“Yeah,” said Amanda. “That’s bullshit. Look at them. There’s strength in numbers.”

Alas, I was looking at them, at their eerily intense focus (like cats starring at a pair of robins) and their coiled shanks; at their tails which were moving back and forth like knives.

I felt my vest for the other flares and touched the heel of my knife. “They’re going to try and rush us; we’re going to have to run for it. Are you up to it? I’m thinking all the way to the ferry ... how about it?”

“It’ll bring them on, I guarantee it ...” She unslung her rifle and looked over her shoulder. “I don’t think we can make it. I mean—wait ... what about that island shuttle?”

I watched as the others filed after the first and they regrouped—just a gaggle of heads and tails—then glanced at it myself. “Forget it. It’s got a canvas roof— remember?”

“With steel ribs, though.”

“Yeah, but—we’d be stuck. There’s no key.”

And then they were coming, not in a gaggle but in a staggered formation, bounding forward but in turns, running and pausing, as we turned and flat-out bolted—sprinting for the ferry as the sun shone hot and merciless and without compassion; veering for the island shuttle once we realized we’d never make it, piling through its driver’s door and slamming it behind us as the raptors fell upon the vehicle like a threshing machine and began climbing and tearing at its canopy.

“Wait, don’t—”

My ears rung as she started firing, blindly, into the animals, at least two of the slugs hitting the beams and ricocheting—one of them close enough to nick my ear.

“There’s too many of them,” I shouted, even as a dark snout stabbed between the beams and banged to a halt, gnashing its teeth. “Just stay low, they can’t get through.”

After which I eased the rifle from her hands and we hunkered near the floor; the raptors screaming and tearing the roof apart even as ragged pieces of it fell and they began reaching between its beams with their human-like forelimbs—swiping at us with their curved talons, blindly; reaching and groping and searching—like zombies.

Neither of us behaved bravely or kept our wits about ourselves. It was the screams that were the worst; which tore through the air like knives—like fighter jets passing so close you could see the rivets. Which split your mind so that you were too disoriented to think, to do much of anything. I’m afraid they got the better of us both as we cowered near the floor and covered our ears; as Amanda reached for me and pulled me close and I wrapped her up in my arms and squeezed her tight.

“Just hold me,” she said, as the entire vehicle rocked and shook around us. “And don’t let go.”

And so I held her and didn’t let go; cradling her head in my hands as the raptors screamed and continued their assault—as the entire truck was lifted on one side only to crash back down, as she said almost softly, “We—we have a responsibility. I never told you. A purpose. Because ... we’re the last, and someone ... someone has to continue. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I squeezed her tighter even as the glass and canvas rained down. “Shhh, save your strength. They’ll give up and go away ... we just have to wait. Just—hang in there.”

More broken glass; more shredded canvas. I squeezed my eyes shut; I was no longer certain they wouldn’t get in.

“I want you to promise me, Sebastian. Promise me you’ll meet me there—no matter what. Because if not us, then who?”

The raptors cried out in unison—like a perverse choir; it was almost as though they were celebrating, like this was their victory song.

I pulled back enough to look at her; at her dark blue eyes, so much like my own, and her youthful face—which was beautiful by any measure—understanding with perfect clarity what she’d meant; and realizing, too, to my great and utter astonishment, that I agreed; that we owed the world that, every bit as much as I owed Búi. That it was our duty, in a sense ... to ensure the bloodline survived; to propagate the species. And I realized something else, now that we were so close we could smell each other’s sweat and I could feel the back of her hair against my hand and her body pressed against my own—like a rock; now that I had a raging hard-on in the face of what seemed certain death, God help me. And that was that I wanted to live. Irregardless of if we found Búi or not; I wanted to live—to continue the journey—to spit in the eye of whatever had selected me for extinction, whatever had selected Búi for extinction, selected the whole world. Whatever had just crossed us out like a grammatical error: ‘Remove this,’ and scrubbed us from the sands of Time.

That’s when we noticed it; at precisely the same instant, I’m sure. That the sound and the chaos had stopped. That the raptors, the screamers, the bloody things, had called off their attack. That the world had gone quiet again and we could hear the water lapping against the jetty’s pilings.

We disengaged from each other and got up—looked out the driver’s side window.

The majority of the horde was gone. We were still trapped; there remained about six animals—yes, six, exactly—but the larger pack, the larger pod, herd, murder, whatever, was gone.

I picked up the flare gun (which I’d found in the wreckage of a yacht after the tsunami, when Búi was still here), and unsheathed my knife. Amanda did the same, chambering a round in the Marlin rifle and taking out her own knife.

We never discussed it; never weighed the pros and cons of what we were about to do, never questioned what we were both feeling, which was that we wanted to live, and to not be afraid. We never asked the other if it was the right thing or the wrong thing—if it was worth the risk, say, when the other raptors could come screaming back at any moment. We already knew it was the right thing, because it was the only thing. Instead I just gripped the door handle and looked at her, and when she was ready—she nodded.

And then I threw open the door and we piled out.

There were six of them, as I said—all of whom rushed us the instant our feet touched the ground. All of whom snarled and charged us like wolverines as we raised our weapons and fired—the flare gun cracking and hissing, blanching the scarlet haze (for the sun had painted everything red and gold), its projectile punching through one of the raptors’ chests and lighting it up so that its ribs were backlit briefly and I could see, if only for an instant, its burning, beating heart.

Yet still they came, another one leaping at me even as I dropped the gun—which clattered against the planks—as I dropped it and grabbed the thing by its neck—then brought the knife down with my other hand and stabbed it between the eyes.

“Run!” I shouted, even as Amanda shot another—her second—and then bolted toward the shore, drawing the others so that I was able to snatch up the flare gun and quickly reload it; so that I was able to pursue them and to shoot one in the back—while Amanda turned and took out the last of them (shooting it in the head so that the back of its skull exploded like a spaghetti dinner thrown against the wall; so that it collapsed, writhing, about 10 feet in front of her—whereupon she quickly approached it and shot it again, just to be sure).

And then she looked at me (as the dead and dying animals lay all around us) and I looked back: our chests heaving; our faces covered in sweat, our worn clothes bloody and disheveled, and I knew that she knew—which was that today we were the predators, the thing needing to be feared—the killers. And that neither of us needed to worry; not about food or other predators or mysterious lights in the sky or anything. Because we were the masters of our fate, we and no one else, not even God. And we were the master of the world’s fate, too.

At which she ran to me and we collided and I held her fast, there on the long jetty in the Atlantic Ocean (in the Bermuda Triangle), there beneath a day moon and the blood-red sky, in an instant in which it was good, so very good, not to be afraid, not to be alone. And as to what may or may not have happened in those breaths, those pulse points between that moment and the next—the next day, the next search, the next milestone; as to that, I offer only a quote from Gandhi: “Speak only if it improves upon the silence.”
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It’s possible I’d never felt so alive as when we took the Seabreacher out the next day. All I know for certain is that diving into the gurgling darkness at 50 miles per hour (and then breaching again, like a dolphin) turned out to be a lot of fun; so much so that we spent the better part of the morning doing just that: diving and breaching, plunging and rising, racing up and down the island (and around its horn, to Pigeon Cay) like damn fools; like college kids on a spring break, which I suppose Amanda was.

That is, until we broke surface and saw the meteor, which was arching across the sky like some orange and black torpedo—like some great, cyclopean flare—painting a trail of smoke and fire as though driven by God Himself; shedding chunks and pieces of itself, like an avalanche. Nor did we slow and try to see where it impacted but rather steered for the shore straight away, beaching the Seabreacher in the shallows near the Big Game Resort and Marina and popping its jetfighter-like hatch, clambering out of it swiftly as the meteor vanished beneath the eastern horizon and the sky exploded: first yellow, or rather a kind of golden amber, then orange, then pink, and finally, after several moments, blue again—although not before the shockwave hit us and blasted us off our feet—straight onto our backs.

“That ... that hit about the same distance away as the first one,” I said—after we’d caught our breath and determined neither of us were seriously hurt. “Holy shit.” I stood and dusted myself off, then peered at the glowing horizon. “Different location, but same basic distance.” I must have looked white as a ghost. “Jesus—another P wave. Another primary. And that means—”

“Another actual wave,” said Amanda. “Another tsunami—headed this way.”

She glared at me and I glared back, both of us knowing full well what that meant. We had about two hours. Two hours before it hit and all hell broke loose. At the max.

She looked at the Seabreacher, which gleamed in the sun, then into its cockpit. “We’re going to need that fuel can; the one from the truck. And supplies: food, water, a way to start a fire—”

“Now wait just ... I can’t—”

“Do you want to live or not?” she snapped— before placing her hands near the Seabreacher’s caudal fin and pushing, trying to turn the boat around. “Because I do. And there’s only a quarter tank left in this beast—which isn’t enough.” 

I knelt beside her and helped; shoving as hard as I could, sinking and sliding in the sand—until we’d succeeded in turning the thing around.

“Okay,” I said, leaning on the metal, our faces close. “I’ll go to the duplex and get the gas—if you want to hit Sue and Joy’s and see what you can find. Definitely some bottled water. And a lighter—several of them, if you can. Some toilet paper wouldn’t hurt. We’ll meet back here in, say—twenty minutes. No later. Okay?”

She looked at me uncertainly, compassionately. “You want to get your picture—don’t you? I saw it next your chair. When I—when I left your birthday dinner.”

I stared at her for a moment before lowering my gaze, focusing on the sand. “To prove she existed,” I said, almost whispering. “To show that—that she was here. She deserves that.” I looked out over the ocean. “So do I.”

“Well—go get it, then, Sebastian. Go get it and get the gas can and get your ass back here. Because I can’t do this alone.”

And we went—on foot (our vehicles were still parked where we’d found the Seabreacher; on the opposite side of the island): Amanda splitting off for the General Store while I continued on to our duplex, which wasn’t far. The hardened twentysomething going one way while I went another—haunted, guilt-ridden, alone.
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Understand this: while it certainly was a T. rex—or something very much like it—it was not, by any stretch, a monster. It was not, for example, Godzilla (or any other behemoth as depicted in popular movies and books; including, I dare say, Jurassic Park). No, this was just an animal, big as an elephant, it’s true (but no bigger), and yet, ultimately, no more outlandish than a spotted leopard or a crocodile (at least not since the Flashback); meaning it played well enough with its environment that I hadn’t even noticed it—until it was too late.  

Too late to get a shot in, anyway—not too late to run; which I did, dropping the gas can and bolting (even as the rex paused to sniff some spoor) before coming to a massive tree (a Caribbean pine, as I recall) and—after jamming the flare gun into my waistband—starting to scale it.

Alas, I’d barely attained the middle limbs when the T. rex arrived—its jaws snapping shut only inches from my shoes and its bellows echoing, furiously. Yet there was little it could do; I’d already climbed beyond its reach (and was climbing higher still). And so we tried to wait each other out, the tyrannosaur and I, as fragments of the meteor began lancing the earth and the doomsday tsunami drew inexorably closer. As the clock ticked mercilessly and Amanda surely fretted and Búi seemed almost to whisper in my ear: Where have you gone to, my husband, my love, and why have you abandoned me? Is it not obvious—so very, very obvious-—-where I am? Why, oh why, can’t you see?

At which, inexplicably, I did see—something.

A roof.

Just a roof.

Indeed, there wasn’t even anything special about it—this roof, other than it was attached to a house I had not seen from the ground—and so had not searched.

I rubbed my eyes and looked at it a second time.

How could we have missed that? Right here, in a wooded section of Alice Town? Right here—not even a block from the Big Game Club Resort and Marina?

I gazed out over the treetops, toward the ocean—and saw it. Saw the wave. Or at least a band of white along the horizon that looked like a wave. Was it possible? Búi—I mean? Had she gotten lost—or even injured—and just wandered into the first house she’d come to? 

And did I have the time to find out?

And then something just snapped and I was taking out the flare gun and aiming it into the rex’s mouth and squeezing the trigger—even as Amanda appeared at the corner of my vision and trained her rifle—after which the rex’s maw lit up like a firework and blood jetted from its head (for that’s where Amanda had shot it) and the tyrant lizard just collapsed—not threshing about like in the movies, not unfurling its foam latex or CGI tail, but simply slumping forward into the grass like a beached whale until the tip of its snout touched the tree and it was gone. After which I quickly climbed down.

“See?” she said, and chambered a new round. “We make a helluva team.” She frowned a little as though she’d just thought of something. “Where’s the gas?”

I nodded to where I’d dropped it—about 50 feet away.

“Thank God,” she said. She slung the rifle over her
















[image: ]





























[image: ]




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WAYNE KYLE-SPITZER

72 HOURS
TO ANIMAL

And Other Tales
of the Flashback

FICTION/SF/HORROR /POST-APOCALYPSE =

/ - 7 > <3
W FE T ammeias






d2d_images/image001.jpg
72 HOURS
TO ANIMAL





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





