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For my sweetheart, Trinh. And for my father. 

Author’s Note on the Flashback Stories
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These are stories of the Flashback, the time-storm that vanished most the world’s population and returned the earth to primordia, and thus are all connected. What they are not are chapters in a novel—even though they follow an approximate sequence and all come together in the end (and along the way). All of which is my way of saying that if you treat this book like a novel you will almost certainly be disappointed. If, on the other hand, you are able to take these stories as they were intended; i.e., separate but overlapping tales which share the same universe and eventually merge—I think you’ll enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them (in what has been a 30-year passion project). Either way, know this: I’ve given you my very best. Take heart, take care, and as always, thanks for reading.
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The dream had ended much as it had begun—with murder; the only difference being that it had ended with the girl being set ablaze on the roof of the Saveco instead of being extracted from her on the abortion table. And yet the beeping of the heart monitor persisted, at least, until Zola’s eyes snapped open and she realized the sound was not, in fact, a part of her dream but rather the Decision Height indicator flashing incessantly—meaning the autopilot had done its job and she was on a glidepath into Yuma.

Yuma with its abundantly-supplied (and quite probably mythical) FEMA camp and haunted, sallow-eyed refugees from the Flashback: the very place they’d been headed before a stopover in Phoenix had cost everyone their lives—everyone, that is, save Zola. A place which, according to the atlas, had a population of some 95,000—but which seemed little more than a suburban hamlet from the air. A place which didn’t come anywhere near meeting the size and odometer requirements needed to actually be Yuma.

She watched as the helicopter’s shadow undulated over what appeared to be the town’s fire station—as well as the dead sauropod lying in its parking lot—scanning for large predators, identifying powerlines—before circling back and pitching up to neutral, reducing collective, settling onto the tarmac even as dust billowed and a cloud of pterodactyls exploded up from the corpse.

She killed the engine, which whined and cycled down like an electrical turbine, as she stared at the station’s overgrown pediment—until the blades of the gray MD520 Notar had come to a complete stop.

ORACLE FIRE DEPT.

Station One 

She frowned.

Oracle. A good 100+ miles southeast of Phoenix—and in pretty much the exact opposite direction of Yuma.

She reached for the atlas but didn’t open it, just held it in her lap as she peered at the sky and the Aurora Borealis-like curtain of light suspended there—less visible in the daylight but still predominantly red, angry, as it had been the night before. Still hanging lower than usual so that she’d had to fly straight through it even as her compass and altimeter spun like roulette wheels. Still full of inexplicable lights.

Yes, well. If the strange atmospheric phenomenon, which seemed to be everywhere, had been responsible for scrambling Time itself, then it was certainly capable of confusing the autopilot, even the new Genesys

She opened the atlas to the mark and ran a fingertip along the now worn paper. Okay. So. First things first. Northwest to Casa Grande to top off on fuel—she knew there was an airport there, a fairly big one, if she recalled correctly—then follow Interstate 8 all the way to Yuma. About 02:28 hours total from Casa Grande; pretty much the same as from Phoenix. She looked through the chopper’s side window at the sauropod’s bloody remains and the few carrion birds that had been brave enough to return.

Easy now. You’ve got this.

But of course, she “had” no such thing. At least not so long as she remained here, on the ground, undistracted by the helicopter’s rotors, unentertained by the Notar’s CD player. Not so long as she could hear the wind coursing through the fronds and the pterodactyls pecking and swallowing their meal. Nor, for that matter, while fully three quarters of the human population remained vanished—just gone—or each place visited remained a perfect carbon copy of the last: haunted, empty, lost. Places tenanted only by the beasts and the lizard brains of beasts—by prehistoric plants and the souls of prehistoric plants. By melancholy and despair and bare, bleak hopelessness, even, just perhaps, by the ghosts of all the people who had—

She pressed the ‘start’ button and then rotated the throttle, causing the engine to leap up and the rotors to begin turning.

Casa Grande. Fuel. Maybe even some food. And then 02:28 hours to Yuma.

And she climbed.

The truth is she wasn’t sure just what the strange, almost crystalline structure—what with its multitude of hexagonal windows, all of them backlit by the setting sun, and its two hemispherical domes, one to either side—even was, never mind what it could possibly be doing sprawled out here in the middle of the desert. All she knew was that she could have sworn its lights had been on when she first noticed it—so much so that she found herself scanning the area carefully even as she passed it over, not that such scrutiny turned out to be needed; for she could clearly see a woman, or possibly just a girl, waving up at her from the structure’s shadow. Waving up at her and jumping up and down.

A woman, or possibly just a girl, that she promptly ignored, having no intention of repeating the mistakes of the last 24 hours. A woman or girl who seemed in good health and would sadly have to find her own way, regardless of the abortionist’s table or the “lost” child in Phoenix or the dreams that dogged Zola with every sleeping breath. Because the fact remained that had she not insisted on rescuing the girl, the others—Dan, Redhorn, Pappy, all those children, for Christ’s sake—would still be alive. The fact remained that it wasn’t the Flashback that had killed them but Zola herself and the decisions she’d thought sound and sane at the time. Decisions she didn’t trust herself to ever make again; not even as she swung the chopper around in a wide arc and headed back to the compound—or whatever it was.

Not even as she set the helicopter down in the overgrown parking lot, the bushes of which rattled and shook, and the girl—yes, the girl, who couldn’t have been more than, say, eleven, came running. Running and shouting and crowding the hatch while Zola powered everything down and hoped she’d made the right decision—hoped she hadn’t blundered, like the last time, into a perfect trap. Hoped and prayed as she cracked her window and said, simply: “It’s gonna be okay—it’s all right. Give me a minute.” She took off her helmet and unbuckled her harness. “Watch your head.”

And then she was out and the girl had driven herself into her arms—a nice moment, thought Zola, if she hadn’t looked over the youngster’s shoulder and saw a man standing in the doorway to what she now realized was essentially a giant terrarium, an entire world closed in upon itself, a biosphere. 

The biosphere, she realized, having read about it years ago. Biosphere 2, as they’d called it (she’d never understood why); that grand experiment in self-sufficiency and sustainability in which eight so-called biospherians had been sealed up inside its confines and kept there for two years in the hopes of better understanding what it would take to colonize other worlds. An experiment, she thought she remembered, that had ended in failure and later been sold to the University of Arizona for use as a research facility. 

None of which changed the fact that she was suddenly facing a strange (and strangely dressed, considering he wore the red coveralls favored by the original biospherians) and very intense-looking—no, scratch that, just plain angry—man; nor did she have any way of defending herself, not even the flare gun Dan kept under the seat but which she’d neglected to bring out of the helicopter.

“Look, I’m not looking for any—”

“Amelia,” said the man gruffly (though not, oddly enough, crudely). He indicated the door with a jerk of his head. “Go inside.”

“But I don’t even know her name ye—”

“I said go inside.” His voice was both harsh and strangely mellifluent. “And turn the lights back on; there’s no point in hiding now.” 

The girl—Amelia—moved to speak but seemed to think better of it. Neither Zola nor the man said anything as she huffed back toward the door and hurriedly squeezed past him.

The wind blew and somewhere an animal, a long-necked herbivore of the kind which had lain dead in Oracle, perhaps, bellowed its forlorn cry.

“You have to understand,” said the man. “We don’t get a lot of visitors out here, nor passersby.” He didn’t even leave the door. “But if you stopped because the girl was waving her arms at you, well,” He appeared almost to chuckle. “You’re the most exciting thing to happen since this—this Flashback, I’m sure.” When Zola didn’t respond to that, he said, “We can bring you out some food, if you’d like. Otherwise, there’s a FEMA camp in Yuma that may be of help. I wish I could offer you more but, well, my responsibility is to this biosphere and to my daughter—although not, I confess, always in that order.” He looked at her almost sheepishly. “It’s, ah, it’s something I’m working on.” He then did something wholly unexpected by approaching her quickly and with confidence—and yet not too quickly nor with too much confidence—and extending a hand. “I’m the caretaker, by the way. Donovan James.”

Zola didn’t even hesitate before accepting, although why she should be so accepting was a bit of a mystery. “Zola Skirata,” she said, and smiled. “Denver School of Flight.” —a stupid thing to say but she went with it. “And no, thanks, I am on my way to Yuma now. I just—” She hesitated, still shaking his hand. His eyes were the deepest, most mercurial reddish-brown she had ever seen. “I just saw your daughter and thought I better check it out.”

She heard herself giggle like an idiot before quickly withdrawing her hand. “I’m sure you must be busy,” she said— taking care to adjust her tone. “I’ve taken enough of your time already.”

He hesitated but seemed to agree, then surprised her again by reaching around and opening the Notar’s hatch for her. “Safe travels,” he said, as he guided her in with a hand on her back. “Meanwhile, I’ve got a father/daughter fence to mend.”

And that was that, or nearly so, as he secured the door firmly and gave it a little pat and they just looked at each other through the glass—that is, until she rolled down the window and said, “You know, Donovan: I think I might be able to help you with that father-daughter thing.” She added: “What’s it like in there, anyway?”

At which he just smiled—a warm, rakish, mercurial smile—and said, “Ah, hell. It’s not like she doesn’t already want to meet you.” And then he twisted the handle and re-opened her door. “Well then, that being the case I have just one thing to say ...” He made a frame with his thumbs and forefingers. “Dinner tour.”

And they went in.

––––––––
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“So there you have it,” concluded Donovan, “at least; that’s it in a nutshell. Biosphere 2. Because Earth itself is Biosphere One.” 

He leaned against the wooden railing and looked down at the man-made ocean and coral reef, which had been lightscaped (presumably so it could be studied in the dark, which it now was).

“Seven distinct biomes, each completely self-contained: our humble human habitat; which you’ll see when we have dinner; the agricultural system, and then the five natural environs: fog desert, savannah grassland, mangrove wetlands, this wonderful ocean, and the last and largest, the rainforest, which you’ll see in a minute.”

He held a hand to his chest and took a deep breath—then let it out slowly, meditatively. “And then I’ll show you one of the lungs.”

Zola perked an eyebrow. “The lungs?”

He smiled warmly, disarmingly—she could tell he was enjoying this. “Well, they’re not currently active, and a lot of their elements, the breathable ceilings, for example, were replaced with cardboard substitutes years ago, but, yes, that is what they were called. The lungs are what equalized the pressure in the facility when the air expanded due to the Arizona sun. Remember: this was all built to be completely self-contained, so it's not like they could just open a window. At any rate, it hasn’t been self-contained for over two decades and is particularly compromised at the moment. I’ll explain more about that when—"

“Why at the moment?”

He paused, appearing reticent to answer. “Well, you’re here, for one. I mean, I didn’t want to actually say it. And for two, so are they.”

She shook her head slightly. “They? You mean there’s others? Why on earth didn’t—”

He placed a finger to her lips, which, to her surprise, she didn’t object to. “I think it might be better—if I just show you.”

He moved his finger and used it to indicate she should come—once, twice. Then he went to the faceted wall of the biome and gripped the door’s push bar.

“Do you have any weapons on you?”

She shook her head, confused.

“Then stay close. Real close. In fact, stay right here in the doorway.” He eased the door open, which squeaked and moaned. “I’ll see if I can get their attention.”

“Look, whatever it is, we don’t have to do it right now.” Her pulse had begun to quicken noticeably. “Seriously. I mean, I am quite literally starving and if I remember correctly you said there’d be—”

“Shhh.” He put a finger to his lips as he stepped out into the biome, which was huge, and which they looked down on from a kind of viewing platform. “I’ve observed them in the wild and trust me, they don’t attack until they are sure. We’re just going to check each other out, that’s all. Just a nice little meet and greet.”

Zola scanned the biome carefully, tracking left to right, past the fruit trees and ferns and a man-made mountain (which reminded her of Disneyland), but didn’t see anything.

“What exactly are we looking for?” she practically whispered.

“Look for colors that are too perfect, too vibrant, you’ll know it when you see them. It’s called chromatophores—the ability to change one’s coloration in order to better suit an environment. You’ll see it because the nanotyrannus’ cells tend to over-compensate at night, so they’ll stand out like a sore thumb once you know what to look for. Also pay particularly close attention to the caves and hallows, because they just love to hide there. You might even want to—wait a minute, wait a minute. Okay. Right there—between that instrument tower and the mountain. About two o’clock.”

She looked to where he’d indicated but didn’t at first see anything, that is until the large frond she was studying suddenly blinked and cocked its head, which caused her breath to hitch and for her to wonder how she’d missed it, because the eye was wild-cherry red.

“Thought it was fruit, I suppose,” she said, mostly to herself, and laughed nervously.

“There is no fruit,” said Donovan.

“What do you mean, there’s no ... But it’s all over the damn—”

But she could see that she was wrong and he was right, there was no fruit, no blinking wild cherries, no biome filled with fruit trees. There were just eyes—eyes staring out from caverns and hollows and from between jiggling fronds; eyes studying her with cool precision and unwavering intent; eyes looking on her not like a bird, which would have at least had to turn its head, but squarely, directly, with perfect binocular vision. Eyes triangulating her and studying her every move—that were long and tapered and reddish-brown, like Donovan’s. That were keen and pure and not multi-faceted, as the lights in the sky had been; but rather consistent and uniform and a deep, bloody red—as the sky was now.

––––––––
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“Where on earth do they come from?”

She gazed through the faceted glass at the desert—at the towering saguaro cactuses, reaching not for the sun but that strange borealis; at the mesquite shrubs and brittlebush and desert marigolds.

“Maastrichtian Age of the Late Cretaceous, about 65 million years ago,” said Donovan. He forked some steaming yucca blossoms onto his plate. “As for how they came to be here, in the Current Era, or where they’ve migrated from ... who knows.”

“I think they came from that big crater in Flagstaff,” said Amelia. “I think that’s what killed the dinosaurs. But that these survived by eating Gila monsters and javelinas and wild rabbits.”

“But how did they get in? There must be ten, fifteen, twenty of them in there.” Zola reached for her wineglass and took too big of a drink. “I guess what I don’t understand is: why don’t you just shoot them? I mean, if you don’t have a gun you could always go into Tucson and get one—do you have a vehicle? I saw several in the lot when I flew over. Do you know how to hotwire a car? Hell, if you want to go in the morning we could just take the heli—”

“They’ll be no guns here,” pronounced Donovan. “Not so long as I’m the caretaker.” He poked at his dish sullenly. “It would be pure hubris to think the beasts don’t have as much right to exist as we do.”

Nobody said anything as the moths fluttered against the glass and an old movie from the habitat’s Blu-ray collection—Roger Corman’s The Masque of the Red Death—played on the television, in particular the scene in which the enigmatic cloaked figure—the plague personified—arrives at the hall.

At last Zola said, “I guess I had the impression that their presence—like mine—compromised your biosphere. Did I read you wrong? If so, well, I’m sorry.” She took a bite of her prickly pear. “The food is delicious, by the way. Thank you so much. Both of you.”

Donovan grew pensive.

“They arrived with the Flashback, about four, maybe five of them, and we modified the north doors so they could get out of the facility—which, of course, after having had a good, hard look around, and at us, they eventually did. Every single one of them.”

“But then they came back,” said Amelia.

“Yes, then they came back. Tore through the barricade we’d erected and that was that. But my point is that they lost interest for a while and will do so ag—”

“And there were more of them this time, like, twice as many.”

“Yes, but they were never a danger to the rest of the biosphere and never will be.” He laughed as though exasperated by the whole topic. “The threat wasn’t going to boil over because by widening the door we’d taken the lid off the pot. They were no longer trapped where the Flashback had deposited them.”

Zola eyed the television as Amelia got up to check the stove. “But don’t you see, Donovan, this, this Flashback can’t be kept out indefinitely. It needs to be faced—faced dead on and clear-eyed, and dealt with. And you’re gonna need other people, like those in Yuma.” She shook her head slowly. “You can’t do this one alone.”

“I’m not alone.” He tugged at Amelia’s shirt and winked at her when she turned. “I’ve got Kemosabe.” Water boiled as she beamed.

Now it was Zola’s turn to be exasperated. “What about when the gas generators fail—what then? Or when Amelia gets strep throat and a simple bacterial infection becomes rheumatic fever?” 

Amelia rejoined the conversation, still holding the lid of the pot. “But I’m not going to get rheumatic fever, Zola. Besides, my mom was a nurse, so we know all about that kind of stuff ...”

“Or when one of those things figures out how to open that door—”

“Then we’ll weld it shut,” said Donovan. “This isn’t Jurassic Park.”

“With what? Your barbeque lighter?”

“Life finds a way!”

And then both he and his daughter were laughing as Zola sat back and pouted—the wine had gone straight to her head—until she too finally gave it up and cracked a knowing smile.

“You shitheads,” she let out sheepishly, and pushed her glass away—only to have Donovan slide it back and promptly fill it to the brim.

“You’ve had two. Have another and I’ll show you something cool.”

“What? Your glass etchings?”

“Better. Agriculture.”

And then they had a moment, just the two of them, just two pairs of brown eyes—one pair of which was reddish-brown—playing and intermingling and sampling the other. Pre-funking; as Zola’s girlfriend liked to say—like when you drank before going out. Brazenly adulting even as Amelia looked on and the borealis shimmered and the water on the stove boiled over in a plume of vapor and steam.

––––––––
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Sometimes things just happened. Like the television being turned off and Amelia put to bed; and Zola picking Van Morrison’s Moondance from the community room’s collection of vinyl and dropping the needle. Like the Flashback Borealis shining down through the facets of glass in the ceiling to paint watery reflections on the crops of bananas and papayas, sweet potatoes and beats; on jalapenos and chiltepin peppers, as Zola kissed him long and deep and ran her hands through his hair and tried not to step on his feet.

As his hands slid to her buttocks and one of hers to his crotch and the sprinkler systems activated and drenched them where they stood; so much so that the spiral staircase was littered with garments as they moved to the upper habitat (which was shaped like a giant penis, she drunkenly observed) and his disheveled bed. Where they started with her on top before rolling over to missionary and making love as though what they’d been through with the Flashback somehow demanded it; demanded an offering.

Nor was she particularly surprised to find herself looking beyond him at the skylight and the borealis, which had subdued to a reddish-brown, same as his eyes, same as the Nano-Ts’, so that she felt as though she made love to the Flashback itself. Indeed, it was in that very moment that she realized two things: that the Flashback and its borealis were somehow alive and had agency—the weapon of some vast and inscrutable intelligence, perhaps—and just how wrong Donovan was about the so-called nanotyrannuses not being able to get in, because, in a sense, they already were—they were in him. He’d caught them, like a cold. Why else would he be so obsessed with them, so protective, to the point that he’d put his own child in jeopardy rather than harm them? They were becoming his White Whale.

And that meant she was in danger so long as she remained, and so was the girl. That meant he was in danger, of losing himself, losing everything he cared for. Because it wasn’t just Life that found a way; it was Death. And if she was sure of anything it was that the Flashback would find a way: a way through, a way in, just like sand in your shoe or the mysterious, cloaked intruder in The Masque of the Red Death.

And it was up to her to stop it—or, if not to stop it, then at least get them all the hell out.

At which she heard the record start over downstairs as night became day and day became night and several weeks passed before she was able to convince Donovan to at least come with her to Yuma once (whereupon he could decide for himself if it was worth relocating to, or, if he—they?—would be better off staying in the biosphere). Several weeks passed as they secured the door to the rain forest and the borealis went from red to blue to emerald-green (and back to red) and the eyes of the nanotyrannuses multiplied. As Donovan became increasingly combative about them (the predators) and Zola and Amelia decided it was past time to fire up the helicopter and get to Yuma. As they decided, as a team, as a kind of family, not to simply ignore it (or pass it off on the wine) when Donovan said over dinner one night: “They are contained. Nothing gets in or out of here unless I allow it.”

To which he might have added, should have added, as Zola had fully expected him to: “Present company excluded, of course.”

—but didn’t. To which he didn’t add anything but only retreated to his quarters to study his sketches and photos and notes (of the predators); his own On the Origin of Species, his Encyclopaedias Flashback. 

––––––––
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She buckled her harness and started pressing switches: the running lights and hydraulics; the avionics; the starter/idle—then cracked the throttle, winding up the blades. It was good to be back in the saddle, she thought—even as she looked toward the still-closed door of the facility and tried to quell what had become a growing unease.

Chill out, sister. They’ll be out.

She monitored her instruments as the whirring of the blades grew louder: turbine outlet temperature was good, N-1 was good. The generator began its Bataan Death March to 100% ... 24 ... 58 ...

She glanced at the door again. Still no Donovan or Amelia. Jesus. They’d been right behind her.

She searched around under her seat for the flare gun but couldn’t find it, then felt its smooth plastic barrel against her fingertips and slowly drew it out, shocked by how light it was, how plastic, how orange. And yet it was oddly reassuring at the same time, especially since she was becoming increasingly convinced that something was wrong.

Seriously wrong.

And then she was powering everything down even as the first light of day crept over the horizon and her heart began to pound and the entry remained just as still as a tombstone, inert. Then she was opening her door and double-timing it across the lot—who knew if one of those things wasn’t wandering around out here—scurrying like a soldier until she reached the entrance and burst into the fog desert—where she fell against the door, heaving.

And yet still they were nowhere to be seen.

She pushed the flare gun’s barrel away from the hammer and loaded a flare; then flipped the cylinder back into place and stuffed the remaining charges into her pockets. Then she set out on the task at hand, which would be to search the facility from top to bottom and from the South Lung to the West Lung. Until she found her friends.

––––––––

[image: ]


As it turned out, everything looked normal: the savannah grassland, the mangrove wetlands, the so-called ocean—at least, until she came to the rainforest biome and saw that its door was lying on the floor and its frame shattered, which to Zola could only mean one thing: that it had been propped open long enough for the animals to have gotten a foothold and tore the frame open wider. And that, of course, meant that they were inside now—inside the ocean biome, at least. Somewhere.

She gripped the flare gun in both hands and blew the hair out of her eyes, scanned the area—but there was nothing, no animals at all, just the observation deck for the ocean and a wall obscured by trees and vegetation, a wall that ... Her attention snapped back to where she’d been looking.

A wall that held a door.

Or had, before something, some things, had torn it to pieces. More, she now recognized the door as being the only entry to the West Lung’s access tunnel; nor, as if that wasn’t fantastic enough, was that all she noticed. For lying amidst the doorway’s wreckage was a scattering of cooked yucca flowers—precisely what Amelia had been preparing when Zola had gone out to start the helicopter.

And Zola knew, even before she’d followed their trail—for there were yet more of the petals in the tunnel—just what she would find when she got out to the lung; knew it just as sure as she knew Donovan had succumbed to the Flashback and was now insane—just another tool of them, whatever they were, like the predators. Knew it as she entered that great, round chamber and saw about twenty of the animals being held at bay by a ring of sputtering road flares—which had undoubtedly come from her own chopper—while Amelia lay unconscious (next to what looked like a bottle of chloroform and a rag) and Donovan stood holding yet another flare. Stood with his face lit white by the sizzling stick and his eyes gleaming a bloody, tarry red, a red as dark as the now alien sky.

“Careful with this Flashback,” he wheezed with his chin up, his head at angle, as though he were blind, and maybe he was. “We all agree—all of us who have been lost to the storm—it eats your eyes.”

But Zola didn’t flinch, didn’t hesitate, didn’t even pretend to understand as she darted between two of the snarling, snapping animals and snatched up a flare, then slowly backed away. And then she addressed the Enemy directly, bluntly, without hesitation.

“I’m taking the girl,” she said, and feinted at a beast with the stick. “Donovan is lost; I know that. The whole fucking world is lost. You’ve killed us because you hate us and have replaced us with something—something more like yourselves, your true selves, not that cloud. I get it. Something cold, inhuman. Something from our past. Perhaps something you want to evolve into you. I don’t know and I don’t care. I’m not a vast, cool intelligence. All I want is the girl.”

Donovan appeared almost hurt as he sat down hard next to Amelia, just right there on the floor. “Lost? Lost? On the contrary, I’ve never been more found. You have found me, have you not?” He picked up a nearby paper bag and shook out the remaining flowers. “I suppose you thought it was our dear girl leaving you breadcrumbs.” He lay on his back next to Amelia. “But really I just wanted you here. Here to see us make the journey; to go into them. Not figuratively, mind you, not metaphorically, but literally, by being ingested by their avatars. And for this, well, a sacred space was needed.”

Zola sneered. “So that’s it—just lay down with your daughter until the flares burn out and then both of you go meet your maker.” She grunted as she swung the flare at an approaching Nano-T, forcing it back. “There’s only one problem with that,” She stabbed at another with the flare (not wanting to fire the gun and have to reload). “It’s not your decision to make. Just like it wasn’t their decision to initiate the Flashback.” She indicated the sky with a jerk of her head. “Or mine to, to—Amelia! You’ve got to wake up, hon. You’ve got to wake up right now. Come on, sweetie. You can do it, I know you can.”

And then she did something impulsive and without thinking, something which could have gone, should have gone, sideways fast, but somehow didn’t. She threw the road flare at the floor directly next to Amelia’s head; jumping as the burning stick ricocheted off the concrete and literally crying out when the girl opened her eyes and began to stir.

“Zola?” Amelia practically whispered. “Dad?”

Zola gripped the flare gun and focused. “No, honey. You’ve just got to run over here as fast as you can, okay? Nevermind Daddy, he’s going to be fine, just get over—”

The girl jolted as Donovan grabbed her by the arm and Zola instantly targeted the man’s head—but hesitated when she saw him sit up on an elbow and whisper something in Amelia’s ear. Something encouraging, perhaps, something sane, because the next thing she knew the girl had leapt to her feet and ran between two animals to reach her—at which her father, his eyes briefly clear again, pointed at the ceiling (itself a great, mock bellows) and, in the instant before his eyes turned back—and one of the animals pounced—indicated she should fire—fire into the lowered ceiling, that papery, flammable contrivance, which she did.

At which the bellows immediately burst into flames and began raining down all around, scattering the nanotyrannuses—save the one gnawing on Donovan’s throat; poor Donovan who was smiling like a lunatic—and forcing the women to run for the door, where Amelia paused to look back with her eyes full of tears before being yanked forcibly through the exit by Zola.

And then they ran. 

––––––––
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Ran to the chopper and quickly climbed in even as something exploded in the lung and sent a mini mushroom cloud curling into the salmon sky.

“Hang on, because we’re going up fast,” said Zola as she pressed the starter and cracked the throttle; nor was their time to do anything else as the embers fell like a fiery snow and the Nano-Ts began gathering on the lot, frightened by the helicopter but only, Zola was sure, for the moment.

And then they were climbing as Zola drew on the collective and the rotors chopped and whirred and the animals fell back briefly before charging forward suddenly and snapping at the helicopter. Then they were on their way, two more sallow-eyed eyed refugees of the Flashback, as a warning indicator beeped and Zola ignored it and the borealis seemed to subside slightly and the night gave birth to day. As she tried not to think about Donovan’s rakish smile—nor his bloody one—or his strong, wise voice and electrifying touch, or how they’d just left him there to be consumed—to be ingested—into them, their invisible enemy, the architects of the Flashback.

Then Zola set the autopilot and collapsed back against her seat, knowing the girl would probably hate her for having lied about her father’s chances but knowing also that she was almost certainly alive because of it. And knowing, too, that it wouldn’t be long—02:28 hours, to be exact—before hope appeared on the horizon and they just might begin the process of healing ... which was a thought Zola decided she liked very much.

02:28 hours to hope.

02:28 hours to Yuma.
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The Story Previous ...
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72 HOURS TO ANIMAL
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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?
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