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	For John …


	 


	

	 


	 







The thing is, you can’t anticipate everything, can’t be 100% alert every waking second of the day: it’s just not possible, especially when you’ve been walking for something like twelve hours. All we knew was that there’d be a bed for me and that the island of grass in the middle of the lot would work for Ank; and that we hadn’t seen anything since Bowden, anyway (and that had only been a lone edmontosaurus grazing at the side of the road). It certainly hadn’t occurred to us that by walking onto the lot of the Empire Inn and Suites—which was surrounded on three sides by strips of dilapidated units—we might be walking into a kill box. 


	And yet that’s what it nearly became when the pickups squealed into position (effectively blocking any exit) and the men piled from their payloads—taking cover behind the vehicles like soldiers, like mercenaries, training rifles and pistols. That’s when Ank rolled onto his side so that his armored back was facing them and I took cover myself; bracing the M4 on his wobbling cranium (as I aimed at where one of their fuel tanks would have been), firing a three-round burst—at which Ank shook me off emphatically and juddered his head.


	<Dammit, Will—>


	There was a krack, ka-krack, krack! even as bullets ricocheted off his armor. <I’ve told you never to fire next to my—>


	“And I’ve told you—you have to lie still,” I stepped back and sighted the gas tank again. “That’s how we get out of these messes.”


	I fired a single shot and the truck exploded. “Unless you want to charge them, that is.” I took out the other two trucks. “You know, with your big head.”


	I watched as a figure stumbled toward us that was completely engulfed in flames—a figure that fell, writhing, even as another tried beating him out with his jacket. And then I waited (for the other men had fled); sighting the would-be rescuer’s left earlobe even as he attempted (and failed) to save his comrade; keeping it sighted as he drew his pistol and aimed it directly at—


	Krack! I shot him through the left earlobe.


	“Ahhh,” he cried—but quickly re-aimed his pistol.


	I shot him through the right earlobe.


	“Arrrgg!” The pistol began to waver.


	“The next one’ll be between your eyes,” I shouted.


	At last, he dropped his weapon.


	Ank grumbled as he righted himself, grunted as he stood. <Tell him to kick it forward,> he said. <And ask him how many of them there are. Men, I mean.>


	“Kick it toward us,” I demanded, focusing on the man’s shiny forehead. “Hurry up!”


	He raised his arms and did as instructed.


	“Now, how many of you are there?”


	He smiled slowly, stealthily. Gap-toothily. “Down here?” He nodded at the tops of the buildings. “Or up there?”


	I froze and looked at Ank, who looked up at the rooftops.


	“Go on, take a look,” said the man. “You can count.”


	I scanned the peaked roofs and frowned—there were about twenty of them up there; all of them with scoped rifles and wearing helmets—their bodies protected behind dirty gray tiles.


	I turned back to the man, who looked to be about thirty. “All right. So. What do you want?”


	“Don’t insult my intelligence, mister.”


	The wind gusted. The long grasses waved.


	“Ank,” I breathed at last. “You just can’t bloody anticipate everything.”


	And I laid down my weapon. 


	 


	 


	“They work in tandem? But what does that mean?”


	The man with the gapped teeth and bloodied ears stepped forward. “It means, m’lord, that, that—I don’t know what it means.” He lowered his chin as though ashamed—before straightening sharply. “Other than that the animal knew precisely what to do once we attacked; precisely how to defend itself—and how to defend the man too. And that the man talks to it—just as you and I are talking.” He looked at Ank and then at me, gloweringly. “Calls it ‘Ank’—when he isn’t shooting at you. Like the devil.”


	The old man on the throne (actually a threadbare La-Z-Boy recliner), who’d been introduced to us as King Archie Carrington the First, of Milwaukee—peered down at Ank from the stage. “So, not so much a brute as an intelligent creature, is that it?” He looked at the gap-toothed man—at old Bloody Ears. “And you’re telling me this is how I lost several of my best men—and three of my war wagons—simply because you were faced with something inexplicable, something uncanny?”


	The man nodded, grimly, solemnly.


	“Very well. We must know the truth.” He refocused on Ank. “Bow before me, then, intelligent creature. Or I will have you shot.”


	There was a silence.


	<Look, Will, I’m not bowing to anyone; much less—>


	“Just do it,” I growled.


	And he did it: bending his front knees so that his whole body tipped; touching his nose to the Asroturfed floor of the arena—at which I knelt as well.


	“I see,” said the king—rattled, taken aback. “Well: it certainly seems to understand basic commands—doesn’t it?” He scrunched up his face. “Meanwhile, you acted as though you were—well, as though it were speaking with you. Actually communicating.” He shrugged, perplexed. “I heard nothing.” 


	“No, you wouldn’t,” I said. “Nor did I, at first. It takes time.”


	“But—”


	“Call it telepathy; thought transference, ESP—whatever.”


	The king seemed almost to wince, trying to understand. “But—language itself—how …”


	“Because he was a man once; just like us. That is, until they, whatever they are, the lights in the sky, had their way with him. Until they took the essence of who he was and poured it into this, this behemoth, this ankylosaurus—as an experiment, perhaps, like the were-raptors. Beyond that, you know as much as we do.”


	“The—the ‘were-raptors …?’”


	“Look, it’s not important.” I stood and clicked my tongue, indicating Ank should rise as well. “What’s important is that you release us—now. What’s important is that we never meant to trespass and took only such action as was needed to defend ourselves and our right of way; and must therefore be allowed to—”


	“Ah, but don’t you see?” His sleeves slipped down as he raised his hands, revealing frail, liver-spotted forearms. “This is my quandary! How can I simply release you when you have killed so many of my infinite best; and more, when you have destroyed the very vehicles I need to—” He trailed off suddenly, looking at Ank. “He carries quite a load, this man-beast—doesn’t he, now?”


	I looked at all the packs and bags strapped to Ank’s back: the fresh fruit and pemican and milk-jugs full of water; the bedrolls and camping gear and battered, black guitar case. “I don’t see what—”


	“Ah, ah! But you will!” He slapped the arms of his ‘throne.’ “Yes, you will! My God, how did I not think of it?” He paused as if to reel himself in. “Ah, but, how can we discuss business, discuss our transaction, if I don’t even know your name?”


	I looked at Ank and he looked back. <What the hell is he talking about?>


	“Williams,” I said, noncommittally—at which the king raised a beetled brow.


	“Williams. As in, that’s your surname, surely? And what of your—”


	“Just Williams.”


	The king moved to speak but dithered. “I, ah, I see. Very well. ‘Williams.’ I do believe I have a proposal.”


	I glanced at Ank again—found him already regarding me from beneath a bony brow. “A proposal,” I looked Carrington in the eyes. “All right. Okay. We’re listening.”


	“Yes, well.” Carrington hesitated. “It concerns my daughter, see, Princess Gisela—and the, ah, matter of matrimony. Which is to say that, now that she is of age, she will be expected to satisfy certain, ah, familial obligations.” He sat back in the La-Z-Boy, which creaked and moaned. “Certain duties. And for that, well, let’s just say I am ill-equipped to instruct a debutant—especially when there’s no proper society in which to introduce her; this being a—er, frontier outpost, primarily, and thus not a place where a suitable courtship might occur. Therefore,”


	He squared his shoulders and breathed in and out, quickly. “I am ordering that she be transported to Edmonton Mall—the, er, realm of my former wife, one Amelia Issandra Chapman—to be versed in all things glitterati; to be trained in the ways of the crème de la crème—the, ah, haut monde, as they say. And I am happy to say that I have chosen you, Mr. Ank and Mr. Williams, to escort her to that end—knowing, as I do, that you will protect her diligently and faithfully, and above all courageously, even if it means losing your own lives in the process.”


	And he looked at us, first at me and then at Ank. And we looked back.


	<Tell him to take a flying fuck off the nearest bridge,> said Ank. <‘Even if it means losing your own lives.’ Go on, tell him—>


	But I wasn’t listening, having been distracted by a figure above us, in the press box, a figure which hadn’t been there before: a beautiful young woman wearing a Vietnamese long dress—the sight of which stopped my heart, if only for an instant.


	Ank must have followed my gaze. <Must be his daughter. Now look, don’t go getting all misty-eyed; we’re supposed to be looking for your lost wife, remember? And our lead said Sedgewick; which is east of here, closer to Saskatche—>


	“Your Highness,” I said, looking up at the girl, or more properly the dress, “We accept this mission and will see to it your daughter reaches her destination safely.” I shifted my focus to the king. “In God—and us—you can trust; that’s a promise.”


	<Have you lost your mind? No, wait, don’t tell me: the Phantom Hard-on strikes again. Okay; fine. But I’m telling you, right …>


	But I was too focused on the dress to hear him: the deep purple dress with the golden, entwined serpents; the very dress we’d had made in Ho Chi Minh-Saigon in anticipation of the Split Bullet Tour in SoCal—the only one of its kind in all the world.


	The one Ngoc Tran Williams, my wife (and co-star of the East Meets West Travelling Guitar and Trick-shooting Show) was wearing before we got separated, before the train carried her off. Before Time melted and the world went mad; lost to primordia—even as most of its people were lost; lost to the Flashback, which had given the world back to the reptiles.


	 


	 


	“… and there you have it; from an abandoned lighthouse on the Oregon coast to Barley’s Hot Springs in Barley, Montana, that was Francis Cope and a story of survival we’re not apt to forget; at least not any time soon. All of which brings us to the bottom of the hour and more music; in this case, Johnny Horton with “North to Alaska”—and a special shout-out to Ank and Williams, wherever they may be. This is Radio Free Montana; take it away, John—skishhhhhh …”  


	I looked up at the howdah strapped to Ank’s back and saw ‘Queen’ Gisela fiddling with the radio. “What are you doing?”


	“Johnny Horton is lame,” she pouted. “I want to listen to something else.”


	I looked at Ank and he looked back, clearly annoyed. 


	“You’re not going to find it,” I said. “Unless, of course, you’re looking for dead air.”


	At last, she circled back to the station. “I was looking for something like, oh, I don’t know, music. Anyway,” She waggled her fingers. “Let’s go. Start walking.”


	<Will, either shoot her dead now or I’m bucking her off …>


	“Oh, hang in, Ank. It’s only 95 miles.”


	“Hellooo, big, stupid animal? I said you could go.”


	<Will …!>


	“I’d get some sleep up there,” I hollered. “There’s not going to be much to see for a while.”


	At which she fell abruptly, blessedly silent—even as we embarked along the Queen Elizabeth II Highway and between the flat, green fields. As the stout backup singers chanted Mush, mush, mush! and Ank lumbered along and the howdah rocked; as I walked point gripping my M4 and tried not to think about Ngoc Tran or how Carrington had told me the dress had been a gift from his wife (and that it had come from one of her shops, a place called Eastern Market); as I watched for danger and tried not to get my hopes up, tried not to dream.


	 


	 


	“Why are we stopping?” asked Gisela sleepily. 


	“Because that, your loftiness,” I looked at the collapsed bridges and water coursing between piles of rubble, “is what I call a problem.” I turned to Ank. “What do you think? Can you ford it?”


	Ank moved toward the edge, taking care not to step too close. <In a word, yes. I mean, I can walk on the fallen sections of bridge. What concerns me is—well, that.>


	I looked to where a wall of wood, mud, and stone—about 8 feet tall by 50 feet wide—divided the river. “What do you make of it?”


	<What I make of it is: we don’t want to threaten whatever built that. I’m trying to remember, but I seem to recall a beaver that populated this region during the Ice Age—Castoroadus, Castoroides, something like that. About the size of—>


	“Well, if it’s just a beaver—”


	<… of a grizzly bear, with 6-inch incisors. Probably weighed about 700 pounds. And while it would have been herbivorous, like most rodents, the fact is, we go wading into that water we’re going to be invading its territory. And I can’t fight with this—>


	“It’s okay. Really.” I looked up at Gisela. “It’s okay! I’ve got us covered.”


	<Sure, you’ve got us covered. But will you even see it coming when it’s under the water?>


	I went around to the rope ladder and began climbing. “All I can do is my best.”


	 


	 


	“I’m not okay with this,” said Gisela—even as Ank lumbered into the river and I looked over my rifle at the water. “Not crossing the river; or being strapped to the back of this—this beast, or allowing you into my howdah, or any of it. Is that clear?” 


	“Shhh,” I whispered—watching the roiling water (as it rose to within a few feet of the howdah); trying to listen. “And keep your eyes peeled. If there’s anything swimming toward us—anything at all—I’m gonna need to know about it. And fast.”


	Several moments passed in silence.


	“But water’s gonna get all over the—”


	“Jesus, gods, would you please just—”


	<What was that?>


	I jerked the gun left and right. “Nothing—it’s nothing. Just a fish jumping. Stay on it.”


	<It’s not easy. The pieces of bridge are slippery—some kind of algae …>


	“You’re doing fine ... we’re almost there.”


	Gisela stirred. “I think I saw something.”


	I scanned the surface with the rifle. “I don’t see any—”


	But then we were there; we were across the river—across it and climbing, leaving the water. Then we were breathing a huge sigh of relief as we looked back the way we had come and realized we’d overreacted; that there’d been no danger at—


	<Look out, Will!>


	And I ducked, pulling Gisela down with me, even as the albertosaurus’ teeth clacked above us and Ank reared up: hurling us from the howdah, dumping us into the river. Even as the M4 slid from my fingers and began to sink, leadenly, rapidly, and Gisela, who had been looking toward the dam, began to shriek—at which I saw a huge, flat tail slip into the water.


	“Jesus—swim!”


	And we did: pumping toward the bank (where Ank was engaged in furious combat with the albertosaurus); lunging for its safety even as the beaver pursued; scrambling from the river as it caught the end of her dress with its teeth and began reversing—at which I drew my revolver but instantly lost it (due to one of her flailing limbs); then quickly reached for my knife.


	“Okay; I got it, I got it,” I grunted, as I sawed at the material. “Okay, okay, okay!”


	And she was free—even as the beaver fell back into the water and I saw Ank’s club tail bearing down on us like a wrecking ball (he’d taken a swing at the albertosaurus and missed), at which point I covered her with my entire body and we fell, hard. At which point the predator hesitated—opening and closing its little foreclaws—before turning and fleeing across the fields. At which we just laid there, gasping and coughing and thanking our lucky stars … or at least I did.


	“Yeah, ah, like, you can let me up now.” She squirmed beneath me like a roped calf. “I mean, thank you and all that, but—”


	“But the beaver. It’s still—”


	“The beaver doesn’t care because we’re no longer in its river.” She bucked suddenly, violently. “I said let me up, you bas—”


	“Okay, okay; your loftiness. Settle down,” I stood and leaned against Ank, who’d approached with only minor injuries. “You’d think after our handling of that, that situation, you’d be more … more …”


	She stood and glared at us, her thin dress—now more of a miniskirt—clinging to her revealingly; her flesh excited by the water. “Your ‘handling of that?’ Are you for real? I mean, look at me.”


	We looked at her.


	“Doh!” Her teeth chattered as she went to the rope ladder and started climbing. “You’re animals—both of you. Whatever my father was thinking when he asked you to—” She turned to look at me from the fourth or fifth rung. “Well—what are you waiting for? Mush, mush, as the song says. Let’s pick ‘em up and move ‘em out. And faster this time; more intense. Unlike you and this, this thing, there’s people waiting for me.”


	I stepped into the shallows and retrieved my pistol (the rifle, I knew, was gone). “Well, you heard her, Ank. Guess we’ll have to pick up the pace.”


	Ank seemed almost to smile—it was all in the eyes. <Like when we ran halfway across Montana in order to reach Barley’s Hot Springs before Szambelan and his army of darkness could?>


	I twirled the silver revolver—to air it out—and sunk it back into its holster. “Yeah, Ank. Pretty much exactly like that.”


	And then I started jogging, slowly at first but increasing my pace, and he galloped after—faster this time. More intense.


	 


	 


	And so we ran—like we had in the past, like it often seemed we were born to do—along the grassy strip between pavements (it was easier on Ank’s feet) and past the patchwork fields; past Blackfalds and Kuhnen Park and the oil and gas town of Lacombe—I knew because I’d studied the guides the night before—past Lochinvar and Rosedale Valley and beautiful Barnette Lake—which shone like a mirror in the sun. Ran until we could see the small, white buildings of Ponoka; at which I looked up at Gisela—whose hair had dried and now fluttered behind her like a pennant—and thought I saw a smile—before she noticed me watching and scowled. And then it was over and we were done for the day and the only sound was the pop and crackle of the campfire (unless you counted Ank eating like a hog from the enormous tin he carried on his back; which seemed to make her physically ill).


	“Got a long day tomorrow—all the way to Leduc-Nisku. You should eat.” I scraped my can and took a bite. “Can’t make a splash in Edmonton if you show up looking all, I dunno, stringy.”


	She watched Ank as he ate. “I’m not hungry—and I’m not a prize horse. They’ll get over it. Besides,” She shook the hair out of her eyes. “Some men like ‘em stringy. You, for example.”


	I must have just looked at her.


	“The dress,” she said. “The one that belonged to your wife. It’s a size 8.”


	I moved to speak but hesitated. “You’ve been talking to your father.”


	“Some,” she said. “Enough to know your story. Enough to know you got separated from your wife during the Flashback and have been looking for her ever since. And that—that you and the animal share a bond; one he didn’t understand and didn’t elaborate on, but that made him feel …” She looked at me with surprising intimacy. “I don’t know. That you could be trusted.” She laughed. “With his daughter, I mean. And, also, that you were someone who … how did he put it? Was ‘motivated by love.’” She dug around in her can of beans listlessly, disinterestedly. "Which I guess is what got me thinking … about what I’ve been thinking. Which is—and I’m being, like, totally serious, so don’t laugh—what’s it like?”


	“What’s it like?” I raised an eyebrow incredulously. “You mean—love?” I looked at her doubtfully. “You’ve been thinking about that?”


	She nodded solemnly, earnestly. “I really want to know.”


	I looked at Ank, who snorted and huffed his food. “Well, I mean, it’s a big subject. Love. I really wouldn’t know where to—”


	“Start at the very beginning,” she said, almost breathlessly. “At the exact moment you laid eyes on her. I mean, was it something she was wearing, or something she said … was it her perfume—”


	“No, no, nothing like that,” I sat back and thought about it. “It’s more that … I didn’t so much see her—as recognize her. I mean … it was like I’d known her all along—only forgotten ... somehow. Like we were simply picking up where we left off, elsewhere—elsewhen.” I gazed at the night sky—at the Flashback Borealis with its ghostly green glow. “It wasn’t so much an introduction as an ‘Oh, there you are!’” I tossed my empty can into the fire. “Leastwise, that’s how I remember it.”


	Her jaw dropped as though I’d said something profound. “Oh, wow. Wow, wow, wow.” She sat up suddenly. “What else? I mean, did she walk a certain way; or did she have one of those whiskey voices, like, say, Billie Holiday, or—”


	“No, no, no, see, it’s not about that, really. It’s more,” I thought about the last time I saw her, about the odd look on her face as the train pulled away and the crowd crushed in: a look almost of grace, of saintliness, as Time itself melted. “I mean, she was beautiful, of course—the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen—then or since. But this—this was something else; something at her very core. Water, I suppose, as opposed to waves. Warmth, as opposed to mere heat.” I used a stick to poke at the fire. “Meh. It devolves into cliché.”


	She stirred her feet in the sand listlessly. “Yeah; you kind of lost me at water and waves ...”


	“Of course I did,” I said—sullenly, morosely.


	“What I mean is, if it’s the Buddhist thing you’re talk …” She trailed off abruptly. “What do you mean, ‘of course I did?’”


	“What?”


	“You said, ‘of course I did.’ As though I couldn’t possibly be expected to—”


	“No, no, no, now that’s not what I meant at—”


	“Sure it is. It’s just precisely what you meant. As though I couldn’t possibly understand the higher, abstract thinking of Jingo-fucking-Williams, hotshot shootist and, and eater of beans!” She stood suddenly and kicked a log off the fire, scattering embers. “Well, have a good night, Mr. Fucking Dinosaur Whisperer; right here on the cold ground, while I’m up in my howdah—sleeping like a baby!” She stormed up the rope ladder as though she were laying siege to it. “‘Of course I did.’ Ha! And ‘ha,’ again! Because I must be an idiot; isn’t that about it? Yeah, well, jokes on you, Gunpowder-head. Water not waves. Warmth not just heat. I’ve got your heat; good night, Mr. Williams! Fuck you, Mr. Williams!”


	At which Ank just looked at me with slop dripping from his cobblestone beak and said, <Well, that escalated quickly.>


	And we turned in.


	 


	 


	We ran, even though we were tired (Ank had tossed and turned most of the night which meant of course Gisela had tossed and turned; which meant that between his farting and her griping I hadn’t slept a wink); past former canola fields and dry pea fields and barley—all of it now overgrown—past Brightview and Wiesenthal to Southfork Landing/Leduc; where we came upon a car—a bright-yellow AMC Pacer, if you can believe it—which was headed in the opposite direction.


	“Ho, easy does it,” I said, even as Ank slowed to a crawl and the car pulled alongside.


	“Eh? What sort of kerfuffle is this?” The driver looked at Ank disbelievingly. “Oat and aboat with the dinosaur, are you?”


	I looked beyond him at the passengers: at the plain but pretty woman seated next to him and two others—a male and a female in their twenties—in the back. “Meh—tame as a Peep Toe mule, I assure you. And completely untouched by the fever. Carries our gear—and other things.” I paused, noticing blood on the door. “We’re heading up north—to Edmonton. To some sort of mall encampment. Anything we should be aware of?”


	The driver’s eyes flicked up and down; as though noticing me noticing the blood. “Din’ come from there—hung a roger onto Highway 2 from Route 19; at the Petro-Pass. So I couldn’ really say.” He looked at the young woman next to him—who seemed markedly ill at ease. “I’ll do ya a blunt tho an’ tell ya: if you’re look’n for a place to crash—that Petro-pass is tops. There’s still stuff on the shelves: bottled water, toilet paper—”
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