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	For the crew at Denny’s Restaurant


	In Spokane Valley, Washington USA


	 


	 


	Thanks for the great service through


	the years. And for letting me loiter.


	 


	 




 


 


	The Wine Dark Earth


	 


 


 


	I look at the shadow of the Sarpedon’s conning tower, rippling through the waves like a boxy, black sail, its periscopes and radar like spikes on a war helm. Because it hurts my mind to stare at the illuminated cloud above—the Flashback Borealis, as they call it—which hangs over Seattle like a shroud, for very long, I have again diverted my eyes; this time to the water—the dark, roiling, whitecapped water—which, reflecting the cloud’s ephemeral light, has become the color of wine, the color of blood.


	Atop the sail are three shadowy figures: a tall, thin man in a pea coat and captain’s hat (Captain O’Neil), a shorter form with long, windswept hair (Beth), and yet another—bearing what is called in Korea the 2-block haircut—a figure so short that only her head is visible.


	A figure, I suppose, which is me. Pang In-Su. Survivor of the Bainbridge boat fire. Teen member of the Delta Dawn excursion force, which will go ashore soon. American-raised Korean deafmute whom, because of her big ears (never let it be said that God doesn’t have a sense of humor), they call “The Mouse.”


	The Captain offers me his binoculars, which I take—they are heavier than I expected—and I look through them: at the towering office buildings and mirrored condos, black against the red haze, and the multicolored lights, which flicker, specter like, amidst the stoic, wine-dark clouds. Amazing, I sign. That they can see so close. I focus on an American flag—which is blowing from the mast of a sleek, blue-white tower with an angled roof. It’s almost like you’re there. Right up against the buildings. I look at Beth, incredulously. How?


	She moves to sign but pauses, as though realizing she doesn’t know, then exchanges words with the Captain—which I am unable to read.


	He says it’s because they contain prisms, she signs—even as the hair whips frenziedly about her face, stabs at her eyes. Little crystals, which serve to bend and refract light.


	I hesitate, shaking my head. I don’t know anything about that. About prisms. 


	I watch as she communicates with the Captain—verbally—but look away as he begins to explain, down through the plexiglass shield in front of us, to where the great, domed snout of the sub is parting Elliott Bay like a torpedo.


	At last, she signs, A prism is a faceted block of glass that splits light into its constituent colors. When light enters a prism it is refracted so that all the colors of the spectrum are dispersed—spread out—and you can see them.


	I look at the cloud, like a scaled-down interstellar nebula only right here in Earth’s atmosphere, and the many-colored lights, which pulse and flash. And what then? Do they ever recombine? I mean, do they ever become one again? 


	Beth only smiles, as though seeing something in me I could not possibly see myself, and lolls her head toward the Captain, at which I can read: “She asks if the colors are ever reunited.” And she winks at him.


	She translates as he speaks: They can be, yes. By using a second, parallel prism, an inverted one, which recombines the colors of the spectrum.


	I think about this but can only shake my head. But—I don’t get it. How is the light refracted in the first—


	There is a commotion and I look down to see Engineering Officer Puckett, who has stuck his head up through the hatch, and watch as they talk back and forth. It’s hard not to notice how thread-worn he looks, how pale. I worry over how exhausted he must be: keeping everything functioning, everything up and running, and with only a skeleton crew to help him. Keeping us all afloat, literally—with ten men instead of one-hundred. More, he seems upset—although about what, given the darkness of the tube and my insufficient skill at reading lips, is hard to say.


	Beth signs (as if noticing my confusion): He’s upset that he can’t go ashore with the rest of us; that he’s been chosen to remain on the ship. But the Captain says the same rule applies to him as it does to himself: That he is essential personnel and cannot be risked. That it’s for everyone’s safety; and that we all agreed to it.


	I watch as the fur lining of her hood, which is bunched up at the back of her head, undulates in the wind. I sign, Am I still going?


	Yes, she says. We’ll still need you to get us past the retina scan—into the storage facility. But he’s not too happy about it.


	I sign, feverishly. Who else?


	Just Will, myself, CS Beasley; Petty Officer Slater ... He doesn’t want to risk any more than is necessary.


	I breathe a sigh of relief, feeling suddenly strange, suddenly buoyant. Because I like Will. I trust Will.


	What I am less confident about is getting us into the storage area of what was once my uncle’s company; i.e., Patriot Foods and Life Preserves (suppliers of ready-to-eat, freeze-dried meals to survivalists and preppers worldwide; people whom, though he’d made a fortune off them, he didn’t seem to actually like). Or that an eye-scan made when I was 12-years-old—so he could watch my delight when, visiting the factory months later, the door to the vault suddenly unlocked (without my hand ever touching it) and swung open like a magic portal—might remain in the system; or that I might have changed so little that it will recognize me fully five years on, or that we will find a truck that still runs—and the keys will be in it—or, failing that, that Benny (CS Beasley) will be able to “hotwire” one (because he grew up in East L.A. and knows how to do those things); or any of it. Any of the things that we’ve planned and wargamed and rehearsed—but still are not remotely prepared to do. Not in this world, at least; the world left us by the Flashback. Not in Primordia; this Savage and Primeval Garden.


	I watch the Captain as he unhooks his mic and studies the shore—then says something into it; which Beth translates. We’ll dock at Pier 59, on the south side of the aquarium.


	I look at the shore: at the gray and white aquarium building and the Ferris Wheel on the adjacent pier, which is hung with moss and vine; at the green and white Washington State Ferry—derelict; a ghostship, floating idly next to that.


	Beth speaks as she signs: “We should get ready.”


	The Captain nods.


	And then we follow Puckett: down through the hatch and into the cold, dark tube. Into the bowels of the ship.


	 


	 


	Hold, indicates Will, with an upraised fist, and we hold: bunched together beneath the overhang of the aquarium’s entrance like children, like boys playing war, our 45s and shotguns and M14s (for Beth and me) poised; our guts (or at least mine) tied up in knots.


	He waves two fingers, which means Column Formation, and we form up; Beth and I near the back, so that we can still see the sub (as well as Captain O’Neil—lending cover from the sail), followed by Petty Officer Slater, preceded by Will and Benny.


	Then we wait: as rain begins to spot the pavement and the city lays dormant, comatose—choked with moss and cycads, bereft. Then we watch to see if our arrival has been in any way remarked upon—and if so, by what—as the nearby fountain splashes (silently) and I wonder how it could possibly still be working.


	But there is nothing. No cudgel-wielding survivors shambling, zombie-like, toward our position, their eyes full of stark despair. No saw-boned animals—prehistoric or otherwise—stalking us, warily, across the shattered pavement. Just the necropolis; the Big Empty; the stoic, faceless towers standing sentinel for no one. Just five hungry people—all of them expendable.


	Go, hurry, indicates Will, and we move out, humping (as Benny likes to put it) around busted down barriers and rubble and construction equipment (they had just finished demolishing the viaduct when the Flashback hit), clamoring toward Pike Street Hillclimb. Watching for people—for life. Watching for Murder Birds—that’s what I call them—raptors with hungry, distended stomachs and the Flashback in their eyes.


	Seconds later we’re there, we’ve reached the bottom of the steps—the wide, broken, moss-covered steps—where, again, Will instructs us to hold and we hold, standing in the rain, standing in the open. Exposed—even as a pack of rangy, feral dogs begins sniffing about our trail.


	Caution, he signals.


	He looks at Beth and me and indicates his eyes; then the rain-dappled foliage to our left and right. Watch our flanks, he’s saying—then points to Ensign Slater, his lips moving rapidly, “And you … watch the women.” 


	And then we proceed: climbing the cement steps toward the market and my uncle’s two-story warehouse (which is on Pike Street, right next to the original Starbucks). Covering the distance like soldiers; like a seasoned platoon, all the way to street level and yet another set of stairs—into the Main Arcade, where something stirs, abruptly, violently, causing fishbones and rotten produce to cascade onto the floor. Where we train our weapons on everything and nothing—because it is nothing, really. The wind, perhaps, which moves through the arcade like a shoal.


	“Okay, listen up,” says Will, as I focus on his lips, one of which has a small scar, which isn’t unattractive. “Here’s the plan. We’re going to move forward in what is called the rolling-T formation; all right? By which I mean: Benny and I up front, spread apart but abreast, each covering the side opposite ourselves; Beth and Pang in the middle, ready to shoot between us, and Slater in the rear—covering everything.” He makes eye contact with virtually everyone, not just me and Beth. “Then it’s through the North Arcade and onto the target; which will be directly across the street.” He adds, softly: “And go quietly; all right? That might not have been just wind.”


	I look at Beth to find her already looking at me; attentive as ever, terrified. I got it, I sign, my stomach doing loopty-loops, and try to smile. Thank you, Beth.


	And then we’re moving—following Benny and Will, who cover the shops and day stalls, past Pike Place Bakery and Zabb Thai and Chicken Valley; past Catanzaro’s and Pure Food Fish Market—all the way to Swanberg’s, a gift store—where we pause, abruptly, probably because someone has heard something.


	What is it? I sign, gripping the M14’s handguard (which has become slick with sweat); locking eyes with Beth.


	Will thinks he heard something; something in one of the shops. Something big—heavy. He says to check our flanks.


	I just stare at her, bewildered. But I don’t want to check my flank, I think. Because if I do, I might see something; something I won’t be able to unsee. Something I’ll have to react to. And I’m not ready for that.


	But then, of course, I do—check my flank, that is. Then I look into the dusty, broken window of Swanberg’s and, seeing only handcrafts and crystals and strings of fine beads, begin to exhale—deeply; wondering what it was I was so afraid of (for it is only the dogs, I am certain; the stringy, pitiable creatures we saw in the street; the slim, spare scavengers whom, having now inherited the earth, have simply followed us up from the pier). Then I just stare at the crystals; the prisms—the lovely, pure, many-faceted gems—which manage to glimmer even though there is so very little light.


	At which, strangely, something seems almost to blink—to shutter and reopen. At which something does blink; just as surely as I am standing there. Something blue; ovoid, which glitters like a gem. Something which is encompassed by dark, tapered brow ridges and cruelly-curved hornlets; and bright-yellow markings—like a witch-doctor or a cannibal. Something I glimpse only briefly, fleetingly, in semi-profile—before it flits back into darkness and is gone.


	 


	 


	We are no longer proceeding through the market slowly, cautiously, but are in fact fast-walking—double-timing, as Benny would say—out of the enclosed portion of the piazza and down a corridor full of craft stalls—into a space which stretches, or seems to; into a state of mind: like when Jimmy Stewart looks down the stairwell in Vertigo. Nor does anyone still believe it was the wind that disturbed the produce; or that, as in my own case, the dogs somehow followed us onto the concourse (in perfect silence, apparently, like ninjas). No; the feeling now is that, as evidenced by what I saw (or think I saw), we have been met by something new; something unknown; and that we are, beyond a doubt, no longer alone. 


	Not, of course, that we ever actually were alone—not really. How could we be, when the weight of everything, everyone, gone before us presses down like thunderheads—like the countless tons of water displaced by Sarpedon? How, when everything once coveted by the Vanished—the shirts and hats and watches, the rings and bracelets and sunglasses—still lay about us everywhere, like the piles of personal effects at Auschwitz? When, even on the sub, the ghosts outnumber the living—and by a comfortable margin?


	How, indeed, when the atmospheric pressure has become such that we are finally as of the dead, only walking. That we are all just lost—each and every one of us, and worse, that we are beholden. To the Flashback and our own worst natures. To the black and yellow predators who may even now be near—such as on the other side of this wall—stalking us like psychopaths; herding us like cattle. Tensing before they—


	And then, like a miracle, we’re out; we are out of the market and into the open, into the rain—where I can breathe; where we can breathe; and my thoughts vanish like ephemera, like smoke, at least for the moment. Then we’re crossing Pike Street and into a narrow alley—the alley between Starbucks and Patriot Foods; which is scarcely three feet wide—en route to the loading dock and the “proverbial bank,” as Will put it. En route, at a clip, to the luckiest break of our lives.


	 


	 


	And yet it is so much more than that; rather, it is a series of lucky breaks: from the box-truck backed up to the loading dock just as snug as could be; to the solar panels working precisely as predicted (as evidenced by the dim light over the man door); to my easy passing of the retina scan; it is, in the end, a kind of revelation, a kind of magic. As though God Himself has looked down through the lights and the wine-dark clouds; and, seeing our hope and fear and desperation—our truth—extended to us the Horn of Amalthea.


	That’s when I feel it; that’s when the ceiling shakes and I turn to see a fireball crashing deep inside the warehouse (not the foyer, which is where Beth and I are waiting as the men return from their sweep). That’s when everyone freezes and Will snatches up his radio and seems to belt, “Go ahead.”


	I look at Beth but she quickly shakes her head: Not now, she indicates, watching Will, listening intently—as her face lights up and the floor jolts yet again.


	Then Will is lowering the radio, addressing the group, as Beth begins to sign, frantically, So there’s good news and bad news. The bad news is: those aren’t just giant hailstones—which I reckon you’ve already noticed. They’re meteors. Golf ball-sized bolides. Worse; there’s more of them—and I mean a lot more; coming right now—which means the submarine is gonna have to dive, and quick. Which means it’s just possible we are in a world of shit.


	He focuses exclusively on Beth and me—I’m not sure why. The good news is, that truck parked at the loading dock is already stocked; I mean, it’s packed to the gills—they must have been ready to ship out when the Flashback hit, and the keys are in it. So, if you’ll be so kind as to just climb on board, we’ve got a sub to catch.


	And then he winks at us; to inject a little humor, to put us at ease, because that’s the kind of guy he is; the kind of guy who would risk (and finally capsize) his own boat—and Beth’s, too—to pull you from yours—which is burning. Who would do it not knowing there’s a submarine coming which will rescue you all; which will lift you from the cold, dark water into its dry, cool hold—its beating, nuclear heart; its close-knit family. Who would just simply do it—even were there a storm of meteors, as there is now: punching holes in the ceiling, letting in the rain.


	Benny, I want you and Slater in the rear—okay? To sort of—


	Benny interjects and I read his lips: “… in the rear with the gear. Ain’t no skin off our teeth, Boss.”


	“With the door open,” adds Will, his scarred lip curling up a little—like a swashbuckler; or a pirate. “To act as tail gunners—in case any of those things, whatever they are, decide to pursue. You can do it.”


	“But the cases of food—”


	“The food will be fine; you saw the shelves. It’ll be just like a B-17; with communication through the central passage. Beth and Mouse will ride with me—up in the cab, where there isn’t enough room for you, anyway. Anything moves—I want you to light it up. Okay?”


	But then my concentration flags and I lose the rest—not that it matters: the look on everyone’s faces tells me everything I need to know. Then everyone just nods and shoulders their long guns—grimly, resolutely. Stilled for whatever may come; undeterred.


	And we move out.


	 


	 


	I am looking in the side-view mirror when I see them: just a blur of black and yellow, like wasps—rounding the corner from Stewart Street onto First, pursuing us down the avenue. Nor am I oblivious to the vibrations in the air—as though reality itself were being pricked by a pin—or the whiff of sulfur and graphite in the cab, meaning Benny and Slater have engaged, have already opened fire—on them, the allosauruses (I can see now clearly); the wolves of the Jurassic. 


	Nor do they fall—not even one—but continue the chase: weaving between the stalled vehicles (and falling meteors) like dolphins, like black and yellow orcas, bounding over them like cheetahs as Will navigates the same obstacles and tries to pick up speed, tries to outrun them.


	Which he comes close to doing—before one of the animals veers close and picks Slater off like a lamb, like a sacrificial calf (I can see it through the passageway); biting him in the leg before yanking him from the truck—pinning him to the road as his blood splashes like red wine and mingles with the rain.


	And then we’re slowing—were grinding to a crawl, as Will turns onto Seneca Street and the truck leans precariously, threatening to tip, and the predators swoop past on both sides, like hawks. Then we’re speeding toward the waterfront and the sub as the animals regroup and relaunch their pursuit and the meteors fall all around us—exploding like grenades.


	Indeed, then we are almost home—having turned onto Alaskan Way and even passed University Street—when the impossible happens and a juvenile allosaurus leaps into the truck—even as Benny retreats, firing. Then it all falls apart as the wet animal pins him to the floor and he drops his shotgun and Will—before we can even react—draws his sidearm and tries to target the beast. Whilst driving.


	That’s when it happens—that’s when time just sort of stops, or at least slows down, practically on a dime. That’s when everything starts moving in slow-motion, like in a movie. When, watching as the beast tries to advance but is prevented from doing so by Benny—who’s got it in a headlock and is punching it repeatedly, even as he himself bleeds out—I realize he isn’t just trying to survive but is trying to protect us; to protect Beth and Will and myself. And, too, that I’ve raised my own rifle and begun to squeeze the trigger—even though I know it’s too late and that we are swerving out of control. That the whole truck is tipping, falling, impacting against the street—not just once but three times. Four times, at least. Five.


	That we are in fact rolling: tumultuously, shatteringly, riotously—over and over and over again.


	 


	 


	It takes a moment to realize, but, we’ve survived, somehow, in spite of having been ejected and scattered like sides of beef, like floppy-limbed test dummies, so that Beth and I lay in the fountain while Will lay in the avenue—as broken and bloodied as we are. As for Benny; well. I can’t. I just can’t.


	Nor, for that matter, have the great predators left us but have in fact regrouped and reconnoitered—scanning the area like cameras, like Martian Death Machines, identifying everyone’s exact whereabouts.


	At which I help Beth up and look at Will; see that he has crawled to a long gun amidst the wreckage and is even now gesturing with it, barking something I can’t read, indicating we should go. At which he stands and begins to stumble off, distracting the allos away from us, away from the ruined truck and impossible fountain, still flowing, drawing them across the street into the construction area.


	That’s when Beth collapses—just crumples like paper into the icy water—and I look on in horror as her blood spreads like ink, like a wine-dark cloud. So, too, is it the moment the sky erupts in color—as though the alien lights themselves have been agitated by her pain—colors which blend and bleed in and out of each other like spotlights intersecting, like time and space coalescing, until they show a sudden, perfect white—like an A-bomb going off or the sun itself exploding—and everything is cancelled, just glared out completely—if only for an instant, if only for a breath, an eye blink.


	Alas; it’s also when I look back at Will to see him pinned against the cyclone fencing and firing again and again—taking out as many allos as he can, going down fighting. It’s when I turn to Beth and see her smiling; see her staring into that strange cloud even as her body seizes and starts to tremble and her legs twitch; as I kneel beside her in the water and sign—because I know she hasn’t very long: What is it? What are you seeing? —as the white light flashes yet again.


	At which she just smiles—only weaker, fainter, and signs, The second prism. Then adds, Where is Will?


	And I turn in time to see him crumpling beneath the onslaught of the allosaurs—disappearing from view—before refocusing on Beth with the intention of telling her he’s fine—but find her shrinking noticeably, almost as though she’s been vacuum-sealed, and her eyes rolling around white. And then she’s gone.


	I stand, the silence begetting silence, at least until a meteor hits not ten feet away and I am pelted with debris, which burns like white phosphorous, scalds like hot pokers. Then I am being pushed and yanked along by Captain O’Neil and Enge Puckett— being rescued, I suppose—as we return to the sub and it begins to drift, to move away from the pier and the aquarium—back out to sea. As everyone gestures from the hatch for us to come but the captain and I stand transfixed, gazing at the overturned box truck and the cases of food everywhere; looking at the body in the fountain and the animals feeding at the fence line—not with sadness, which we are so far beyond, nor anger, but meditatively, blankly.


	Looking, finally, at the red-black clouds and the dead city, the eerie lights, the wine-dark earth. Looking and wondering what’s next for us; if anything. And wondering, too, if it’s true—what Benny said about Vashon Island; which was that there’s a doomsday compound there with enough food to last a decade (if, that is, one can outfox the security systems—which he said were lethal), and, of course, if it wasn’t just an urban legend, which he said was likely.


	Just wondering and meditating—until a meteor hits the nearby water and the captain says it’s time to go; it’s time to submerge. After which, reluctantly, we follow Enge Puckett—down through the hatch and into the cold, dark tube. Into the bowels of the ship.


	 


	 




		 


	 


	 


	Other Tales 
from the Flashback


	 


	 




	 


	

	 


	The Devil’s Triangle




	 


	 


	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.”
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