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	Author’s Note


	 


	 


	These are stories of the Flashback, the time-storm that vanished most the world’s population and returned the world to primordia, and thus are all connected. They are not, however, told in a linear fashion, but rather hop around the timeline at will (as is appropriate, perhaps, for a world in which time has been scrambled). Therefore, a certain nimbleness on the reader’s part is assumed. I hope you enjoy them as much as I enjoyed writing them.


	 


	—WKS


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 







I was in the Lou Zone—gazing between the burnt-orange Pin Oaks and dying Black Locust trees at Central Park Tower (or rather the dazzling white, seemingly too-large seabirds gathered along its roof), trying not to look at the sky, when Sylvia nudged me.


	“Do you hear that?”


	I looked around the spacious, high-ceilinged cab: at Sylvia with her trademark blue scarf and Wayfarer sunglasses (which seemed huge on her diminutive, small-boned face); at Professor Pratt in his ridiculous, vinyl sauna suit (he’d been jogging when the proverbial shit had hit the fan); at the back of Madsen’s head. “What is it? Why have we stopped?”


	“Shhh,” whispered Sylvia. She rolled her window down the rest of the way and listened, studiously, raptly. “Do you hear it? The carnival music?”


	“Central Park Carousel—it’s got to be,” said Pratt.


	“In this blackout?” I shook my head. “Not likely.”


	Madsen ground the gears. “We don’t have time for it, whatever it is. Not while our ticket across the Hudson is just sitting—”


	“Look, Maddy,” Sylvia unhooked her seatbelt and picked up her Nikon. “You’re Super Prepper, I get it. And I know you’ve been planning for this; getting out of New York, I mean, in the event of, well, whatever this is.” She laughed. “That’s why I interviewed you, and why I’m here now. But I’m still a photojournalist. And if you think I’m just going to ignore a carousel spinning at the end of the world …”


	And then she was out; she’d thrown open the door of the truck—a customized 1997 Stewart and Stevenson M1078 LMTV, the “toughest truck in the world,” according to Madsen—and was climbing over the block wall next to the road; over it and into the bushes—into the ferns and lycophytes, which swallowed her.


	I sighed.


	“Then again,” said Pratt, “we don’t actually know it’s the end of the world. It might just be something local; that is, exclusive to Manhattan. I mean, we haven’t established anything yet other than—”


	“We know this,” snapped Madsen. “And that’s that most the people on the island seem to have just up and disappeared—wouldn’t you say? And that the power’s out … and all the cars are stalled … like there’s been an EMP burst. Isn’t that enough?”


	I looked back and forth between them. Ah, man overboard?


	“No, because we don’t know that. It’s like Sagan said: ‘absence of evidence does not mean evidence of absence.’ Or if you’d prefer—”


	“I’ll get her,” I hissed; then pushed Sylvia’s seat forward and reached for my rifle (one of three AR-15s Madsen had stockpiled and distributed between us), gripped the door handle.


	“Look, we know what they’ve been planning—for all of us—what they’ve been planning for years. And we know they’ve got super-weapons; things like neutron bombs and HiJENKS and—”


	“Ah! Ah! Cue the Zionist space lasers ...”


	“Take a look at that sky, asshole. And tell me again how—”


	I climbed out and slammed the door.


	The silence was deafening.


	“Sylvia?”


	The bushes were still. I looked at the tunnel we’d just passed through, which was choked with abandoned vehicles—the fact we’d managed to squeeze through was a miracle in itself—then west down 65th Street. Nothing. More empty vehicles. A red sportscar, which had run into the opposite wall as though its driver had fallen asleep. A Spectrum utility truck, which had been rearended by a minivan. The page of a newspaper—which skittered past like a tumbleweed. And, of course, the light—that queer, ethereal light—which lay on everything like a shroud, like a coat of green snow (although it wasn’t green at all, not really, that’s just the best I can do considering it was of a color I’d never seen).


	And finally I looked at the sky, at that primeval swirl of red and yellow and brown, like something from Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments. At that twilit chiaroscuro draped with green (but not green) light—a curtain, a cloak, a phantom borealis. At that familiar yet threatening dome which now felt foreign and artificial—a place for vague, unidentifiable aircraft and Zionist space lasers. The Backdrop of Armageddon.


	I shouldered the rifle and climbed the barrier, fighting with the branches as I reached the top, then pushed and shoved through the thickets until I came at last to the carousel and indeed Sylvia herself, who ignored me as she peered through the viewfinder—even though I could have been virtually anyone—a behaviour I found so maddening that I had to silently count to ten.


	“You finished?” I said at length.


	But she only turned the camera sideways and pressed the shutter. “There, see? The one with the blue collar? That’s Prancer—because his front legs are off the platform.” She flipped the camera horizontal. “And that one? The one with the purple livery?” The camera went click, click. “He’s Stander—because all four hooves touch the base.” Click, click, click. “And over there? That’s Jumper. Because none of his hooves touch at all.” She laughed. “I’m going to call it, ‘The Three Wooden Horses of the Apocalypse.’”


	I didn’t know whether to be furious or charmed. “Let’s hope they’ll be someone around to read it.” I adjusted the strap of the rifle against my shoulder. “So … are you done? I mean, I get it. I really do. It’s how you deal. But your paranoid friend’s about to have a category five prepper-quake. And it’s his charter.”


	She faced me and smiled, albeit with little discernible humor, then returned her attention to the carousel. “You need to stop antagonizing him, seriously. You and Pratt both! I mean, for God’s sake, don’t you realize how lucky it is that we met him when—”


	“I don’t trust him.”


	“You don’t trust anyone, Lou.” 


	“Yeah? Well, why should I? I mean, what do we even know about—”


	“What do we know about him?” She appeared to think about it. “Not much, I suppose … you’re absolutely right.” She seemed to size me up, coolly, dispassionately. “What do I really know about you?”


	I think I must have tittered. “Oh, no. No-no-no. That’s not even—”


	“Look,” she sighed. “He’s the paranoid but brilliant engineer who built an armored truck and a barge to ford the Hudson. You’re the Greenwich Village guitar bard who tells stories about New York.” She smiled. “You both made for good interviews. And you both asked me out to dinner afterward—one of which I accepted.” Laughter. “And you both called to check on me when this shitstorm happened. And for that I will always be grateful.”


	I blushed and put my hands in my pockets—‘cooling out,’ as they say. “So Madsen called, too …” I had to laugh. “You must have thought, oh, boy, just what I need: two lonely New Yorkers with no real family or life.”


	“Something like that.” She stepped forward and touched my hair. “Look, he’s eccentric, I get it. That’s what made him such a great subject. But he’s not dangerous. Of that I am certain. And he did offer to get us out of Manhattan.”


	I looked at her, chagrined. “To the Seventy-ninth Street Boat Basin—because the George Washington will be a parking lot. Across the Hudson. Upstate to his perpetually in-progress, off-grid bunker-farm—which will have a big Tucker campaign sign out front and a yellow flag that says, ‘Don’t Tread On Me.’”


	She gazed at me warmly but resolutely. “You got a better idea?”


	I’m sure I just looked at her; she was easy to look at. And then she handed me her camera—slapped it against my chest, more like it—and leapt onto the carousel. “Take my picture! It’s not every day you get a carousel to yourself!”


	I stood there like an idiot.


	“Help a girl live a little …!”


	I raised it and peered through the viewfinder. “I don’t know … will I get a photo-credit?”


	She climbed atop Prancer even as she circled back around. “Guaranteed cover of End Times Magazine!”


	She loosed her hair and shook her head, allowing the locks to spill down her shoulder—and I zoomed in on them to get a focus.


	“Do I look any different?” she hollered.


	“Yeah … you shine.”


	Which she did, like a candelabra, as the lights reflected off her hair, her skin, her beaded jacket. As the music played and she reached for the brass ring—and got it. As she circled and laughed and gripped the pole and the camera went click, click, click.


	That’s when I saw them; or thought I did. The shapes. Gathered beyond the farthest poles (I’d zoomed up on the opposite side whilst waiting for her to come back around); gathered like outsized crows. That’s when I focused through and saw their eyes; their awful, red, vertically slit eyes, before dropping the camera and unslinging my rifle—pointing it directly at them … and finding them gone. That’s when I realized that I was starting to lose it—to slip, as the writer Hugo Eagleton once said. That the terror and uncertainty of what had happened—the sky, the missing people, the remaining people who seemed intent on burning the city down—had affected me more than I realized. Sylvia, for her part, only looked at me like I was insane.


	And I would have agreed with her; had I not looked behind her and saw them again. Had I not seen with my own eyes their black bodies and crimson snouts as they weaved between horses and slowly closed the gap; as they stalked her like panthers and the carousel went around, the music like a carnival, the horses rising and falling. As they closed to within about twelve feet of her and I fired—causing them to stop and to crouch and to look around—only to inch forward again as I resumed shooting (missing, it seemed, every time). Until there was an ear-piercing pulse which I recognized as coming from Madsen’s sound cannon (he’d demonstrated it for us before we set out) and the animals scattered—even as Sylvia crouched and covered (from the excruciating noise) and I did the same; paralyzed, debilitated.


	 


	 


	“What do you mean—a pack of animals? You mean, like, dogs?”


	I looked at Madsen in the rear-view mirror, wishing I hadn’t spilled. “No—not like dogs.”


	“Or racoons?” Sylvia looked up from her broken camera. “I’ve seen racoons in the park.”


	“It wasn’t racoons. Look, I told you, these were big; like, the size of a deer. And they weren’t mammals—more like birds, but with smaller feathers. And I don’t mean an ostrich, or an emu. These were predators, carnivores—they had teeth. And they were pack-hunters. I mean, it was clear by the way they—”


	“Cassowaries can reach nearly six feet in height and are omnivores,” said Pratt. “They’ve even been known to kill humans. Isn’t it at least possible they escaped from the zoo? What color were they?”


	“Black,” I said, watching the trees fly past. “They were black; with, like, red snouts. Beaks. Whatever. I didn’t really get a very—”


	“Enter the Black Swan—quite literally, in this case.” The professor laughed. “Killer cassowaries in Central Park. Who knew?”


	Sylvia wiped the hair out of her eyes. “What do you mean?”


	Pratt shrugged. “I jest. I mean, cassowaries are black, with brightly colored beaks, as are black swans, but that isn’t what I meant. No, I was referring to the event; the phenomenon—also called a Black Swan—in which something happens that is both unpredictable and unforeseen (although it may seem to have been predictable in retrospect), and usually results in severe, widespread, even devastating consequences. The 9/11 terrorist attacks are a good example. So—I would argue—is this; this whatever it is that’s happened to New York. This—vanishing, for lack of a—”


	Madsen snorted. “It was totally predictable. You just haven’t been paying attention. What did you think Agenda 21 was? Or the SPP? How about the Denver Airport, or the FEMA death camps—the World Jewish Congress, the HAARP² Array in Los Angeles?”


	“Myths—of course. Just like your predilection for prediction.”


	“Yeah? Well, with all due respect—doctor, how would you know that?”


	“Because prediction itself is a myth,” said Pratt. “Because what we know of the past—which is where all predictions come from—is a myth. Look, it’s all well and good to predict an outcome in a system with minimal inputs; the so-called ‘experts’ do it all the time. The problem comes when you multiply those inputs by say, five-hundred billion—where then are your gifts as a seer? Likewise, because any event can be affected by billions of others, we cannot ever really know the past. We see a puddle on the table and look for leaks; yet who’s to say it wasn’t just a cube of ice?”


	Madsen harumphed. “I saw blue helmets on Main Street, that’s what I saw. And being a refugee in my own country. And death. You can make it as complicated as you want. I read the tea leaves, or the innards, or the fucking chemtrails, and knew what was coming. And then I planned for it. It’s as simple as that.”


	The truck rocked; Pratt looked out his window. “Then where are they, Mr. Madsen? Where are the men in blue helmets?”


	But I was no longer listening; I’d focused instead on the hulk-jammed road and a faded Miata convertible: a convertible with its top down, which seemed rather unseasonable. “Hold up. Slow, slow.”


	We slowed and pulled alongside the thing—even as Sylvia’s breath hitched and I sat up to get a better view—saw the tattered remains of the car’s vinyl roof and the mangled ribcage of its top-frame. “Lou, tell me that’s not what I think it is. Even if it’s a lie.”


	I looked at the formerly white upholstery and the sickening Grand Guignol it had become; like a Jackson Pollock artwork made from gore. “No; it’s nothing. Some kind of traffic accident. Don’t look at it.” I nudged the back of Madsen’s seat. “Get us out of here.”


	But Madsen didn’t move, didn’t so much as breathe. Like a slab.


	“I said get us out of here; she doesn’t want to look at that.” I shoved against his seat, hard. “The barge, remember? It’s just sitting there. Like, right out in the open.”


	“Just sitting there,” he whispered at length, blankly, dazedly. He ground the truck’s gears. “We don’t have time for this. We have to go.”


	And so we did; finally, rattling up the 65th Street Transverse and under West Drive Arch toward Tavern on the Green (and its reserves of vegetable oil, which the truck could run on). Rumbling up the crowded road as Sylvia looked back at me and I looked at the professor—who only frowned, circumspectly, gravely.


	 


	 


	“So you’re saying that because prediction is impossible, no one should ever prepare for, like, anything?” Sylvia frowned. “That’s an awful belief.”


	“On the contrary, Miss Sylvia—I’m not saying that at all. What I am saying is that in preparing for the expected we often forget the unexpected, and to our peril. What I’m saying is that it’s our certitude itself—or rather our resistance to uncertainty—that breeds fragility; and that the antidote to the Black Swan is not more strength or even robustness but rather an ability to be the tea and not the teacup. Which is to say, fluid, mutable; antifragile.”


	We pulled up to the Tavern on the Green’s eminent red awning and stopped; after which we just sat there, silent, morose. 


	At last Madsen said, “You’re dead wrong, you know. About strength not being enough. And you’re wrong about preparedness; I mean, you saw those pitiful souls back at Rockefeller Plaza—well, but for my planning, ‘there but for the grace of God goes you.’ All of you.”


	He looked at me through the rear-view mirror. “No. Whatever it is they let loose in this park; whatever it is they did to that car—preparation was, is, everything.” He stared through the windshield at the restaurant. “Prediction is everything. Knowing your enemy is everything.” He tittered a little. “You might even say it’s my religion.”


	He breathed deeply and let it out, changed tack. “Fry oil—that’s right. Okay. Sylvia, you’re getaway. We need someone at the wheel. Lou, Doc, you’re with me.” He held up a gloved hand, arrogantly, imperiously. “Give me an AR—the one on the top rack. Let’s move.”


	I twisted to face the gunrack but paused, thinking about my inability to hit any of the creatures. Pratt must have been watching me, because he said, “And what of you, Mr. Reese? What’s your religion?”


	I glanced at Madsen’s reflection in the rear window, or at least the back of his head. “I don’t trust anyone or anything. That’s my religion.”


	And I handed out the weapons.


	 


	 


	The thing of it is; I hadn’t actually known—not for sure—which is why I hesitated when Madsen pointed his rifle at us. (The only thing I really knew was that the back door to the kitchen was open—it had been open when we entered the room—and that someone, something, was moving around out there … several somethings, if the sound of patio furniture scraping about was any indication.) No, Pratt was the hero—and stone-cold killer, who knew?—who raised his own weapon and squeezed the trigger (even as Madsen squeezed his) before I finally realized I’d been right.


	Because they were both still standing. Somehow.


	“Well, fuck me,” I said, and raised my rifle. “Guess I wasn’t such a bad shot, after all.” I pressed the end of the barrel against his cheek and tried to force him back. “Now … explain it to me.”


	But Madsen didn’t move, didn’t budge. “What’s to explain? I gave you blanks—obviously. And then you switched the rifles.” He jolted as something snarled—something right outside the door. “Probably because you knew, as I did, that you were just so much baggage for me to tote around; so much dead weight—and that my only real interest was Sylvia. I mean, I had myself and I had Eve; what use was a fucking college professor and some crooner from the village?” He looked me up and down quickly. “Nice mullet, by the way.”


	I eased off the safety. “I don’t croon.”


	“And those specs!” He laughed. “Yellow as their wearer, no doubt.” He shook his head. “Well. You certainly do cut a figure; I’ll give you that. I mean, you’ve got Aging Rockstar from the Village down to a—”


	And then he was lunging; lunging and grabbing for the gun, which I fired. Then he was falling to the floor as the creatures, the cassowaries, the fucking dinosaurs began spilling into the room, slipping on the grease. As we bolted outside and straight into the truck—for she’d brought the vehicle around; and Madsen, having picked up my rifle, propped himself on an elbow and began firing—hitting some of the animals but also the truck’s bulletproof windshield.


	“Get some! Come on, get some, get some!”


	During which we got into the truck and Sylvia put it in reverse—though not before we saw him sinking beneath their backs, drowning amidst their bodies … rising, briefly, only to get pulled back down. Not before we saw his blood spreading toward us like a cloud, like a storm. Like the squall that had made the city what it was, which was a place for winds and the souls of winds—like the bleeding of the ghosts in their boroughs.


	 


	 


	“I have to say, when that gigantasaurus showed up, I thought we were finished.” I looked beyond the Jersey shore at Manhattan, which looked surprisingly underwhelming from where we were at, probably because it was so dark. “That was some Aces driving.”


	We’d already gone over the possibilities—none of which made any sense: We were in an alternate reality—one in which we shared the planet with dinosaurs. There’d been some kind of time-storm (in which most the population had ceased to exist, and we shared the planet with dinosaurs). We were dead. And shared the planet with dinosaurs. It was pointless to even speculate.


	Sylvia shrugged. “Girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.” She looked across at Pratt. “What about you? Did you think we were goners?”


	Pratt tittered as he looked at the water. “Yes. And no. I’ve had you as a student, after all—so I know what you’re capable of.” He lifted his gaze to the stars. “No, the only one I ever really doubted was Madsen—mostly because of that damn certitude.”


	Nobody said anything as we leaned against the rail of the ship.


	At last I said, “What do you suppose happened to him, made him crack?”


	Pratt seemed to think about it, still looking at the stars. “Who knows. He may have been cracked for a long time—ever since he was a child. Sometimes it’s too terrible for them ... too traumatic. Birth itself, I mean. The existential nature of our abandonment.”


	He studied the sky and the ribbon of green (but not green) light. “He was particularly ill-equipped, I think, for the paradox of the Black Swan. Too certain, too convinced of his own preparedness.” He shook his head. “It’s a pity: Had he understood the riddle he might have been a whole different man—his skills were enviable.”


	I looked at Sylvia who looked at Pratt. “What do you mean?” she asked.


	His eyes shined as he regarded her beneath the starlight.


	“Well, don’t you see? Look at the unlikeliness of our existence and the veritable miracle of our births; the billions on billions of variables, the staggering uncertainty and consequence. Do you see it now? The wonder and terror … and the mystery? We ourselves are Black Swans!”


	And then we offloaded the truck and I reluctantly took the wheel; so that Sylvia and Pratt (our best minds) could set about studying the map. 
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	OTHER TALES FROM THE FLASHBACK


	 


	

	 




THE DEVIL’S TRIANGLE (2021)


	

	 


	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.


	 


	 


	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.


	 


	 


	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.”


	 


	 


	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?”
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