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	The Return


	 


	 






	It was funny, that I should think of childhood for the second time that day (the first being when we’d descended the great tree next to the starship while still in our spacesuits, like kids playing astronaut). Still, there it was—just an image, really, a vignette—in this case a scene from a movie I’d seen at the East Fork Drive-in as a little boy (Escape from the Planet of the Apes, as I recalled, with Roddy McDowall and Kim Hunter), the one where the returned astronauts take off their helmets—as Maldano and I had just done—revealing themselves to be not men at all but advanced primates. As a metaphor, it was apropos; we hadn’t shaved since well before the moon.


	I looked at the pure, perfect sky and its few scattered clouds, like white cotton candy. “Okay. So it wasn’t a nuclear exchange or a bolide impact, I think we can safely rule those out.” I squinted at the sparse blue dome. “No contrails, no homogenitus, no ash. EMP burst, maybe. But not a large igneous province—Yellowstone, say. Not a caldera. That leaves pandemic—something which had to have raced through the population like wildfire. It’s funny. All this time dreaming about home, only to end landing via the Doomsday Protocol.”


	“Yes, well. Like I said,” said Maldano. He looked out over the Gulf of Mexico, which sparkled in the sun. “Could have been a malfunction. All that protocol actually means is that Mission Control hasn’t been detected. The fact is—we don’t know. It could be that Houston’s grid has been down, long enough for emergency power to have dwindled. It’s just that—what, what is that? There, low on the horizon.”


	I followed his gaze to where a handful of queer lights could be seen twinkling amongst the clouds. “I’ll be damned if I know. They—they don’t look like aircraft. More like navigation buoys, but in the air. I honestly can’t tell if they’re manmade or not. Look, over there, still more of them.” I pointed due south. “It’s like someone strung Christmas lights in the sky.”


	I looked at Maldano and found him already looking at me, sweat beading along his brow. Both of us, I think, were unnerved by the silence, or at least the lack of human activity, and by the crashing drone of the sea. I peered along the waterfront beyond him; it was just us and the bearberry bushes.


	“Nobody on the road, nobody on the beach,” I said at last, quietly.


	The tide rolled in and then out again.


	“I feel it in the air; the summer’s out of reach,” added Maldano.


	“Empty lake, empty streets—the sun goes down alone.”


	“I’m driving by your house—”


	And together: “Though I know, you’re not hoome.”


	And we moved out, trudging through the sand toward the boardwalk, singing Don Henley’s “The Boys of Summer”—trying, as we walked, to ignore the nearby high rises (hotels, mostly), which looked on in perfect silence, stoic, inert, monolithic, like tombstones.


	 


	 


	Unfortunately, by the time we reached the first commercial zone (Cornerstone Plaza of Cocoa Beach), we had no better idea of what had occurred than before, only that the entire suburb had become wild and overgrown—more than what seemed possible in the 21 months we’d been gone—its parks and lawns become mere patches of blowing tundra, its structures choked in moss and vine.


	I picked an orange from a nearby tree and rubbed it against my spacesuit. “So here we are—in search of the black swan. The unexpected event that led to—all this.” I peeled the fruit as I scanned the shopping center, settling on a storefront with a car crashed through its window. “This—what shall we call it? Death by invasive species.” I split the orange down the middle and tossed him half of it. “This lost country. ‘Untrodden by man, almost unknown to man … a world tenanted by willows only, and the souls of willows.’”


	We raised the portions to our mouths and paused, staring at each other. One of us had to be the Guinee pig, who knew what toxins had bled into the ecosystem, or what poisons had entered the food chain. But which one?


	“Algernon Blackwood,” I said, attributing the quote—when it became clear he wasn’t going to waver. “The Willows. 1907.”


	And then I took a bite—chewing it slowly, as Maldano watched—swallowing, wiping my mouth with a gloved hand. “It’s good. Sweet. Go ahead. Try it.”


	He hesitated before peeling off a wedge and placing it in his mouth, at which he closed his eyes and seemed to melt, hanging back his head, working his jaw in a circular motion, reopening his eyes—pausing suddenly.


	“What?” I asked. “What is it?”


	He tilted his head, peering into the branches. “Isn’t that strange?”


	I followed his gaze into the tree but, alas, saw nothing. Which, of course, was precisely the problem; there was nothing—no oranges, no leaves, no uppermost branches, it was as though someone or something had picked the treetop clean.


	“Someone has a helluva reach,” said Maldano. 


	I looked around the lot: at the lichen-covered Public Market and the Jersey Mike’s Subs with the Prius in its window, at the Vietnamese Nail Salon and the El Buzo Peruvian Restaurant. “We should split up, canvas the area. Make sure—there’s nothing else.”


	“Yeah,” said Maldano. “I think you’re right.”


	I headed for the Public Market. “Make a sweep of the strip mall. I’m going to check out that grocery store.”


	He laughed a little at that—which caused me to pause. 


	“Orders—Hooper?”


	I half-turned, but didn’t make eye contact. “Sorry?”


	“I mean, in all this? This Big Empty? This ‘world tenanted by willows … and the souls of willows?’”


	There was something in his voice. Something subtle, something contentious.


	“Call it what you like,” I said, and continued toward the market.


	 


	 


	I’d barely had time to investigate when I heard him shout, “Hooper! Get out here!” 


	I looked up from the newspaper I’d picked off the rack—a paper with the headline, DAYS OF DELICATE TERROR: Disappearances, Weird Weather Rock Nation—and tried to triangulate him.


	“Outside the Great Clips! Hurry up!”


	I folded the paper and took it with me, exiting the building through the jammed-open front doors, and saw him crouched over the asphalt in the corner of the L-shaped shopping center, beneath the Great Clips’ cornice. “What is it?” I said. “What did you find?”


	He stood and indicated the sidewalk.


	I stared at the pavement, which was webbed with roots and lichen, and saw a single shoe lying on its side—a Nike Lebron,  which had been stained maroon like the surrounding concrete. More, there was something sticking out of it—two somethings, I realized, broken and brownish-yellow—tibia and fibula bones, obviously, snapped in two midways up their shafts, crawling with maggots and flies.


	I used the newspaper to wave away the insects. “Jesus,” I said. “What in the hell happened here?”


	I scanned the scene, which looked like someone had spilled a 5-gallon bucket of maroon paint (and then flailed around in it), saw an impression the size of a pizza pan in the dried blood. “What the hell is that?”


	I glared at Maldano but the bearded astronaut only stared back at me.


	I knelt over the impression, or rather the impressions, for there were other, smaller ones next to it—three, to be exact—and studied the configuration.


	“This is a—”


	“A print, that’s right,” said Maldano. “Further, I’ll characterize it. Or at least what it isn’t. It isn’t the print of anything that was walking the earth when we left.” He added, “It’s not that of a bear, for example.”


	He knelt beside me and indicated the larger impression. “Yuh, see, this would have been left by the lowermost extremity of the metatarsals, the foot bones that connect directly to the tibia and fibula—locked together, for strength.” He indicated the smaller ones. “And these, these are the phalanges, or toe bones—see how they’re splayed to support the animal’s weight? That’s because this was a big creature, 7-8 tons, at least. Other than that, they’re not so different from our own; here’s the proximal phalanx, which is connected to the metatarsal, and the middle phalanx, and the distal phalanx. Or at least that’s where they would have been beneath the flesh, which is what left the impress—”


	“Stop it,” I snapped, and stood abruptly. “Just … Look. What are you saying?”


	“I’m saying this was left by a member of the theropoda clade of the Saurischia order, division Carnosauria.” He looked up at me as though it should be obvious. “Whose family was probably—”


	I grabbed him by a system umbilical and yanked him to his feet, began shaking him like a ragdoll. “Talk sense, damn you! What are you saying? That whoever that shoe belonged to was attacked by a—by a—”


	I paused, trying to get a hold of myself, as his face hovered mere inches from my own. At last I released him and quickly stepped back, breathing heavily, repulsed by my own behavior.


	“I—Jesus, I’m sorry. It’s just … it’s just that none of this makes any—”


	That’s when I saw her: like a ghost, or an ashen specter, just staring at me through the glass, through the Great Clips’ window, not close to it but much further back, crouched by one of the chairs. That’s when I saw her (and she saw me): standing abruptly, stumbling over a broom, regaining her balance in time to bolt for the back door and to disappear into the dark.


	“Follow me,” I said, rushing to the door, yanking it open. “Hurry!”


	Alas, it isn’t easy, running in a spacesuit, even if they have been streamlined considerably since Apollo and the shuttle program. The truth of it is that by the time I burst from the building and back into the blinding sun she was already halfway across the lot—and nearing a stand of trees. Indeed, if not for what happened next, I would have surely lost her there; but the bird had other ideas.


	The bird. The thing from the sky.


	Even now I have a hard time believing it—that such a thing could have ever existed in the first place, much less come to exist again. But the truth of my eyes was undeniable as it swooped in out of nowhere and attacked the girl: its great wings beating furiously as it pecked and stabbed at her with its beak (itself the size of a small kayak) and tore at her with its talons, its eyes flashing malevolently as it attempted to spirit her away but was frustrated repeatedly by her kicking and flailing. And yet it did rise—with her still in its hold—and I sprinted toward them: leaping and grabbing her by the ankles even as the bird lifted us both; absorbing the brunt of the impact when it finally loosened its grip, covering and protecting her as it hovered and pecked and squawked.


	Until, finally, the attack had ended—more suddenly even than it had begun—and we were alone (in that moment before Maldano hurried to check on us), at which point I looked at the girl and she looked back—smiling, crying, bleeding profusely—and knew her to be the most beautiful thing on Earth.


	 


	 


	As it turned out, she lived at the Discovery Beach Resort, one of the very towers that had looked down on us earlier (and from whose uppermost floor she had watched us touch down). And while I was mystified at first by her choice of residence—there was no electricity to power the elevators, for example—her modus operandi quickly became clear: for it was, quite simply, one of the highest and most defensible positions in town (the trek up to the 10th floor alone, especially with her in tow, had more than proven that). What was more, it was high enough from the earth that what had happened below could—if you just listened to the soft jazz sifting from her boombox and tried hard enough—almost be forgotten, at least for a while. 


	None of which is to say I wasn’t shaken as I sat next to her bed and examined the tourniquet on her arm—which we’d fashioned out of a haircutter’s drape while still at the Great Clips—and worried over the appearance of the wound, which had developed red streaks around it and was oozing clearish fluid.


	“Well now, here comes Doctor Number Two. I shall need your name as well, sir,” she said, and smiled, toothily, earnestly.


	“Hooper,” I said. “Captain Glenn Hooper. Bluespace Aeronautics.”


	She saluted sharply with her good arm and lowered her voice. “Pleased to meet you, Captain Hooper.”


	I chuckled in spite of everything. “Just Glenn,” I said.


	“‘Just Glenn’—he says,” she quipped. She lifted her chin and arched her back, to gaze out the window behind her. “And I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. Ain’t no one who’s been to Mars is ‘just’ anything.”


	She yawned and stretched in the thin nightshirt and I looked away. “Well—thank you. But we were just doing our job. I’m sure you had one that was just as important. Didn’t you, Miss—?”


	“Cunningham. Rachael Cunningham.” She rolled her head to look at me. “I was a teacher; an adjunct. Comparative politics. Political methodology. That sort of thing.”


	Her eyes were cow-brown with emerald highlights.


	“That sounds interesting, indeed,” I said—calmly, clinically. It seemed especially important to be so; I wasn’t sure why. “And necessary.”


	She hrmphed. “In the age of Tucker? What did it matter?”


	She was referring, of course, to Donald J. Tucker, the 45th President of the United States.


	I looked at my moonboots, knowing I should let her rest but not wanting to go. “Whatever happened to him, you think? In this—this Flashback, as you called it.”


	She faced the ceiling as though in deep thought. “Who knows. He’s probably golfing in an underground bunker somewhere. It’s funny; I saw a caravan of trucks come through town just the other day, flying his flag—like their own little mobile nation-state.”


	She lolled her head to look at me and we laughed, softly, quietly.


	At length she said, “You must be terribly uncomfortable in that, your spacesuit. You should go check the other units, see if there’s anything to wear. I’ve pretty much cleaned out the women’s necessities, but there should be plenty of men’s clothing; not to mention razors and shave cream. I’ll be fine, really.”


	I stood reluctantly and moved to go, but paused in the doorway. “That wound, you know, it has me concerned. You’ll need to be monitored, closely. Is there a thermometer?”


	She shook her head.


	“Yeah, well. We’ll look for one.”


	“There’s a pharmacy at Cornerstone Plaza, just a few blocks away. You can take my Kawasaki; the key’s on the mantle.” She laughed. “But go gently—the thing’s 46 years old.” 


	I must have grinned. “You don’t say? I had a ’78. KZ400. It was red.”


	“So’s this one.” She seemed to think about it. “Isn’t that strange?”


	“I guess something’s just click into place like that,” I said, and regretted it immediately. “Listen. You get some sleep, you hear?”


	“I will, if you doctors will leave me alone.” She smiled, toothily, earnestly.


	“You know it’s funny,” she added, as I was closing the door. “I used to lay awake at night and wonder if I’d ever have anyone to talk to again. And now I’ve got two—more than any woman could need.”


	I stared at her through the crack in the door, unsure how to respond. Then I eased the door gently closed and went to join Maldano on the patio.


	 


	 


	We settled into a routine—Maldano taking the morning while I looked in on her in the afternoon—ending our days in deck chairs while drinking whiskey sours and gazing at the Sargasso Sea (and also our starship, which stood sentinel below us like a Minuteman missile). None of which changed the fact that she seemed to be getting worse, not better, or that, in spite of her denials, she appeared to have lost mobility in her hand and fingers—a sure sign of infection, at least with an animal bite. The fact was she needed antibiotics, and soon. The fact was we’d need to return to the shopping plaza at Cocoa Beach.


	“Yes, but. With a pair of .22 calibers weapons? How is that a good idea?”


	Maldano was skeptical.


	I thought about the weapons in question, which were the only ones she had: a Rimfire Pistol and a Model 60 Rifle, both of them well-maintained. “I’m not seeing that we have much of a choice—are you? You heard what she said: the gun stores have been emptied. But you’ve felt her lymph nodes, her forehead—she’s burning up. No. We can’t wait on this, Mark. It’s going to have to be done. I say first thing in the morning.”
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