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FLASHBACK DAWN (2017)


	

	 


	I | Naaygi


	 


	As it never had before the Flashback, the supermarket slept, mostly. Although its exterior was covered with creeper vines and mossy growths, its interior remained remarkably unchanged—even its power continued to hum. Still, the long lights that hung suspended over its aisles had largely gone dead; and of those that remained live, many had begun to flicker and fail. No humans walked the once-polished floors of the Ozark Food and Drug Supercenter, nor did they crowd the expansive front lot where they had once competed—sometimes violently—for parking space. And yet, from the markings on the signboards and multitudes of packages to the music drifting like fog up and down the aisles, their presence remained.


	It was a presence unremarked upon by the place’s new dominant species—compsognathus—who scavenged the shelves this night as they had any other, as oblivious to the music and the dead languages of their forbearers as they were the lights in the sky that had presaged the Flashback (or rather, for them, the flash-forward). And yet there was something that garnered their attention—a grinding hum, a sound outside of nature, outside the store, which drew inexorably closer as they raised their little heads and cocked moist, round eyes; as they fidgeted about like so many scaly, featherless chickens. And then the glass doors at the front of the store shattered inward and the face of a monster emerged, hard-edged and not of this world, utterly alien, its teeth meshed so tight as to resemble a grin, its eyes on fire so that they cut the dark like sickle-claws. And they scattered as it roared up the aisle and passed them by, even as a popping was heard, a booming, really, which coincided with the packages all around them exploding like volcanoes.


	“Not the compies, not the compies,” snapped Charlotte from the backseat. “For Christ’s sake, save the ammo. Remember what we’re here for.”


	Corbin ignored her, training his sites on one of the compsognathuses fleeing in the headlights. “We need the meat,” he said, simply, and squeezed off a round. The compsognathus exploded like a watermelon. Red reached across the cab and snatched the muzzle of the weapon, jerked it back through the window—even as the Jeep Wrangler skewed to the left and its fender grazed the shelves.


	“She’s right, goddammit. Save the ammo. We don’t know what all is in here. All that thing is going to do is blow everything to pieces.”


	Corbin levelled his gaze at him—as ruthless and serpentine as any dinosaur. “Don’t ever do that again, Red.” Then he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and whipped the gun back out the window, and fired—not a single shot this time but an entire volley. Jars of tomato sauce exploded and dripped as they blew past.


	Red glanced at Charlotte in the rearview mirror, who splayed her hands and widened her eyes as if to say, Well, do something! “Where to, boss? Quickly,” he merely said.


	“Cans, we need cans—tuna, mackerel, anything with protein. Should be the next aisle over.”


	He brought the Jeep to a screeching halt at the end of the aisle, reversed quickly, and whipped the hood around into the adjacent section. The signboard above them read: SOUP / CANNED VEGETABLES / CANNED PREPARED. Red geared down and proceeded slowly. “Okay, everyone, keep your eyes open.”


	“There!” said Charlotte.


	Red maneuvered them close to the shelf and put it into neutral, ratcheted the emergency brake. Corbin placed the semi-automatic rifle between his knees and shook his hand at Charlotte. She quickly handed him a basket and he began scooping cans of mackerel into it sloppily. “Come on, hurry, hurry,” said Red.


	Corbin exchanged the basket for a new one and cleaned off the rest of the shelf. “Tuna’s on the bottom,” he said. “Come on! Back her up and I’ll cover.”


	Red glanced in the mirror at Charlotte, who nodded affirmatively. He released the brake and backed up, ratcheted it back on.


	They all scrambled out.


	“You got this?” said Red to Charlotte. “May as well scour the entire aisle.” And to Corbin: “I’ll take this end.” He grabbed his rifle and jogged toward the nearest endcap.


	Corbin eyed the far endcap dubiously, even fearfully. “You piece of shit, Red.” Then he hurried down the aisle in a state of high alert, pointing his assault rifle this way and that.


	Charlotte popped the hatch and grabbed a couple baskets, began filling them with tuna. A cry sounded from somewhere near the back of the store which Red recognized instantly. Charlotte and he exchanged glances. “You hear that, Corbin?” he shouted.


	Corbin was but a tiny figure at the end of the aisle. “Yeah, asshole. I heard it. Let’s go.”


	“What’s the matter, Supercop? Afraid of something that might fight you back? Give her a minute.”


	Charlotte exchanged her baskets for empty ones and rushed down the aisle.


	The call sounded again and yet another responded, this one from the front of the store. “Those are fucking raptors, Michelangelo. She’s got about sixty seconds before I come down there and take that Jeep with or without you.”


	“Where did they come from?” said Charlotte, piling cans into her baskets.


	“Probably filed in after us,” said Red, or slipped through a back door we missed.”


	“They can appear out of nowhere, asshole,” hollered Corbin. “I’ve seen one materialize right where a man was standing.” Another call echoed throughout the store and he aimed his rifle into the dark. “Want to know what happened?”


	“No!” shouted Charlotte. She scrambled for the Jeep with her baskets laden with cans.


	Corbin began backing toward them. “It fused with the poor bastard—became sort of a man-dinosaur hybrid, just a jumbled mess of flesh with eyeballs in all the wrong places and their organs mixed together, like a casserole. Fortunately, it didn’t live very—”


	There was a tumult of cascading cans and jars which clattered and broke against the floor as a velociraptor leapt atop the shelves between them, and he instantly raised his gun and opened fire. Blood flew off the creature as it danced wildly and its body fell into the adjacent aisle, but was quickly replaced by two more, which pranced along the tops of the shelves, snarling and gnashing their teeth. Corbin bolted for the Jeep.


	They had just enough time to close the hatch and pile into the vehicle before the raptors fell upon it and were joined by others, who besieged it no differently than they would a large plant-eating dinosaur, latching onto it with their clawed hands and sickled talons even as Red crunched it into gear and they chirped forward.


	“We lost a lot of good men that day,” said Corbin, pursuing the subject as though nothing were going on at all, “while you civilians scrambled to save your own hides. We—”


	“Jesus, Corbin, your window!” shrieked Charlotte—too late—as one of the beasts’ heads darted deep into the cab and began thrashing about violently. The Jeep careened against the shelves as Red lost control, first to the left, then to the right, causing groceries to cascade down the windshield and to roll off the hood, as Charlotte slid the pistol from her holster and opened fire on the velociraptor, which bucked and leapt, banging its head against the ceiling, before reversing itself back through the window and falling away.


	Corbin cranked up his window and looked at her over his shoulder as Red regained control, and said, albeit begrudgingly, “Thank you.”


	But Charlotte was no longer looking at his face; instead she had focused on his shoulder—which had been laid open by the raptor’s flashing teeth and now bled profusely over his policeman’s uniform and down the side of his seat, causing Red to reach behind himself awkwardly and fish around for something even as he accelerated for the front doors of the supermarket.


	“There’s a First-Aid kit behind my seat,” he said, and Charlotte quickly joined in the search even as Red added, “It’s right here,” and took his eyes off the wheel just long enough for Corbin to shout, “Red!”


	He’d scarcely had time to refocus on the wheel before he noticed a lithe figure awash in the headlights, a figure shorter than the average person and swathed in what appeared to be animal hides, holding a spear, who turned its head to face them and regarded them briefly as its—her—eyes flashed with terror and the Jeeps push bar collided with her body.


	 


	 


	“It’s human, oh my god, it’s human,” said Charlotte as the Jeep idled and the raptors clawed and bit at the cab.


	“No, it’s not,” said Corbin. “I—I saw it clearly before we hit it. It’s … it’s some kind of … ape-thing.”


	“But the spear, look at the spear!”


	“It’s alive, whatever it is,” said Red. He tore his eyes away from the writhing form now laying some twenty feet from the Jeep and regarded them. “And I’m responsible.”


	Corbin’s eyes lit up with realization. “Now wait just a damn minute …”


	“He’s right, Red,” said Charlotte. “You can’t go out there.”


	Red turned and looked beyond her, through the back window. A glowing green exit sign could be seen at the far end of the aisle. Charlotte followed his gaze. “You better not be thinking what I think you’re thinking,” she said.


	“I can make it,” he said, examining the distance, “if you two can get her into the truck. I’ll go through the door and you can pick me up outside.”


	Metal buckled as one of the raptors landed on the hood and began gnawing around the windshield, tearing the wipers off. Another joined it, looking in at them with its cold, round eyes, cocking its head. Corbin gazed at them mesmerized before managing, “The kit ... I’m like, fucking bleeding all over the place, if you haven’t noticed.”


	“Give me your gun,” said Red.


	“Hey, fuck you, I’m bleeding to death here. Look at me!”


	Red snatched it from him in one swift stroke. “You’ll survive. She won’t—not when those raptors catch a whiff of her. Charlotte, can you drive this thing?”


	She stared at him intensely before saying, at last, “I can drive it.”


	He placed a hand on his door handle. “Corbin, give me a fresh clip.”


	The ex-police officer just glared at him. “If I could move my arm, I just might.”


	Charlotte reached into Corbin’s coat pocket and grabbed one as Red ejected the old clip, then snapped it into place for him. “Locked and loaded,” she said, and smiled tepidly. “You know, it’s not very MIGOW of you, risking your life for a woman like this.”


	He looked at her a moment and his eyes flicked up and down her face, and something passed between them which had passed between them before, a thousand times before, in fact. It wasn’t quite attraction, and yet … “That’s MGTOW,” he said, “and we don’t hate women.” He opened his door less than an inch. “We just don’t trust, deal with, or like them very much. Get the door.”


	She’d barely had time to react much less to stretch between the seats when he threw open the door and began running toward the exit, hooting and hollering to get the raptors’ attention. The creatures leapt from the truck immediately and pursued.


	“What the hell does MGTOW mean?” asked Corbin as she slid behind the wheel.


	She jammed the truck into gear. “Men Going Their Own Way,” she said, and rolled her eyes. “You know, like you. But by choice.”


	 


	 


	Red ran, raking a hand along the shelves, knocking jars and cans and boxes onto the floor, hoping it would trip the raptors up, hoping they might slip on the spilled contents. He ran until he could hear their breathing only several feet behind him, then swiveled at last and opened fire. Two of them danced wildly, throwing off blood, and fell, thrashing about, but the others continued the pursuit. Worse, they had gained on him, and were now merely a few yards away. Worse still, when he refocused forward he saw yet another velociraptor had circled around the aisle and now blocked his path to the exit. Good lord, he thought, does it know that’s a door? Could it possibly know that? Then he zigged sideways and, without even thinking, dashed into the corridor that led to the back stock-room. There was a glassed-in office immediately to his right, and he gripped the knob.


	It was open. No sooner had he squeezed through and pulled the door shut behind him than the raptors collided against it, scratching and biting. He turned around and looked at them through the glass inset: at their moist, yellow eyes and cracked, scaly hides, at their mohawks of dark, ruffled feathers which, when combined with their frenzied and erratic movements, reminded Red of the Zuni Fetish Doll from a TV movie he had seen as a kid—Trilogy of Terror, as he recalled. Nor had he gotten used to the idea of being so low on the food chain; indeed, he’d be the first to admit that the notion still woke him in the middle of the night, sweating and trembling uncontrollably, as it had from the first day of the Flashback.


	But the glass was thin and time was short, so he searched the office for a point of egress and, finding no door, blew out the small window near the manager’s desk.


	He was clearing the shards from the sill, wondering where the primitive-looking girl had come from, marveling at how she’d seemed to materialize out of thin air, when he noticed the eerie, flickering glow of the television monitors—an entire bank of them—in the far corner of the room. And it struck him immediately that the collision had undoubtedly been caught on tape. He stuck his head out the shattered window briefly, just long enough to determine that Charlotte and Corbin weren’t already on their way, then hurried to the security console.


	It didn’t take him long to find the footage of their entry into the supermarket, and yet, despite the vantage of no less than fourteen television cameras, no trace of the primitive girl could be found, either before or after their arrival (although the mystery of the raptors had been solved, for they had, indeed, filed in through the busted doors). That left only the collision itself, which he caught in passing as he jogged the video forward, before stopping the tape abruptly, and reversing to the moment just before they’d struck her. And here was the damnedest thing: because, despite Corbin’s lecture, Red had seen things materialize out of nowhere since the Flashback; not a raptor directly into a man, that much was true, but a cycad tree where before there had only been empty space. And so he knew what these manifestations looked like, and what he saw on the video, was not that. For those were instant replacements, not so much as though something had suddenly appeared but as though one had just noticed something which had always been there. No, for while the girl had appeared out of nowhere, all right, she had appeared in a flash of light. A shaft of light, rather, only instants before they’d struck her.


	Glass shattered suddenly and shards flew everywhere, nicking his cheeks, and before he’d even realized that the sheer volume of sound and fury was more than what the door itself, if compromised, could have provided, one of the beasts was upon him, having leapt feet-first through the glass wall that looked out upon the stock room.


	He squeezed off a few rounds which went wildly astray before the gun was knocked from his hands and sent skittering across the floor. And then he had only his hands, which he clasped about the predator’s jaws in what he knew would be a vain attempt to keep its teeth from sinking into his neck. And it struck him that what filled his mind in what he was convinced were his last moments were but two things: the mural he’d been working on in the great reception hall of their compound—a mural which would now remain unfinished—and Charlotte. What happened next happened very fast, although for Red it seemed like hours—hours spent twisting and thrashing like a madman in order to thwart the beasts’ attempts to clamp their jaws about a limb, or to exploit an opening in his abdominal area (for he could see the deadly sickle-claws on their feet flashing by the light of the monitors). But in fact only seconds had passed before the top of his primary attacker’s head simply exploded—splattering him with blood and bits of brain—leaving only its lower mandible to continue biting at dead air, and Red realized, craning his neck to look up at the window he’d shot out, that Corbin was crouched in its frame, picking the animals off with militarily precise headshots.


	He squeezed out from under the dead velociraptor with what strength he had left and scrambled for the window, but had scarcely begun to reach for Corbin when the ex-cop snapped, “My gun, asshole!”


	Red looked about the room, still disoriented. Spying it, he rushed toward it and snatched it up, even as Charlotte called, “Let’s hurry it up, we’ve got company!”


	Red handed Corbin the weapon and they exchanged uneasy glances. It was an exchange that set Red’s hair on end, for the cop’s eyes said one thing very clearly: I could leave you here right now, asshole. Because seconds count … and it might just come down to you or me.


	Then he set his weapon aside and extended his hand for Red to take, and they just managed to clear the window and climb into the Jeep before the pair of allosaurs—not quite as large as their cousin T. Rex but quicker and more gracile—descended upon them from the mists, and the group narrowly missed being caught in a pincer movement only by Charlotte’s assured driving and a heady dose of pure, undiluted luck.


	 


	 


	The first aspect of the primitive girl Red became acquainted with was the tip of her spear, which jabbed him in the ribs as he climbed into the backseat of the truck.


	“You brought her spear?” he said incredulously, shifting the weapon aside, even as one of the allosaurs brushed its massive head against the chassis, causing the Jeep to lift off two wheels briefly and to nearly lose its footing.


	“She’s in shock, but she wouldn’t be separated from it,” said Charlotte. “Hang on!”


	Red grabbed the back of her seat as the Jeep rocked violently and accelerated, sparing a glance at the primitive girl as he did so. She was only semiconscious, and her right leg was clearly broken, plus they’d buckled her in. Nevertheless, he gripped the short spear stealthily as she turned her head against the window and eased it into the rear storage area.


	The vehicle jolted again as the allosaur on the passenger side butted it with its head, and Red shouted, “Jesus, Corbin, give us some cover!”


	The ex-cop was already working on it, and an instant later Red saw a repeating, crisscrossed muzzle-flash erupt from the side of the truck, the rounds of which blasted away a chunk of the animal’s snout and the sound of which startled the primitive girl awake.


	“Naaygi!” she cried suddenly. “Naaygi!” She reached for her spear instinctively, and, finding it nowhere, began thrashing about wildly in her seat, grunting and growling.


	“I think we got a situation back here,” said Red, even as she lunged at the sound of his voice.


	Corbin continued to fire. “In case you haven’t noticed, asshole, we’ve got a situation out there.”


	Red shrunk against his door as the girl clawed at him, batting away her hands, which were large, like a man’s, but the seatbelt held her in place, mostly. Still, when she twisted amidst its entrapment and started kicking him with her good leg, he knew something had to be done.


	“Handle it,” snapped Charlotte.


	“Yeah, handle it,” shouted Corbin—a mistake, for at the sound of his voice she lunged for him, reaching around his seat with her filthy, sinewy arms and locking her hands viciously about his neck—causing his rifle to swing inward and several rounds to punch through the windshield, the muzzle flash turning the cab white, the spent shells flying haphazardly, clouds of cordite turning the small space into a toxic stew.


	“Handle it, Red!” repeated Charlotte, even as the wounded allosaur jammed the tip of its snout into Corbin’s window.


	Again the truck rocked and again Red looked at the primitive girl, seeing the fire in her large, dark eyes, realizing she would kill the ex-cop before she ever let go. Without a moment’s more hesitation he cocked back his fist and struck her as hard as he had ever struck anyone in his life, cringing inside as his knuckles met the flesh of her face and her head bounced off the window hard enough to crack the glass.


	And then she was out, she just turned off, slumping in her seat, and the allosaurs had been eluded, and they gained the freeway at last, which, despite the numerous derelict vehicles and potholes and creeper vines, remained in surprisingly good shape. And, somehow, amazingly, as they sped away toward the compound, Red slept—during which he dreamed he was no longer human, but a being of pure light. And when he awakened he did so to the primitive girl staring at him with her head laid back against the seat and her huge, brown eyes full of curiosity, yet strangely impartial, while in them danced a light the color of which he had never seen.


	 


	II | The Devil’s Shambhala


	 


	Red watched the primitive girl closely as they passed beneath the great arch at the entrance to the parking lot, an arch which read “Welcome to Bluebeard’s Cove—The World’s Largest Underground Theme Park.” She seemed to be in a sort of trance now, and he couldn’t help but to wonder what she was thinking as those huge, brown eyes rolled up to gaze at the signage, at least so much of it as would be visible to her, nor could he help but to wonder, again, what the strange color was that lingered just behind her pupils.


	“Doc, this is Charlotte. Incoming, with two wounded.” The radio hissed as she released the switch.


	Red gripped the handle above his door as the Jeep lurched to a stop on the east side of the reception building, next to the security keypad, while Charlotte lowered her window. “What’s the code?” she snapped.


	“1984,” said Red.


	The radio squawked as she keyed in the numbers and a voice came through which was barely audible. “Red and Corbin both? What the hell happened out there?”


	“Red’s fine.” She glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “As always.”


	He stared back at her blankly.


	“It’s Corbin, and … a guest,” she said into the mic. “Just get your gear; we’ve got a broken leg and a raptor wound, upper shoulder.”


	“A guest? What kind of—”


	She turned off the radio as the service door beeped and began rattling upward, and they lurched forward into the caged freight elevator. “Red …”


	He was already out his door and pressing the switch.


	A moment later they were descending, the mesh door rattling closed behind them, and the primitive girl grunted in alarm as Red climbed back in and darkness engulfed the cab. “Naaygi, Naaygi!” she exclaimed, wrestling with her seatbelt.


	Charlotte keyed the radio back on. “And Doc, we’re going to need a sedative, a strong one.”


	Metal creaked and groaned as they continued to lower until at last the light returned and the world exploded into view again—not the world of the sun and moon and clouds and a thousand prehistoric terrors, which they had abandoned, but an entirely manmade one full of dazzling light and color, too much light and color, for everything was turned on just as it had been when they’d first sought refuge there.


	“What the hell is MacGyver doing?” said Red. “Jesus, doesn’t he understand that all those lights—”


	He stopped talking as he noticed the primitive girl’s reaction to the spectacular light show, which was one of stunned silence and awe, even, it seemed to him, outright reverence. He tried to imagine it through her eyes, the vast atrium of artificial light with its carnival rides and fanciful structures, its concession stands and lamplit boardwalks, and its manmade river which wound through everything. For it was a place designed to make precisely such an impression. Less obvious, beyond all the glittering lights and flashing signboards, were the 15-foot tall security fences with their tangles of concertina wire and glowing electrification indicators, as well as the moats of muddy water which in time would become clogged with human waste—once the power and the plumbing failed. Once the Flashback had taken its full and inevitable toll. And beyond all those things, in the now semi darkened catacombs of what had formerly been the Havana Flats salt mine, stood a sole cavern raptor—blue-gray skin painted in horizontal shadows from the fence, sickle claws glinting by the light of the carnival rides, its round, white eyes blinking. And as Red squinted, it was joined by another. And another.


	Indeed, it was precisely this contrast between what lay within and what lay without that had given rise to the place’s nickname: The Devil’s Shambhala.


	Red got out again and rushed toward Corbin’s door even as the elevator touched down. To his surprise, only Doc Gardner was on hand to greet them. “Greetings and salutations to our intrepid away-team,” the doctor said with exaggerated grandiloquence, gesturing expansively as he approached, and added, “Bring me your tired, your poor, your former police officers mauled by raptors.”


	“Where is everyone?” Red snapped. “And why in bloody hell are all the lights on?”


	“There’s already velociraptors massing on the south perimeter,” said Charlotte. “I—I saw them from the lift.”


	“Ah, well, yes. They’ve undoubtedly noticed our flashing ‘Free Buffet’ sign,” said Gardner. He chuckled wanly. “Better get used to it, I’m afraid. They’re stuck—the lights, that is—or something. There’s an emergency ad hoc committee meeting going on right now, at the mural. And I’d hurry up, Big Blue is presiding in your absence.” Red and Charlotte glanced at each other. “I’ll take care of—” He paused, staring at the primitive girl. “What in God’s name is this?” 


	“Victim of Red’s driving,” said Corbin, gripping his shoulder with a blood-soaked hand. “Do you mind?”


	Gardner took his eyes off the girl long enough to give him a once over. “We need to stop that bleeding. Can you walk?”


	The primitive girl beat her fists against the window suddenly and Gardner flinched. “Naaygi! Naaygi!”


	Corbin nodded as Charlotte circled the truck. “All the commotion is exciting her,” she said, adding, “Do you have—” She glanced down at the syringe in Gardner’s hand, and nodded briskly. “We’ll hold her. Red!”


	“Jesus H. Christ,” cursed Corbin.


	Red gripped the door handle and paused, glancing at Charlotte. “Try to grab her fists,” he said. “While I pin her legs. You ready, Doc? Doc?”


	Gardner just stared at the girl as if transfixed. He came out of it suddenly and nodded.


	“Make it quick,” Red told him, and added, “She’s quite a handful.” He looked at Charlotte, who also nodded. “Okay, then,” he said, and exhaled. “On three. One … two … three!”


	 


	 


	It was obvious things had gotten out of hand the moment Red yanked open the door to the foyer. Big Blue had whipped the crowd into a veritable frenzy, or at least her most dedicated converts, and the women were shouting and shaking their fists, chanting, “This is what Patriarchy looks like! This is what Patriarchy looks like!”


	Chairman Dean, meanwhile, stood helplessly upon Red’s painting scaffold—almost dead center with his likeness as depicted in the mural—and moved his outspread hands up and down, as though he were trying to say, amidst the cacophony, Down, down, please, your questions will be answered.


	Charlotte pushed her way through the mob toward the front, emboldened by the fact that she wouldn’t have to face Blue’s acolytes alone, that Red was right behind her—but wasn’t really surprised when she whipped around to face the crowd and saw him standing off to one side, striking a match on the heel of his boot, lighting a cigar, just as cool and nonchalant and uninvolved as could be.


	“I’ll do it,” she hissed to herself but really to him, then shouted authoritatively, “Enough! Silence! Let the Chairman speak!”


	Big Blue wasted no time: “The Dancer is no friend to women, we already know this! She knew of the plan—does anyone here not believe she knew of the plan?” The women around her hollered in mutual outrage. “She’s been in the loop with the men every step of the way—hasn’t she always? One vote! Remember that, sisters. We lost the election by one vote! Who’s vote do you think that was?”


	Charlotte could only scrunch up her face and look at her dumbfoundedly. At last she said, “There was no plan,” and craned her neck to look at Chairman Dean, who shook his head slowly, confirming as much. “But we won’t know anything until you let the Chairman speak!” She mouthed to Dean: ‘Where’s MacGyver?’


	He only stared at her, and all in a rush, Charlotte remembered: They’d been trying to restore electrification to the damaged section of the east perimeter when she and Red and Corbin had headed out that morning … had something happened? She shook her head once, refusing to believe it, but Dean’s expression only fueled her fears. Then, as though tapping some previously unknown strength, Dean stepped forward and said to all gathered, suddenly and with perfect clarity, “Mac is dead.”


	At this the great open space fell silent almost immediately, and Charlotte noted Red looking up sharply through a cloud of smoke. Dean gripped the edge of the scaffolding and leaned forward as the gathering settled. At length he said, “We were trying to fix the east fence, which, as you all know, was damaged by the smilodon several days back. Mac, God bless him, well, he tried something—”


	“He tried something without our approval!” shouted Blue, and her dyed hair shown like an indigo fire beneath the hanging chandeliers even as her supporters hollered in agreement.


	“He tried what was talked about at the last committee meeting, and there was nothing preventing you, or any one of you,” his voice had raised sharply, “from attending that meeting. Now, I don’t pretend to have an aptitude for this sort of thing any more than you or anyone else in this hall. But we’ve all agreed, again and again, that when it comes to engineering, what Mac says goes.  And Mac, well, he determined that, in order to restore electrification to that section of fence, all the non-auxiliary power would need to be rebooted. And that’s what you see here.” He gestured at the chandeliers and the neon piping everywhere. “That’s what this place is, in case you’ve forgotten. And, well. Something went wrong. And Mac was killed in the process. Fortunately, no one else was hurt …”


	“Everyone’s going to feel the hurt now that we’re lit up like a Christmas tree!” shouted Ebenweiser, a man who claimed to have been a wealthy philanthropist before the Flashback but was now essentially the town drunk.


	“That’s not true!” said Charlotte. “The rest of the electrified fence remains intact. We can deal with the other lights on a case by case basis—by unscrewing the bulbs, if necessary. The cavern raptors can jump, we know that, but they’re not supernatural. They can’t just fly in here like ghosts, for Christ’s sake. The cat’s another story, it’s true, because it’s possible, however unlikely, that’ll he’ll—”


	“You don’t know it’s a ‘he,’” said Blue—an attempt at levity, Charlotte presumed—causing everyone around her to laugh.


	“That it will try to scale the fence again. But it still won’t be able to withstand the electrical charge.” She turned toward Dean seeking moral support, but instead found him looking down at her with something like pity. “Dean …” He seemed to take a deep breath as she stepped closer. “The rest of the fence … it is still electrified, isn’t it?” She deflated like a balloon as she studied his face. “Jesus Christ.” Her arms dropped to her sides as she moved away from the scaffold. “That’s … just great. That’s really fucking beautiful.”


	“The fences are no longer electrified,” hollered someone near the front, passing it along through the crowd. The hall erupted into chaos as Charlotte paced to the left then returned to the center, where she stopped dead in her tracks, rubbing her temples, glaring at her feet. “Red,” she growled, loudly, “I need your help. Now.” She shot him a fiery glance.


	He simply stared at her. She honestly couldn’t tell if he was about to stride toward her or simply turn and walk away. At last he stepped forward. 


	“All right, all right, all right!” he belted out over the din, and the turmoil subsided—if for no other reason than here was an entirely new foil for everyone’s fear and frustration. “That’s enough!”


	“Stick to your painting, Michelangelo.”


	“In the rear, with the gear. That’s what you’ve been good for!”


	He looked at them as if to say, ‘Just, wow,’ but remained calm. “Just listen to me for a minute!”


	At last the hall became quiet enough for him to talk. “Look, I know this is an unfortunate turn of events—believe me, I know. And I know that you’re all just scared and confused and wondering where we go from here.” He took another step forward, shock of red-brown hair catching the light. “I know … because I’m scared, too. Let’s face it, we lost more than simply a friend to so many of us today; we lost the only man in the Cove with the knowledge and skill to keep this place running.” He scanned the crowd, attempting eye contact with as many people as possible. “And that’s what this is really all about, isn’t it? Because, whether you admit it or not, you know how lucky you’ve been to ride this thing out down here so far. You know how different our experience has been than, well, the people up there. And now you’re afraid that that’s all coming to an end.” He moved toward Charlotte slowly. “And you know what? It is. But it’s not coming to an end tonight. It’s not—” He was interrupted by the sound of electricity, which popped and sizzled loudly somewhere along the south perimeter and was followed by the shrieks of several cavern raptors. “It’s not going away just like that … like so many of your loved ones have. It’s not going to simply vanish.”


	“How can you know that?” shouted someone from the back. “How do you know the fence won’t simply disappear at any minute, or that one of those things won’t just materialize right here and now?”


	Red dropped his cigar and rubbed it out with his boot. “I don’t. But we do know the Flashback has slowed. We know it’s not as deadly as it was before. Has anyone of us simply vanished? Have any prehistoric trees appeared out of nowhere, or, as the gentleman said, has a T. Rex simply manifested amongst us and gone on a feeding frenzy?”


	“What are you getting at?”


	“What I’m getting at is that there’s time. Not an unlimited supply of it, but … time. Time to implement what we’ve all known would be necessary since we first came together here and settled in.”


	“Jesus, Gods, he’s talking about the Wagon Train,” said Blue, exasperated. 


	 “A wagon train!” someone shouted.


	“Where in the hell to?”


	“A wagon train of RVs,” said Blue incredulously, even as the hall reignited into chaos. “What are we going to fuel them with? Toxic masculinity?”


	Charlotte threw up her arms in defeat as the hall became a bedlam.


	Red shouted over the din, “If anyone has any better ideas I’d pay good money to hear them!”


	But the bedlam only intensified, doubling and redoubling, until it was shattered irrevocably by a volley of gunshots, which echoed throughout the atrium like a string of dynamite, causing Red to fall upon Charlotte in an effort to shield her. When all those gathered had picked themselves up off the floor and turned their attention to the back of the hall, they saw Lieutenant Corbin standing there with his AR-15 in one hand and his other in a sling.


	Charlotte was the first to speak up, thanking Red quietly before standing up and brushing herself off and saying, furiously, “Have you gone mad, Corbin?” 


	“Maybe,” he said at last, and slung his rifle over his shoulder. “And maybe not. But I do have a better idea.”


	The atrium fell silent as everyone focused on him. “And you assholes are going to hear it.”


	“Now, wait just—who in the hell do you think you are?” said Dean. “By what right do you come in here—”


	Corbin snatched the rifle off his shoulder in a flash and everyone ducked—but he was pointing it at the ceiling, not the Chairman. “Shhh,” he said, and cocked his head. “Just listen.”


	Charlotte did so, her ears still ringing. Slowly it became manifest: the sound of cavern raptors barking amidst the catacombs, barking and seeming to answer themselves, and something else, which answered them all. The Cat. The smilodon. The saber-toothed tiger which bore little in common with any of its modern-day descendants nor any of its prehistoric ones, for it was the size of a small bus. And beyond that … another. Something closer in tone to the raptors and yet altogether different. Something bigger, more robust. Something none of them had ever heard before.


	“You all need to understand something,” he said finally, slowly re-slinging his gun, “and that is before I found this place I was precinct commander of an entire police force dedicated to combating these … things. And if there’s one thing we learned …” He paused, smiling a little to himself. “‘We.’ He seemed to dismiss the thought. “If there’s one thing we learned before our unit was torn to pieces … one thing they learned, my men, before being bitten in half, beheaded, slit open by sickle-claws so that their intestines unspooled across the city streets like sausage links …  is that these things are not animals.” He smiled to himself again as though reliving a lifetime’s worth of humbling nightmares. “No, an animal is something comprehensible, even relatable. An animal is something flesh and blood same as you or me, with the same needs, the same hunger, the same will to survive. But these things, these so-called dinosaurs and prehistoric cats, they’re not animals, not the way we understand them. They’re weapons. They have purpose. Intent. They’ve been infused with it somehow. Someone, something, has weaponized them against us.” He nodded slowly, distantly. “Those lights in the sky, I think. And I can promise you this … they will not go away.” The haunting smile returned as he shook his head. “They won’t give up, you understand. And they won’t stop until every man, woman, and child in this compound has been torn apart and devoured.”


	The atrium moaned as a wind blew in from the caverns, and no one said anything.


	At last Dean said, “And what …” He paused to clear his throat. “What would you propose we do, Lieutenant?”


	Corbin just looked at him—then he laughed, as though responding to a punchline only he could hear. He began limping toward the front of the hall, the crowd parting to let him through. “What would I propose? I propose we start stocking up on weapons instead of breakfast cereal and tuna cans. I propose we train every person here in the use and maintenance of those weapons, and that we start taking the fight to the enemy. I propose we start making excursions into the caverns instead of abandoned supermarkets; that we locate their eggs and their nests and destroy them, and that we find whatever ingress they’re using and stop it up, cutting them off. And then I propose we kill them as mercilessly as they’re going to kill us.”


	“And what about the power?” said Blue, “Are we going to simply attack that, too?”


	“I haven’t heard a single suggestion from you, lady,” someone countered.


	“Oh, we’ve made suggestions, they just haven’t been listened to.” She moved to the front of the room and turned to face the crowd. “All I’ve heard is a lot of mansplaining about power grids and wagon trains and killing and war! It’s the thinking itself that is flawed. How do you think we got into this mess in the first place? Do any of you actually think this is a natural phenomenon?”


	“It was the military! Project HAARP, at the North Pole. They’ve talked about it on Coast to Coast AM for years …”


	“It was the Hadron Collider …”


	“Of course it was the military,” said Blue. “Isn’t that more believable than aliens from Alpha Centauri?”


	“The military’s always been one big Sausage Fest,” said one of her supporters.


	“You just shut your trap,” barked old Frank Miller. “I didn’t serve in two bloody wars to hear that kind of—”


	“Order, order!” shouted Dean.


	Again, the room devolved into pandemonium, and Charlotte found herself looking at Red who looked squarely back, leaving her to wonder if he was thinking the same thing—that maybe it was time to just go, just leave the Devil’s Shambhala behind.


	“Ladies and gentlemen, please! Please! We have a guest!”


	Turning, Charlotte realized Doctor Gardner was pushing a wheelchair toward the crowd from the same door through which they’d entered—and that, in it, sat the primitive girl herself. She glanced back at Red and saw that he, too, had focused on them, although the rest of the crowd was still intent on yelling at Dean, or each other. Even the Sisters were arguing amongst themselves. Nonetheless, as Gardner began excusing and pardoning himself and the girl through the group, the clamor began to subside, and by the time he’d rolled her up next to Charlotte and gently turned her around, a silence had set in that rivalled that which had followed Corbin’s gunfire. 


	“Well, then,” Gardner said at last, giving everyone a polite little bow, first to the left, then to the right. “If you are done verbally molesting each other for a few breaths, I should like to introduce you to our newest, ah, citizen. Her name is Naaygi.” He repeated his bows, this time to the away-team specifically—to Red and Charlotte directly beside him, and lastly to Corbin. “As you can see, I’ve, ah, taken the liberty of naming her—with your kind permissions, of course. Also, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, she has responded exceedingly well to the medications I have administered and is now completely docile.” He plucked at her wild, unkempt hair delicately as if to prove so, and something about the gesture set Charlotte’s own hair on end. “Moreover, what was thought to be a broken leg has turned out to be nothing of the sort, but rather a simple fracture, an isolated, mid-shaft, closed fibula fracture, to be precise, meaning it doesn’t involve the tibia, and no bone has broken the skin. It is, in fact, in a state of remarkable alignment. Hence, the lack of a cast, or even, as you can see, a splint. As for recovery time, I estimate approximately 5-6 weeks—”


	“Excuse me, Doctor,” Dean interjected, “but, and I mean no disrespect, is there a point to all this?”


	Gardner froze as if someone had struck him across the face. It was an expression Charlotte had observed on him before—countless times before—almost as if he were experiencing a kind of dissociative fugue.


	“No,” he said at last, clearly disoriented. It was as though the question were the strangest one he had ever heard. “I’m merely providing a status report on the condition of this patient. And introducing her, of course.”


	“So, ‘no,’” said Corbin, and several people laughed. 


	“Actually, there could be,” said Red. He stepped forward. “Which is that this girl, this woman, has clearly survived to the age of …” He paused, studying her. “Say, nineteen … with nothing but the hides on her back and a Folsom point spear. Now, I don’t know what era she’s come here from, and I don’t particularly care; she’s a Neanderthal, I presume. I do know she’s managed to survive for close to twenty years, and without the help of electricity, canned food, or semi-automatic weapons.” He scanned the crowd. “Surely we can do better? We, who have several million years of evolution on our side? Whoever she is, she hasn’t existed in a vacuum, no more than anyone of us have. Somewhere, somewhen, she belonged to a group, a clan. And I doubt they wasted precious hours arguing the way we are doing now. So I’m going to go on record right now as saying that I think both plans, both the wagon train and the offensive, are worthy of consideration. If you ask me, I think they should both be implemented, and quickly.” He looked up at Chairman Dean. “I move that a committee be formed to study the logistics of both flight and fight, or other options, if any, and that this committee should be comprised entirely of volunteers, ideally people who,” He glanced at Big Blue, “represent the varying factions of our … union.”


	Everyone looked at each other.


	“I think we can all agree that this seems the best way forward,” said Dean. “Do I hear any descension?” For now, at least, there was none. “Then I move for a committee of volunteers to step forward.”


	“I’ll lead the committee for the offensive,” said Corbin immediately.


	“And I’ll oversee the exploration of other options,” said Blue.


	It seemed as though everyone focused on Red—Charlotte, in particular. He looked around the hall, his light blue eyes appearing to see, and appreciate, everyone present. At last he looked at Charlotte, who felt an odd sense of pride, as though she in some way had helped finally to bring him into the fold, away from his stubborn independence and his mural which would never be finished; yes, into the fold, where he was desperately needed. Then he turned and walked away, north toward the home he had made in the clubhouse of the Lagoon, the home he shared with no one but his Archaeopteryx, calling over his shoulder, “If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my hooch. Heading the committee for public art.”


	And then there was silence save for the barking of the cavern raptors and the occasional testing of the fence, which popped and sizzled, and Dean said, “And the Wagon Train committee? Anyone?”


	Charlotte watched as Red continued on his way, his rifle slung over his shoulder, a cloud of blue smoke trailing. “I’ll—I’ll do it,” she said, and swallowed, even as Red vanished into the dark.


	“Naaygi,” said the primitive girl, watching him go, and Charlotte crouched by her chair, studying her, feeling an odd connection with her all of a sudden, as though they were together somehow in their loneliness. She nearly reached out to touch her, to lay her pale, slender hand over the primitive girl’s own, which was robust and the back of which was hairy. She thought better of it, mainly because the eerie light in her big, brown eyes seemed brighter than before, more colorful, more inexplicable, and frankly, it frightened her.


	And that’s when Naaygi looked at her suddenly, startling her, and it seemed the entire, alien, post-Flashback sky was contained in those eyes—its mysterious lights included—and she cocked her head as though listening before jerking it to face away and shouting, “Naaygi, naayook, naaygunta-gunta!”


	And then the alarms sounded, echoing terrifyingly throughout the atrium, and Charlotte saw a lithe, bluish-gray shape dash between two structures just beyond them … which was followed by another, and another, and another still. And then everyone was screaming, as she reached for her pistol and realized she’d left it in the truck, and the power flickered on and off—not just a few lights here and there but all of it, reminding everyone just how black the caverns could be—and everyone began to scatter as a raptor cried out and another answered, and Charlotte knew the fence had been breached.


	 


	III | The Red-Eye Shift


	 


	Red heard the gunshots first—not just any gunshots but Corbin’s AR-15—followed by others, and his first thought was, Jesus Christ, he’s finally snapped. But then he heard screaming as well as the unmistakable bark of a cavern raptor—which was answered by another, and another, and another still—and knew the perimeter had been breached. He turned instantly and began running toward the meeting area, then halted, suddenly, for he had no ammo beyond that which was already in his Scout rifle. He reversed direction and bolted for his dwelling, entering the lagoon area, where he keyed in the code to the bungalow and banged open the door so that Ryx burst into startled flight. There was a cartridge bandolier slung over the chair of his drafting table; he snatched it up and ejected his clip, then slapped in a new one and hurried for the meeting area.
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