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It was the inevitability of it which had caught him; the slow, certain advance, like a leopard creeping across the plain; the sliding into the taller grass from the open field—like an alligator into muddy water. Nor was it the stalking velociraptor alone that had held him so transfixed, or, for that matter, the Holstein calf on the other side of the patch, so oblivious and unaware, but, rather, the land and the setting sun itself, the former of which rolled and undulated like an ocean of red-green dunes—like bloody entrails waiting to be read—and the latter of which looked on indifferently, pitilessly, burning and yet cold as the moon. Regardless, he had been spellbound when he should have been focused—like a laser beam—on the shot; the result of which was that he missed completely when the thing finally pounced—or started to—and again when it crouched suddenly and darted away; at which Teddy—having been awakened by the discharges—snatched the rifle away from him and aimed at the carnosaur himself. Too late.


	“Bloody hell,” he said, and spat on the deck. “Why didn’t you wake me?” He lowered the rifle. “It’s not like I don’t have experience with these things; I practically grew up on one.” He spat again—he’d been huge on spitting ever since they’d climbed off the Greyhound. “I could have picked that bugger off.”


	“Oh, good. See?” Nick looked at Selena. “He’s got experience with raptors. There’s nothing to worry about.”


	“The Garand,” he said, ejecting the clip from the bottom. “Classic Army rifle; used mostly in WWII and Korea. Dad taught me how to shoot one.” He studied the clip fastidiously. “Three bullets. We’ve got three bullets left.”


	“One for each of us,” said Nick. “And they say the Lord doesn’t always provide.”


	“That being the case,” said Selena, and put her hand on the rifle, “I move we put this back where it came from—at least for now. Which is above the fireplace.”


	She looked surprised as Teddy tightened his grip—then slowly relented. “Where it will remain,” she said, “until someone needs it. Anyone. Or if one of those things comes crashing through the window.” She met his gaze good-naturedly but firmly. “Fair enough?”


	Teddy just shrugged. “Fine by me.” He leaned against the deck’s railing with both hands. “What’s Hawkeye have to say about it? Something cute, I imagine.”


	“Cute is a state of mind—like insanity,” quipped Nick. He walked to the fireplace and admired the gun. “You know it’s true; sometimes an M1 is just an M1.”


	Selena exhaled, as though exasperated by them both. She picked a piece of paper from a stack on the table and examined it. “So this is what we know,” She seemed suddenly pensive, even melancholy. “We know people have disappeared, right? I mean, we saw it with our own two eyes—”


	“Even our six eyes,” said Nick.


	“—including, obviously, the bus driver, which is how we ended up in that ditch.” She looked at Nick gravely—then out through the French doors at Teddy. “And we know it wasn’t just confined to the bus—because of all the empty cars on the road and the crashed and empty helicopter.” She took a deep breath; as though she herself couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “And we know what we saw. Which were … well, brontosauruses, brachiosauruses, lumbering along U.S. Route 195, toward Spokane. Right? I mean, I didn’t imagine any of that. You were there. Both of you.”


	Nick looked beyond her at Teddy, who had lit a cigarette and was silhouetted against a cloud of smoke; saw his broad back twitch as an outsized fly harassed him.


	“And we know the power has already failed; which means—if the situation persists—those dairy cows are it; they’re our only food source—beyond what we can find in the cupboards, that is. And we know we’ve got three bullets left—because Nick and I already searched the house and have found nothing. So. What we’ve got, I guess, is precious little—mysteries within mysteries.” She handed Nick the piece of paper she’d been studying. “This, for example.”


	He looked down at it:


	 


	HAVE YOU SEEN ME?


	KATRICE LEE


	Aged 12  4’9”  70 lbs.


	Brown hair, brown eyes


	Last seen wearing jeans,


	blue shirt, white sunhat


	Any information call:


	509-701-0540


	 


	“Yeah, well.” He handed the sheet back. “Her and about a million others. If the Palouse is any indication.”


	“Sure, but,” She studied the flyer—which was printed on bright orange paper. “What if—I mean she obviously went missing before all this. Before—before the bump in time; or whatever. Before the Flashback.”


	He just stared at her. “Okay. I mean, I guess I’m not see—”


	“She could still be out there—is what I’m saying.”


	He moved to speak but paused, considering the implications, at which Teddy hissed, abruptly: “Hey—pssst. Both of you. Get over here. I think our friend is back.”


	And he—she—it, was back, having emerged from the tall grass with its light brown neck covered in blood and a rusty cowbell in its grip; which it dropped with a clang. Having accomplished the kill—somehow—under their very noses; and more, having done it—chillingly, improbably—without making a sound.


	“But that’s just not possible,” said Teddy. “I mean, my eyes never left the field—not for an instant. I swear to God.”


	“Hawkeye, meet Hawkeye,” said Nick. “A pleasure, I’m sure.”


	“It must have taken it down in the south pasture,” said Selena. “On the other side of the barn.” She focused on Teddy. “Do you want the gun?”


	Teddy scratched beneath his beard, thinking about it. “No,” he said, his eyes never leaving the animal. “No, not in this light. I mean, that scope is shit. All right?”


	She shrugged at his seeming hostility. “All right.”


	“As the scope’s advocate she protests,” said Nick.


	“We’ll wait until he comes back, hopefully in the daylight,” said Teddy. He scanned the fields tinged with red and the grazing cows. “And he will be back; you can depend on it.”


	“That is, if he ever leaves,” said Nick.


	And then they just stared at the thing—even as it stared back, twitching off the flies, its long-fingered claws opening and closing, its pink eyes—which mirrored the enflamed sky—blinking. Until it turned and flitted away and there was nothing staring back at them but the sun.


	 


	 


	“He was alone—hunting, I mean, without a pack,” said Selena. “Don’t you think that’s kind of, well, odd?”


	Nick sipped his coffee and gazed out at the fields (they’d found a butane countertop range in one of the cupboards), trying not to look at the sky, which was clear and blue yet full of things he could not explain: chief among them a curtain of color which shimmered like the Aurora Borealis (even in broad daylight) and an array of glowing shapes—like vertical arrowheads—which recalled for him the prisms of a crystal chandelier.


	“After what’s happened?” He laughed. “Define odd.” He shook his head. “No—not really. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe he’s what they call a ‘rogue male’—an apex predator in search of his own clan; or a clan to take over. Or maybe when this, this Flashback, as you called it, occurred, he was whisked away from his pack and found himself here, in the middle of the Palouse. The, ah, breadbasket of Washington State.” He stood abruptly and began pacing the deck. “What the hell would I know, anyway. I’m a shoe salesman with a yapping mouth.”


	“Yeah, well.” She stood and moved toward the kitchen. “Maybe a yapping mouth isn’t such a bad thing—in a world without people.” She turned and gave him an almost flirty smile—which he knew not to read into—then raised her empty cup. “More coffee?”


	“Sure,” he said.


	Then she faced forward and ran smack into Teddy, who gripped her shoulders even as she slapped his hands away. “And good morning to you, too,” he said.


	He walked around and settled into a chair. “What are you rabbits conspiring about out here, anyway?”


	“Oh, you know,” drawled Nick. “Cost of everything goin’ up: Beef and eggs and pasta and dried beans. Can’t get a soda down at the jerk without splitting a vein. And these so-called predatory dinosaurs, well, don’t even get me started.”


	Teddy chuckled and shook his head. “Yuh. I almost forgot. You got’ a smart remark for everything.”


	“Mom always said; she said, when you die, they’ll have to beat your mouth to death with a stick.”


	“That what she said?”


	“That’s what she said.”


	“Mm.” He spat for the first time that morning and looked out over the green fields. “Any sign of our friend?”


	“Not hide nor sickle-claw.”


	But Teddy had focused on something; something out by the freshly painted barn (which nonetheless leaned precariously; a result of the hurricane-like winds that had attended the Flashback, no doubt), and frowned. “You sure about that?”


	“What do you mean?” Nick followed his gaze but saw nothing, only a rusted-out van and some equally rusted drums, and something he hadn’t noticed before (probably because they hadn’t been there, he was sure of it): a stand of hoary cycad bushes. Literally—cycad bushes. In rolling wheat country. In Eastern Washington. After a bitter winter.


	“I’m afraid I don’t—”


	But there was something; something partially obscured by the van and the cycad bushes; something brown and tan and red and mottled green; a thing which didn’t move, didn’t breathe, which didn’t even seem to be alive—until it adjusted its head slightly and he could no longer miss it, no longer even look away.


	“Oh, he’s a ninja, that one,” said Selena, having joined them at the railing. “A real cucumber. Silent Jim; that’s his name.”


	“Shhh,” whispered Teddy.


	“I don’t get it,” said Nick. “I mean, is he just curious, or is he afraid, is he stalking us, wh—”


	“Jesus, gods, would you be quiet?” Teddy appeared taught as a whip. “And bring me that goddamn rifle. Hurry.”


	He mumbled as Selena fetched it: “How you too are ever going to survive a dinosaur fucking apocalypse is beyond me.” He reached for the weapon as she approached but she hesitated before handing it over. “What? What is it?” he grumbled.


	“Nothing, it’s nothing,” she said, and handed him the gun. “It’s just that, maybe this isn’t a good idea.”


	He braced his elbow on the railing and aimed even as Nick looked at her sharply. “What are you talking about?”


	“I mean, what if it’s the wrong thing? What if it turns out we need those bullets more than we’ll need that beef? Or what if it’s some kind of ambush, or—”


	“Shut her up or I will,” growled Teddy, even as he eyed the scope and fingered the trigger. “We’ve got one shot at—”


	She took a step closer. “Wait—”


	And there was a crack! and a recoil and the shot echoed along the hills, even as Nick looked and saw the animal darting into the brush and zigzagging through the tall grass—before tripping once (but just as quickly recovering) and vanishing into a stand of trees.


	 


	 


	He'd shown the first signs of actually being drunk around 6 pm and it had only gotten worse since, with him having stripped down to just his jeans and tattoos and begun to stalk the house like a wild man, one minute singing to “Cotton Eye Joe” by Rednex (emanating tinny and monotone from the boombox he’d found in the basement and plied with D batteries from the junk drawer) for the 20th time and the next bellowing taunts and challenges to “Silent Jim”—the raptor’s official name now—from the back deck. Nor had he forgotten about the rifle—at least not for very long—although it was hoped that Nick and Selena’s stealthy intervention early in the evening (in which they’d emptied the clip and hid the bullets in an old VHS case) had mitigated the threat. Still, Nick had to wonder as the man grew increasingly belligerent and paranoid—going so far at one point as to wander into the field shouting “Boom! Boom!” as he pointed the rifle at the weird lights in the sky and fancied himself shooting them down.


	Still, it was the breaking of the kerosene lamp that had finally rallied them; in part because there’d only been two for the entire house and in part because it had started a small but dangerous fire not three feet from the curtains—a fire that had to be beat out even as he mocked their ineffectiveness and continued his tirade; a tirade that by that point had become not so much a rant as a veritable call to arms.


	“Becuz what it comes down to,” he was saying, as they poured him into bed and removed the lantern from his room, “uldimedly, is the weak vers’ the strong. It’s always been th’weak vers’ the strong. You know? Amirite?”


	“You’re right, buddy. You’re right on the money.” Nick pulled the blankets over him boots and all and headed for the door. “You get some sleep now, hear? We’re going to have a full day tomorrow reinforcing that barn. You just sleep tight and don’t let the velociraptors bite, okay? Just count ‘em as they go over that fence in time. 1 … 2 … 3 …”


	And then he swung the door shut and leaned against it, exhaling, listening. Then he looked at Selena as she reloaded the gun and just knew that she was thinking the same; which was that they’d let that go on far too long and didn’t dare let it happen again. Ever.


	“It’s all just fox’s and rabbits, fox’s and rabbits,” said Teddy inside the room, gibbering. Nonsensical. “And you’re the fucking rabbits.”


	At which Nick slid down the door and onto his side and tried not to think about the raptor or Teddy or the Flashback or any of it. At which he curled into a ball, into a fetal position, tighter and tighter, rocking himself gently, and slept where he lay.


	 


	 


	There was a word for what Nick was feeling as he gazed out at the fields the next day and Teddy prepared to take the fatal shot, and that word was ambedo: a melancholic trance in which one could become so completely absorbed by the sensory details of their surroundings—the wind massaging the green hills so that they undulated like sea anemones or the red-gold chiaroscuro sky lending palette and poetry to everything or the sun glaring over the horizon like a burning but indifferent god—that they forgot what they were doing or even why they were there. That’s what had happened to him the first time he’d watched Silent Jim so intently across the field (and then proceeded to completely miss his target) and it’s what was happening to him again now—that is, until Teddy squeezed the trigger, and nothing happened.


	Or next to nothing. In fact, there was a slight jolt, just an impotent click. Either way, it was clear to Nick that Selena had changed her mind sometime in the night and emptied the magazine of bullets yet again.


	“Okay, what the fuck is this?” said Teddy—  unusually calm, absolutely livid. He ejected the clip and peered into it. Once. Twice.


	“Huh?” He looked at Selena and Nick. “Is this a joke?”


	“No joke,” said Selena, calmly, and shook her head. “It’s how it’s going to be.”


	He moved to speak but paused—as though words would never be enough—then disappeared into the house … after which they heard bookcases crashing and glass shattering.


	“You’ll never find them,” called Selena through the doors. “And if that was the other lantern we are now without light. So thanks.”


	She started to go in but was stopped by Nick, who had gently gripped her arm. “You’re playing with fire—you know that. What I want to know is, why?”


	But she just shook her head and looked out at the field—at the raptor; which a glance told him was still present—still watching.


	And then Teddy was there—he was right there—grabbing him by the neck and wrestling him around roughly; holding a paring knife to his throat as he glared at Selena. “You got about 10 seconds to find those bullets, bitch, or Hawkeye here is going to be cracking jokes through a tracheotomy. Okay? Got it?”


	“Look, I can explain—”


	“Explain it to him when he’s bleeding,” he snapped, his voice like sparks running along a fuse, and pressed the blade against Nick’s throat. “Just bring me those fucking bullets.”


	“Okay, okay—okay; just … just don’t hurt him. Please. They’re—they’re in the urn.” She indicated the French doors. “On the mantle. It’ll take me, like, five seconds. I swear.”


	“Move,” he said.


	And she did; move, that is—ducking into the house and returning with a white, ovoid urn, which she emptied onto the floorboards. Handing him the bullets, which were covered in sweat and ash.


	“Now wipe them off and put them into the clip … dammit, I showed you how to do it, now do it!”


	And she did it; loading the clip and sliding it into the stock, just as he’d shown her—as he’d shown them—handing him the weapon as he reached out and snatched it and then shoved Nick toward her.


	“There now, see? I don’t know about you but I feel, like, a million times better.” He chambered a round but didn’t aim the gun. “And you’re going to feel better with me in charge, trust me. Because you’re both pretty fucking worthless.” He glanced at the raptor, at Silent Jim—who’d crept still closer—and smiled. “Isn’t he beautiful?” He moved over to the railing and paused. “Oh yuh; going to look mighty handsome when he’s mounted over that mantle, that I can tell you. And all that beef I saved? It’s going to taste so good—you’re going to love it. That is; if I let you stay. That is, if I don’t just cook you after the beef.”


	He rested his elbow on the railing and aimed at the raptor, then looked at them over his shoulder. “Because it all comes down to weak versus strong—ultimately. Foxes and rabbits. And if there’s one thing this ex-con and farm boy knows how to do—it’s butcher rabbits.”


	And then he squeezed the trigger (and clearly missed) even as Selena rushed forward and snatched up the knife and plunged it into his neck—and Nick grabbed the rifle. Then he began hemorrhaging as she stabbed him again and again and Nick beat him with the Garand: pummeling him like a maniac, like a meth-crazed lunatic; continuing even when something hard flecked his face (which he thought might be a dental filling); pounding and pounding until something moist entered his eye and he tasted copper; tasted blood.


	After which, deliriously, Nick could only stare down at what they’d done; even as something hard and white—something brittle, like a vase—shattered against the side of his skull. And then there were stars. 


	 


	 


	Ambedo. That’s what he was feeling as he ran after Selena through the tall grass (having awakened with a knot on his head to find her fleeing) and tried not to think about the danger. Ambedo: that trance-like state in which one became so absorbed by their surroundings—the wind massaging the green hills so that they undulated like sea anemones or the red-gold chiaroscuro sky lending palette and poetry to everything or the sun glaring over the horizon like a burning but indifferent god—that they forgot what they were doing or even why they were there. But he knew what he was doing and why he was there; why he was sprinting through the fields even though the velociraptor, Silent Jim, might be anywhere—on any side. 


	He wanted answers.


	And so he pursued her even as she pursued him, the raptor with the mottled colors and the sky in its eyes; pursued them through the blood haze beneath the lights in the clouds until they burst into a clearing and Jim came to a halt—circling like a great cat (only confined to a cage), pacing like a puma, until they, too, came to a stop. Came to a stop and saw the girl—who was half in a bog with her arm thrown over a branch and a white sunhat floating next to her. Came to a stop and realized why he had been so curious about them; which was that they looked just like her—Katrice Lee, no doubt; who was still alive. Alive but unconscious. That they looked just like this pale flesh he’d had no interest in consuming; perhaps only because he’d never seen it before.


	“Jesus,” said Nick, raising the gun. “I mean, did he lead us here on purpose, or what? How is that even—”


	“Possible?” Selena chuckled, eyeing the predator cautiously. “How is anything possible— from elephants to earthworms.” And she went to the girl.


	Nick aimed at the raptor. “But how did—how could you have—” He tightened his finger on the trigger.


	But Jim was already gone—pow, like that—flitting back into the grass, pausing once to look back. He lowered the rifle.


	“I didn’t,” said Selena, “if you want to know the truth. Know, that is.” She held her hand out for the rifle. “I felt it; in a way I can’t possibly explain. You know, like how you get all dreamy when you stare at the fields. You’re going to have to get the girl, by the way. She’s really stuck.”


	He handed her the rifle. “Yeah, well. That’s me. Known for my muscle.”


	And he bent over the girl—who, good to Selena’s word, was really, really stuck.


	That’s when it came—the decisive crack! of the rifle; the smell of sulfur and graphite. That’s when he paused with his face close to the girl’s and realized she was awake; that her eyes had fluttered open and she was looking at him. When she said, “You killed him, didn’t you?” And he just stared at her.


	And then he was pulling her out and laying her on the solid ground even as Selena dropped the rifle and gathered around with them; after which they helped her slowly to her feet and headed for the farmhouse—past the rusting hulks and barbed wire and a bevy of grazing cattle; through the Idaho fescue and bluebunch wheatgrass and arrowleaf balsamroot, across the green, rolling fields tinged with red.


	 


	

	 




Other Tales from the Flashback


	 




The Wine Dark Earth      



	

	 


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