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	Spears Out


	

	My dad used to say, “It’s amazing what you can see from the back of a pickup, if you’re in the right place at the right time.”


	For him, it was watching ash from Mt. Saint Helens darken the sky from the bed of his own father’s truck in 1980—when he was just 13 years old. For me, it was watching Mt. Hood smolder and spume at precisely the same age; sitting not with my back against a rusted cab, as he had done (I knew because he had told the story a thousand times), but on the hump of a brand-new Chevrolet’s wheel well—so I could keep an eye on the driver.


	“I told you this was a bad idea,” said Jesse, watching the man carefully, suspiciously. He held his stocking cap down so it wouldn’t blow from his head. “And why the hell does he keep staring at us—me in particular?”


	I watched as the old man (he had to have been at least 40) glanced at us through the rearview mirror—again. “Dunno; we’re probably the first people he’s seen—look around.” We glanced at the spare, hardscrabble pines and the blurred, yellowed sage; the great, brown piles of basalt which littered the plain like porous turds. “Probably hasn’t seen anyone alive since the Flashback.”


	Quint harrumphed. “No way. He would have said something.” He stared through the rear window at the driver. “Probably cooks kids and feeds ‘em to the dinosaurs. Or he’s a pedo. I don’t trust him. Not around Jess.” He looked at Jesse as though the boy were fragile and needed special care. “Pretty, pretty—”


	“Say it again,” said Jesse, menacingly.


	Quint hesitated. “Say what?”


	“What you just said. Say it again.”


	Quint guffawed. “How can I say it again when I don’t know what I said in the first place?” He looked at me as though he were completely nonplussed—all Quint Fucking Holloway: Innocent Man. “I don’t get it. Seriously, though. What’d I say?”


	“Ignore him, Miles,” said Jesse. “He just wants to drag you into it.”


	Quint touched his fingers to his chest.


	“Yeah, you,” said Jesse. “Peckerwood. Tornado bait. Son of a crawdaddy.”


	“Yo, lay off that.”


	“What’s the matter? Your trailer wheels showing? Wood booger. Swamp Yankee. Inbredneck …”


	“Okay; it’s not cute anymore,” Quint growled. “Keep it up. And I swear I’ll jam that stick right up your—”  


	“All right, knock it off, both of you. (I’d heard that in a movie once and had always wanted to say it in real life.) There’s a sign coming up—what’s it say? Is it Goldendale?”


	The sign answered my question:


	 


	WEST 142


	Goldendale


	Klickitat


	RIGHT ½ MILE


	 


	“Okay,” I said. “This is our stop; he said he was continuing on 142.” I reached for the thick, sharpened stick at my back. “Bikes ready and spears out—just in case.”


	We unslung our spears and stood our bikes upright. “I’ll go first and you can hand the bikes down to me.”


	“And if he tries something?” Jesse looked at his weapon; at the clean, whittled point, which had been untested by anything—the fresh, white wood. “I mean, are we talking fight or flight? Because I’m not sure if I’m ready—”


	“Flight,” I said—without hesitation. I adjusted the strap of the Thermos (because that’s what the lead tube looked like), feeling the sheer weight of it, the awesome responsibility. “Because—what’s Hal say about unsecured places?”


	“Commotions attract predators,” said Jesse.


	“That’s right,” I said.


	“Unless he has a firearm,” said Quint. He waved at the cab, where we saw the driver craning his neck and smiling at us—folksily, fatherly. “In which case, we kill the son of a bitch.” 
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	Until We Meet Again


	

	It would be incorrect to say that, without human intelligence, Goldendale simply ‘lay’ beneath the sun—stale, abandoned, lifeless; it didn’t. To say that would be to deny what life remained: the foot-long Triassic dragonflies, for example, blue-green and iridescent, like 7-Up bottles, which erupted from the weeds as we pulled up to the market and scattered, like seeds, on the wind; or the slim, tan, almost stick-like Compies—hopping and foraging amongst street trash when we arrived—which did the same. Rather, it was that without human agency the town lived and breathed but simply no longer knew it, and so, far from being inert, it merely slumbered—silently, dreamlessly.


	“Welcome to Goldendale,” shouted the driver from his window, jocularly. “The time is half-past 65 million years B.C. and the temperature is hotter than a stolen tamale. I’d like to thank you personally for flying Hodge Worthington International and remember: the next time you fly, fly the International.”


	I lept out even before we’d come to a complete stop—holding my arms up to receive the bikes, snapping at Jesse and Quint to hurry.


	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” blurted the driver—ratcheting the brake, throwing open his door. “What’s the big hurry here?”


	I mounted my bike even as Jesse and Quint vaulted over the bedrail and did the same, and then we were riding away from the pickup just as fast as we could, standing on the pedals to increase our velocity, aiming for the corner of the building—the idea, I suppose, being to put its overgrown bricks between the yelling man and ourselves (in case he had a gun).


	“I mean, for Pete’s sake, you guys …” He sounded wounded, exasperated. “Aren’t you even going to say, ‘thank you?’”


	I barked at the others to hold up and squeezed my brakes—skidding around to face him, staring at him intensely across the weed-infested, garbage-strewn lot.


	“Thank you,” I said. “Truly. You saved us—what?” I craned to look at Jesse, our map keeper. “About 40 miles?”


	“More like 50,” said Jesse. He adjusted the strap of his pack, which, like my own, had no doubt gotten heavier. “From Toppenish, and the start of 97, all the way to here. So, yeah. Thank you.”


	“Yeah, man. Thanks,” said Quint. “Seriously.”


	The man moved to speak but hesitated. “Look. My name’s Hodge—and I’m not a threat, all right? I promise you. I—I don’t even own a weapon.” He held up his arms as though to illustrate the point. “It’s just that, well, I haven’t seen anybody else out here. Not since Kennewick, at least, where I … where I saw things. Terrible things. Enough to know that—whatever it is you’re doing, wherever it is you’re going … it’s a bad idea.”


	The wind blew, hot and cloying, and the trash skittered. Nobody said anything.


	“Now you said when I picked you up that you’re from a settlement; a place—a place northeast of here, up in Granger. A good place. Safe. Well, I need to tell you: there ain’t no such thing as that in the cities—or out on the road—or anywhere. All right? It’s just hungry lizards and hungry people, and I’d be hard-pressed to tell you which is worse. And I really think you should consider just climbing back into the bed of this truck and letting me take you home to where you came from—after I complete my business in Trout Lake, that is.” He looked at us plainly, compassionately. “I’m an adult, see, a father. And that means I’ve got to try. Gotta try to do right by you. So what do you say?”


	I looked at Jesse as the wind ruffled his collar and then to Quint, whose shoulder-length hair danced, but neither showed any emotion—nor any indication at all that their minds had been changed. I shook my head.


	“There’s your answer, Mr. Worthington. I’m sorry. For us, it’s the Garden of Oz—or bust.”


	He seemed to search his memory. “The Garden of Oz … Seems—seems I saw something about that once … on TV, I mean. A long time ago. By—by the Hollywood sign? In Los Angeles?”


	I nodded, gravely.


	“What’s there?”


	“Our business,” I said. “Just like yours—in Trout Lake.”


	At last he exhaled and slapped his arms against his sides, appearing to give up. “That’s a thousand miles, you know; I guess you understand that. And those motocross bicycles will never make it—you understand that too?”


	“We’ve got innertubes,” I said. “And we can pick up other bikes along the way.”


	“Yeah, well.” He scratched at his high forehead and thinning hair. “I guess you’ve thought of everything. Except that you’re sitting ducks on those things: for highwaymen, for one—those are a thing again, you know—for raptors, for pterodactyls. But I don’t suppose you’re worried about any of that—being young and invulnerable, after all.”


	Again, nobody said anything.


	The man—Hodge—looked at Jesse, appearing almost to well up. “There’s a reason I kept staring at you, you know. Because you look like someone; my first son, gone long before the Flashback.” He paused, seeming to choke on his words. “Like his mother, too.”


	I looked at Quint, who looked at Jesse—who frowned.


	“All right,” said Hodge. “Well. Until me meet again.”


	And then he climbed back into his truck and put it into gear and was gone, rumbling toward 142 which he would take west toward Trout Lake, leaving a cloud of dust. After which we thought about what he’d said—for it was obvious Jesse and Quint were doing the same—and I took out the Thermos, which we just stared at for the longest time before Quint handed me the key and I inserted it into the lid and began to turn.


	 


	***
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	Talon


	

	We’d found the thing shortly after Jesse arrived at the camp (the one in Granger, a town full of dinosaur sculptures, go figure), back when we were still getting to know each other, still feeling each other out. Quint and I had already met and mostly hit it off—I’m still not sure why, he was from nearby Wapato (population 4,997) and I was from Los Angeles (I’d taken a Greyhound to spend the summer with my uncle, who had since vanished in the Flashback). We just had, same as we had with Jesse, who had arrived a short time after without so much as a knapsack—no family, no friends, nothing—and to whom we were introducing our favorite fishing spot (perfect and secluded and shady beneath the State Route 223 bridge, on the Yakima River) when the body washed up.


	“Miles, what the hell is that? I mean, is that what I think it is?”


	Quint sounded flabbergasted, incredulous. None of us had ever seen a dead body (aside from the disappearances, Granger had largely been spared). “Holy shit, man.”


	“Yeah—Jesus,” said Jesse.


	We laid our poles on the rocks and shuffled closer—to where it was caught up in a reed-filled shallow.


	“Where’s the top half of his head?”


	I looked at the gaping, blue-gray mouth and plump, swollen tongue—like uncooked pork sausage—and the horseshoe mustache; above which, above a serrated edge caked in dried blood, everything was gone. “I don’t know,” I said. “But he died screaming.”


	Quint was the first to point it out: “What’s that?”


	He indicated a dull gray canister which was slung from around the thing’s neck (it didn’t seem proper to call it a ‘man’ anymore). “Look. It says something.”


	I inched closer, stepping into the water up to my ankles. “‘Radiation Products Technology,’” I read. “It—it’s like a brand-name, or something.”


	“Get it,” said Quint.


	“I’m not touching that thing!”


	“Get it—you’re right there. Don’t you think Hal’s going to want to look at it?” He was referring, of course, to Hal Keller, the brains behind Camp Courage’s makeshift electrical system—among other things. 


	“Well, then Hal can come and get it,” I said—and didn’t budge. “What part of ‘radiation’ don’t you understand?” I looked at the body: at the swollen tongue and horseshoe mustache—jet-black on blue— and the thing’s one visible hand, which was contorted in a crook.


	“I’ll get it, you candy-ass,” cursed Quint, and stepped into the water.


	Jesse, meanwhile, had begun to stir. “Ah, guys …”


	“‘Candy-ass?’ What are you, my grandpa?”


	Quint reached for the canister. “Hey, if the shoe fits …”


	“Ah, guys. You need to like—not move. Okay? Like, at all.”


	“Here,” said Quint. “At least keep him from floating away while I—”


	“If you don’t shut up and hold still,” growled Jesse, “we are all going to die. All right? Just, look south, okay? Slowly.”


	And we looked south: toward the bend in the dark, lazy river and the gray, rocky sandbars further down—and froze.


	“Oh, shit,” rasped Quint. “Just holy fucking shit. Is that—is that a …?”


	I waved him to silence as I studied the thing’s physical makeup: the brown body and distended belly, held horizontally over the ground, like a side of beef on a spit, and the balanced tail; the wrinkled, S-curved neck; the long snout and brow horns. 


	“It’s not good, whatever it is,” I whispered. “Everyone get in the water—it hasn’t seen us. Quietly.”


	Quint demurred. “But what if—”


	“Just do it. It’ll help mask our smell.”


	And we did it, wading into the cold, (seemingly) slow-moving water, moving out deeper and deeper, something my mother had warned me against—because of the undercurrents—time and time again.


	“What’s the hell’s it doing, anyway?” asked Jesse at last, shivering. “There’s no big game around here.”


	I watched the therapod as it stared into the water. “It’s fishing, just like we were. Probably got one in its sights. Look, see how—”


	And it raised its head ... then swung it around to face us.


	“Oh, shit,” whined Quint. “Oh shit-oh shit-oh shit …”


	Nobody moved.


	That’s when I heard it: a kind of whisper—a suggestion—not vocalized but in my mind; as though I were thinking it to myself, as though I were imagining it.


	Release us, it seemed to say. Release us and we will protect you.


	I looked around: first at Quint and then at Jesse, both of whom seem bewildered—until my eyes settled on the corpse and its awful, gaping mouth, its frozen scream—like something from The Thing—and finally on to the canister, which floated and bobbed, like a buoy.


	Do it, Miles.


	And then it was coming—the therapod, the allosaur, whatever—slowly but surely; padding toward us along the bank with its eyes focused on us like laser beams, like heat-seeking missiles. Like a great cat stalking its prey.


	“What are you doing?” It was Jesse—sounding alarmed. “Quint—what is he doing?”


	I reached the body and gripped the canister, worked its strap up and over the corpse’s partially-eaten half-head.


	“Miles? What are you doing, man?” Quint, I think. “Because it’s a bad idea—whatever it is. Come on. Give it to me.”


	“It’ll protect us,” I said—dreamily, dazedly. “It’ll make it so that it thinks we’re one of its own.” It had a pin in it with a ring attached, like a hand grenade— which I pulled; but with no luck. “More, it’ll let us know when there are others—other predators. We just have to release them …”


	“Jesus, stop him!”


	But it was too late; I’d already twisted the ring and pulled the pin, which had opened the tube; opened it so that a weird, emerald light spilled forth even as I reached in with my fingers and felt an object—something smooth, cold, metallic, like a necklace—which I snatched up by its chain and quickly held aloft.


	Something which burned like green fire as the predator entered the water but paused, snarling. Which reflected from its eyes like an emerald sun as it sniffed at the air and seemed to change its mind; as it cocked its great head—which was the size of a jet ski—in curiosity, before swinging it away like a wrecking ball and bounding from the river, back into the woods.


	Something whose glow quickly faded as the threat diminished and became lifeless and inert in my hand; just a small chain with a medallion attached—which was black as coal; just a curved piece of an unknown metal (or glass) which was cold to the touch and looked like a velociraptor’s scythe-like, retractable toe-claw.


	Or a talon.


	 


	 


	All of which brings us back to the present, and the fact that as Hodge drove away and I opened the Thermos a green light spilled out which painted our shirts; a light which told us—in no uncertain terms—that there was a predator (or predators) nearby. A predator—or predators—who might even then be preparing to rush us: from behind the overgrown ruins of the store, perhaps, or the Mesozoic rock formation in the street.


	Or just from out of nowhere, I thought—as Hodge’s truck disappeared finally down the road—in a place that was in the middle of nowhere.


	 


	***
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	Wolves of the Jurassic


	

	I looked around: at the Les Schwab Tire Center and its sun-bleached ads (FREE BEEF WITH ANY TIRE PURCHASE!), and its block walls covered with vines; at a crusty, two-tone mobile home (beige and peapod-green) and a ruined café; a partially-collapsed house. It wasn’t just that we felt like we were being watched; it was that we felt like we were being watched from every direction.


	“I got a bad feeling,” said Jesse—as the Talon continued to glow, to tremble. “We should—we should take cover.”


	“Yeah,” I mumbled, warily. I resealed the Thermos and swung it around to my back. “I think you’re ri—”


	“That Les Schwab,” said Quint. “How about that?”


	I looked at its bay doors—one of which was open. “And become the free beef? Dude … it’s wide open. The market’s right—”


	Something rustled and we jumped—but it was just a tumbleweed, skittering across the road.


	“Better think again,” said Quint. “Look. Its roof is collapsed.”


	I looked. “It’d keep the raptors out, though. Don’t you think? Maybe.”


	“Maybe. But it might not be raptors. It might be one of those things from Granger. Or a whole pack.”


	“The café,” said Jesse, suddenly. He indicated the overgrown—but intact—building: The Alienated Heifer, whatever that meant. “It’ll have food—canned stuff, bottled water—if we have to hole up. Plus they’ll be a walk-in—one of those big industrial freezers—in case anything gets in. Like a panic room.”


	We both just looked at him. The dude definitely had a knack.


	“Okay,” I said. “We’re splitting for the diner. We are not gonna pass GO; we’re not collecting 200 dollars. We’re just gonna—”


	“Oh, fuck,” said Quint, stiffening like a board.


	And we followed his gaze.


	 


	 


	It’s never easy; coming face to face with a predatory dinosaur—even one as far away as this one—especially when it just stands there like a psycho killer with its dark tail swishing slowly and its white face cocked; coldly, dispassionately—like Michael fucking Meyers. Hal says it’s because they release a pheromone that causes panic and disorientation in their prey, but I think it’s the eyes—which gleam like the Flashback itself (or at least the weird borealis the Flashback left behind) and can give you the heebie-jeebies. Regardless, I knew once we’d seen the Nano-A (or Nanoallosaurus, for I remembered its wide skull and narrow snout from Mr. Jones’ science class) that we were in serious trouble; for it was, or had been, or was again, amongst the deadliest of predators: a smart, lithe species Jones had referred to as—because of its sophisticated pack behavior—“the Wolves of the Jurassic.”


	“Nobody move,” I said. “Just—don’t even breathe.” I reached for the Thermos and brought it around. “There’s something about this. Something—”


	“Forget it,” said Quint. He indicated the Nano-A. “I don’t want to get close to that thing. Besides, we don’t even know if it’ll work—the Talon, I mean. It could have been a fluke. No way, man. We need to run, now.”


	I opened the canister and took out the Talon, which glowed, fiercely.


	“He’s right,” said Jesse. “You’re putting too much faith in that.” He shielded his eyes and looked at the diner. “We can make it but only if we get a head start. And that means getting a move on it; like, right—”


	He jumped as something cried out—we all did—like a fisher cat at night; or a drunken woman shouting unintelligibly.


	“Jesus,” said Quint. “What the hell was that?”


	“It came from the other side of the market,” said Jesse. “Whatever it was.”


	I put the Talon around my neck. “It’s what I’m trying to tell you, there isn’t just …” I trailed off, suddenly, looking for the Nano-A. “Where’d it go?”


	We all just looked at the spot.


	“Okay, fuck this,” said Quint—and dumped his bike.


	“Yeah,” said Jesse—doing the same. “For once we agree.”


	“But don’t you see, running might be just exactly—”


	And then Jesse was grabbing my arm and I was dumping my bike (as well as the thermos) and we were all of us breaking into a sprint—just bolting toward the diner like lunatics, like frightened children, which I guess we were, leaping across the pavement in bounds—even as I glanced at a nearby fence and saw the tumbleweed from earlier pushed right up against it—rocking and vibrating and shaking, as though it were alive—deposited there by the wind; trapped.
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“An absolutely unique coming of age tale. Like Stand By Me meets Jurassic Park.”
—ANDY KUMPON, S££DS OF THE DEAD





