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“Good morning, Sandy Chain Peninsula, and it’s Thursday once again—Thursday the 25th of November, in case you were wondering—one day closer to Friday; and this is your Morning Catch of news, weather, and interviews—not to mention great music—with me, Mollie Vaughan. Now, as we all know, yesterday was a real Debbie-downer: gray, chill, and damp. The good news is that today is looking better—with a high of 72 and winds south at 5 to 10 mph, with a low around 55. And, while the sun may give way to rain this afternoon—with a 20 percent chance of precipitation—winds are expected to remain calm, at around 9 mph. All of which is my way of saying that what I hope to do today through the magic of radio is to lift your hearts, your moods, and your limbs—is that asking too much at 6:01 am? I guess we’ll find out as we anticipate our main event: an exclusive, in-studio interview with Deputy Bennet Firth—19-year veteran of the Sandy Chain Police Department and winner of the 2017 Mayor’s Choice Award—that you’re not going to want to miss. It's all coming up at the bottom of the hour; but first, the news …”


	I looked at Bennet and he looked back, coolly, nonchalantly. “What? It’s not like it’s a big deal, you know. I mean—Jesus. You’d think the town has never called on me before.”


	I glanced at his badge, which had been buffed to a spirited shine, and his pressed Khakis; at his glossy black belt and shoes. “Oh, I just thought you might be anxious, that’s all. I reckon I should have known.”


	I returned my attention to the clipboard, which I’d braced against the wheel. “I’m sure Mollie will ensure everything goes to spec. I mean, she runs a tight ship, Mollie. A tight, fine—”


	“Look, I don’t want to hear about her tight, fine ship, all right?” He glanced at the roses on the dash—a subtle accusation. “I just want to get through this. And—and to assure Sandy Chain we’re on duty. Both of us. Still.”


	By which he meant to say: Because some of us have remained focused—know what I mean, ‘Chief?’ On the needs of the community, on good, old-fashioned police-work. On our duty, if you don’t mind; and on service, not grieving endlessly, endlessly—or worse, acting like teenagers. Not dwelling on personal matters.


	I finished scribbling in my log. “We’re here,” I agreed—and tossed the clipboard onto the dash. “Still. Now let’s get some coffee … and you to the station.”


	And then I started the patrol truck and put it in gear—but paused, distracted, looking at the still-dark horizon, looking beyond the breakers. “There’s no raincloud out there,” I said. “Nothing but clear sky.”


	“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Bennet. “Oh, I know, everyone says July, or August, maybe September, but in my experience, it’s November. November’s the season—the season of killing bolts. You just mark my words.”


	And I did—mark his words, that is. Marked them and filed them away: under hyperbole. Under ‘how to speak with grandiloquence.’ Under Shit My Deputy Says.


	 


	 


	I had to hand it to her, I thought, even as we entered Carmichael’s and Cecilia rushed to turn down the radio; she (Mollie) knew how to sound objective even when reporting on things I knew pissed her off: “… America’s allies are calling to congratulate President-elect Jon Brady even as President Tucker refuses to concede the election; among them President Emmanuel Macron of France and Prime Minister Boris Johnson of the United Kingdom. Tucker meanwhile has not publicly conceded and continues to make claims of election rigging and voter fraud …”


	“Cecilia; I don’t know how you even hear them bells with such an infernal racket going on.” I motioned for her to remain seated even as we made our way toward the coffee urns. “Nah, nah. You just sit right down there and give little Archie a chance to breathe, you hear?”


	She blushed and dropped a hand to her bump, which was more of a basketball. “Little Archie—” And she tittered. “Not X Æ A-Xii—like Steve Dannon and Sharona?”


	“The rich can afford to be weird,” said Bennet. He took a Styrofoam cup and began to fill it. “Like that Hugo Eagleton—the guy who wrote The Sleeping City, or whatever. Named his kid ‘Rocket.’ I mean, can you imagine? A kid named ‘Rocket?’” He snickered through his nose. “Going to have to teach that kid how to fight; that’s all I have to say.”


	I filled my own cup and went to the counter, took out my debit card. “Oh, I don’t know. I kind of like it. It’s got—how do you say it? Gravitas.” I looked at Cecilia. “I’ve got these, darling. Can’t have Bennet paying for his own coffee, not today; he’s the man of the moment!”


	Bennet just shrugged. “It’s nothing, really. Little PR for the Department.” He lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. “People see things like the race riots in Seattle and, well, they get scared—that’s all. Just need to know there’s a firm hand at the wheel.”


	Cecilia nodded slowly, tentatively. “So are you … going to be on television? Or on the radio?”


	“Oh, radio; radio. KEXM, right next door. You’ll—you’ll be able to hear the whole thing.” He hitched up his Khakis briskly. “Yeah, just something a lawman has to do … I mean, now and again. Touch base with his public. Let ‘em know he’s on the beat.” He laughed a little. “After all, we work for you, right? I mean, it sure isn’t the reverse. I can tell you that.”


	“Speaking of which,” I indicated the clock on the wall. “Isn’t it about that time?”


	“Is it?” Bennet looked at the big IBM. “Well—so it is.” And to Cecilia: “Well. Reckon that’s why I don’t currently have a lady friend. Married to duty, as they say.”


	“Aww. Well, break a leg,” she said.


	“Yep …” He exhaled loudly. “My lady is Sandy Chain.”


	“Bennet.”


	And we went—as Cecilia refused to run my card (as usual) and the radio blared (with Mollie talking about a bold new era in human achievement and the imminent return of Steve Dannon’s Daedalus Seven spacecraft) and the door chimed and the wind—which had picked up markedly, alarmingly, inexplicably—met our faces.


	 


	 


	“Chief Townsend! Hey, wait!”


	I turned to see Vicki from Blevins Pharmacy rushing up the sidewalk.


	“Am I glad to see you!” She paused to catch her breath, the hair whipping and lashing her face—before extending a white bag. “Tell me you’ll deliver this to Wilber Cole—out in Mirabeau Park—like, yesterday, please? Before he eats anything?”


	I took the bag and looked at her. “Now you know that when you ask like that I can’t help but to comply.” I peeked inside the sack. “I’m not even going to ask.”


	“One in the morning—before breakfast, and one at night, just before dinner.” She jumped as a garbage can toppled and papers cycloned. “Before meals, okay? Don’t forget.”


	“It’ll be done—I was going out there anyway. Go on, git.”


	She paused, looking suddenly abashed. “Oh, Chief—”


	“It’s all right,” I watched as the power lines began to waver—ominously, precariously. “Vicki, don’t make me—”


	And she went; as Bennet and I crossed the street to the station and went up to its double doors—where he paused, abruptly. “Look, Archie. Maybe we should—”


	“Aw, no. I won’t hear of it. Now you’ve been looking forward to this all week. So just go in there and knock ‘em dead—and I’ll see you on the other side.”


	“Aw, Arch, but what if—”


	“No, no. Everything out here is gonna to be fine.” I nodded once, twice. “Go on. Make us proud.”


	He moved to go in but hesitated. “You don’t even have your service revolver; now when are you going to get back on the horse, anyway? I mean, I’m sorry, Arch, but someone has to say it. It’s time for you to snap out of it.”


	I scanned the trees, which were leaning in the wind, and the brownstone buildings, whose screens rattled. “Just a storm. Don’t need a revolver for that.”


	“Yeah, well. You’d think better if, say, the Dusty Moths—”


	“Who aren’t going to be riding around in a storm; I can guarantee it. Now go on.”


	And he went on, shaking his balding head, which shined like his badge, slamming the door behind him—after which I heard a rap on the glass above and looked up; saw Mollie holding a sign against one of the second-story windows, a sign which read, simply: NIGHTCAP AT MIDNIGHT JOE’S?


	At which I just smiled and gave her a thumbs up.


	 


	 


	“Yeah, well, sure, I try to stay sharp. And that means a lot of time at the range—lot of time sighting paper targets. (laughter) I mean, I’m no Jingo Williams—you ever seen him? Jingo Williams? On TV, I mean? Him and that Oriental gal? Amazing. Amazing shootist. I saw him do a trick once where he—”


	I switched off the ignition and sighed, rubbed the bridge of my nose. ‘Oriental.’ I got out and shut the door.


	Oreo was already there, barking and slavering, his white paws on the fence. Greeting me as he greeted everyone, with a hail of yaps and spit.


	I shook him by a jowl. “Whoos a good boy? Whoos a good boy?”


	“Not that dog,” snapped Wilber, drawing my attention (to the porch, yes, but also to the fact that he was wearing nothing but saggy undershorts and a wifebeater). “Not one little bit. Bugger chewed up my lawn gnome. Just chewed it to pieces. Ate its head off! I mean, look at it.”


	I looked to where he’d indicated; saw a plastic lawn gnome with—sure enough—its head chewed off. “Aw, no.” I clicked my heals, saluted smartly. “Wilber. For him the war is over.”


	Wilber just looked at me. “You, ah, you out here on business, Chief? Or are you just out here to be cute?”


	“Actually, Wilber,” I walked toward him and handed him the bag, which crinkled. “I’m here to tell you to take your medicine. Two a day: One before breakfast—one before dinner. Call Vicki with any questions.”


	He stared at the bag, irritably, contemptuously. “Will it help me sleep?”


	“Call Vicki with any questions.”


	“Hmpf.” And he went back inside.


	“You’re welcome,” I said; even as the wind blew and the screen door banged.


	And then I looked across the street. At the long, open, swaying gate and the hideous, black, gothic-style arch. At Sandy Chain Community Cemetery with its towering cyclone fences and tombstones like ruined teeth; its brown, semi-frozen lawns; its crypts and sepulchers full of nothing.


	 


	 


	Bennet continued as I laid the roses (I’d parked next to her section with the engine running and the door hanging open): “Vacation? (laughter in the studio) No, no, not this Deputy. I mean, what would I do? Yeah, yeah; I know: Go to Bluebeard’s Cove, right? Or Devil’s Gorge. Go bet on the races at Checkered Flags. Well, that’s fine, I suppose—if you’re a civilian. If you’re not a lawman. But I am lawman, see, and—”


	I stood, staring at the marker, staring at the inscription.


	“—an oath of service, a promise to protect. And that promise comes before anything; even, I dare say, family—" 


	I watched as rain began to spot the granite; to stain the marker in ever-increasing blotches— darkening the ‘C’ in Cynthia, punctuating the still-fresh epigraph.


	“—well, that’s true, I don’t. I don’t. I mean, unless you count Barney; that, he’s my dog. Norwegian Elkhound. (proud chuckling) That’s the national dog of Norway—”


	I stared at the marker.


	Were you really so unhappy—so lost? So alone? Was it really so hopeless—and did you hate me so much—that you would use a piece of me—a piece of my work—to at last finish what the pills and alcohol couldn’t? Had I abandoned you to that extent, my love? And did any of it—any of it—ever really happen?


	I looked at the granite and the semi-frozen grass—the insufficient inscription, the red, wet roses in cellophane.


	Where are you, my love, and just as importantly, where am I? Because I no longer care about what I cared about—and so fiercely! while you were here; by which I mean, what I took from you and gave to Sandy Chain, what I thought was my duty but was in fact only selfishness.


	I looked up, the rain spotting my eyes, to find the clouds virtually racing.


	Where are you, and just as importantly, where am I?


	And then I turned toward the west, toward the sea—I’m still not sure why; and became, in that very instant, a kind of statue, a kind of oak. Then I saw the Anomaly for the very first time (that churning, boiling stormfront; that amorphous Man o’ War spreading, ink-like, across the sky), and, unable to comprehend what I was seeing, just stood there, frozen, like I’d looked on Medusa herself. Like I’d become Irit; the Lady of Gomorrah—and prideful spouse to Lot—after she’d been turned into a pillar of salt.


	 


	 


	“Looks like a mushroom cloud–only, like, horizontal.”


	I confess I jumped, and that my hand dropped to my weapon—had I carried one. “Donovan. Now how many times have I told you not to cut through the cemetery?”


	“Ah, Chief, but then I’ve got to go all the way around. And there’s a mean dog on Oberlin; you know that. Besides,” He stepped up next to me and gazed at the cloud. “You don’t really mean to tell me you care about that when there’s, well, that. Am I right?”


	I peered at the cloud: at its curtains of rain and lightning—like the tendrils of a jellyfish—at its billowing cumulonimbus, which flickered and flashed.


	“What is that?” I mumbled. “Is that, is that lightning up there, or something?”


	I guess he must have followed my gaze. “Up there? Near the top? No—no, I don’t think so. More like—more like balloon beacons, or aircraft. Their wing lights, maybe—glowing in the gloom. Those colors, though. They don’t—they don’t look right. Almost like—”


	“That’s because you’ve never seen them,” I said, and toggled my radio. “No one has. K-94, this is the Chief. Do you copy?”


	But there was nothing—only static. Only white noise. I listened for the truck’s radio: nothing. Just dead air. Just silence as thunder rumbled and the rain fell and the wind gusted—powerfully. Alarmingly. 


	“K-94, this is the Chief—do you copy?”


	More static, more noise. I looked at the fast-approaching cloud.


	“Donovan,” I said.


	“Yeah, Chief?”


	“Don’t cut through the cemetery.”


	And then I hustled for the truck and quickly climbed in—jammed it into gear, activated the light bar. Then I was driving out of the cemetery at a dizzying clip; reaching for my cellphone even as it started ringing and ringing; glancing at the shotgun as it lay—bleakly, funereally, like a coffin—between the seats.


	 


	 


	“What do you mean, gone?” The wipers went squirk, squirk, squirk. “She’s probably in the restroom, Hank.” I cradled the cellphone as I drove. “I mean, she is pregnant. Jesus. Give her a minute.”


	“I’ve given her about 20 minutes—and I’m telling you, she’s not here. Now are you coming to check it out, or what?”


	“Look, my phone’s been ringing since I left Mirabeau; okay? Just hold on. I’m turning onto Main now.”


	I turned the corner even as a tangle of powerlines cascaded onto the street—spitting sparks, sniping like snakes. “And tell Clayton we’ve got lines down; front of the pharmacy—Oliver and Maine.” I maneuvered around the lines and accelerated. “Tell ‘em to hustle.” 


	And then I was pulling up to Carmichael’s and ratcheting the break; piling out of the cab even as Hank met me out front and I blew right past him—thankful the place had power, making a beeline for the restroom. Then I was rapping on its thin door even as Hank crowded me from behind and rain pounded the roof.


	“Cecilia! Hey! You all right?” I rattled the door handle furiously—locked, of course. “Cecilia! Now, listen, you’re going to have to say something, darlin’, or we’re just going to have to kick this here door right in; ya understand?”


	I leaned closer as something seemed to shift; to move—as clothing ruffled and rain trickled. “Cecilia?”


	And then it came: Then she screamed, although it wasn’t so much a scream as a shriek, a wail—an extended howl the likes of which I’d never heard (and pray I never hear again). Then she was yowling like an animal even as I stepped back and kicked in the door; as I found her hunched over the toilet and starting to mumble–pitifully, incoherently. Defeatedly.


	As I rushed in and knelt beside her, turned her to face me—not yet noticing the obvious; not yet noticing the mortal difference, the cruel jest that had been played on her. “Cecilia–what, what is it? What–”


	But then I did notice it; noticed her flat stomach, her thin, gaunt face. Her haunted, terror-stricken eyes—and, also, the complete lack of blood anywhere.


	“What happened here?”


	“No-nothing—nothing happened. Don’t you see? He was just—he was just here, inside, kicking … and then—then the kicking stopped.” She batted the tears from her eyes. “It just stopped; do you understand? It—”


	She turned and retched into the bowl; forcibly, violently—just retched and retched, her entire body shaking.


	I looked at Hank—who was already on the phone—then reached up, slowly, and flushed the toilet.


	“Now, listen. There’s, ah, there’s people on the way here who are gonna help us with this—this thing, okay? So, until then, you just lean on the big white telephone here and try not to move—and I mean not a lick. All right? Ya hear?”


	And then my phone rang, and, God help me, I had to take it. Then Donovan’s girlfriend was on the line demanding to know why I’d made him walk around the cemetery in the middle of a thunderstorm—and that I had better go look for him, and give him a ride, like, yesterday.


	Because he hadn’t come home yet, she said, and he wasn’t answering his phone.


	But that wasn’t really what alarmed me. No, what alarmed me was: I hadn’t made him cut around the cemetery. And then thunder struck somewhere close; krack-kakroom! And I got a move on.


	 


	 


	He lay spreadeagled like a ragdoll—like he’d been making a snow-angel—his tongue fat and blue; as if he’d been eating pomegranates—his entrails unspooled. The cumbersome poncho rustled as I dialed my cellphone and waited for it to ring—and ring. 


	Dammit, Bennet, pick up …


	“Hello, you’ve reached the personal number of Bennet ‘Benny’ Firth—Deputy; Sandy Chain Police Department; Badge Number—well, Badge Number 2, I mean, it’s a small department—winner of the 2017—” 


	I hung up and looked at the body—at its bloody hands, as though Donovan had been trying to shield his face; at the grass and dirt-turning-to-mud, which—


	Well, wasn’t that odd.


	I knelt and examined the ground—which was soaked in blood and rain. It was almost like—yuh, there; and there. Anterior and lateral support impressions. Nude; no shoes. And toeprints: one, two … three—just three, with no evidence of a heel, no posterior support at all. Not human, obviously. Not dog. Not bear. More like a fucking ostrich; or—


	Ka-crack! Karoom!


	I jumped as lightning struck a nearby tree—my heartbeat surely stopping, if only for an instant, my bladder feeling as though it might void right then and there. Then I was up; I was standing, looking at the split trunk and the tree’s glowing pulp; looking at the burning branches, which crisped and fell away.


	Fire extinguisher ... Dammit, get the fire extinguisher!


	And then I was hustling, running for the truck as fast as I could, pausing at Cynthia’s grave—or at least where her grave should have been—feeling dazed and disoriented; spying the patrol truck where I’d left it—at Wilber’s—sprinting for it only to skid to a stop next to the fence and lean on my knees, panting.


	Only to wait there where Oreo would have normally greeted me—just as he greeted everyone—with a hail of yaps and spit—but didn’t. Holding and looking at all the blood—then following that blood directly to his doghouse … to where the poor thing had died half in and half out of its door. Where the poor thing had retreated to lick its mortal wounds and curl up in the cold, familiar straw; to wonder if it had protected its people and its property; to bleed out and die.


	There was a crashing sound and I froze—the sound of wood splintering and glass breaking. A sound which had come from behind Wilber’s house.


	I listened carefully, intently—heard only the wind and the rain, the thunder of lightning, dogs barking in the distance. At last it came again, only muffled somewhat, more muted: another splintering, another breaking of glass. This time, however, it hadn’t come from outside. No, this time it had born a kind of echo, a kind of interiority—as though it had originated from an interior space. As though it had originated from inside Wilber’s house.


	 


	 


	As for what I was thinking as I gripped the shotgun and stepped through the shattered doors, I couldn’t tell you. Maybe it was just the fact that it felt good to have it in my hands again—the shotgun, I mean, the Remington 870—“Fat Man,” as we called it, our nuclear option—the one Bennet wasn’t ever allowed to use. Or maybe it was Mollie’s newscast with its mentions of President Tucker’s refusal to concede and Steve Dannon’s Daedalus Seven returning to Earth, the connection being—I suppose—that both of them seemed about as possible as a baby suddenly vanishing or a killer ostrich wandering the peninsula.


	Or maybe it was something else entirely; the fact that I’d been so focused on grieving Cynthia (and, paradoxically, perhaps, boning Mollie) that I’d lost track of who I was. It’s possible even that, as I raced through Wilber’s house armed to the teeth and—having heard something shatter in his bedroom—paused outside his door, I just felt like myself again.   


	All I know is that all of that went out the window the moment I stepped out and levelled the shotgun—which also happened to be the moment that anything that wasn’t, well, whatever that was (although, I confess, having seen Jurassic Park, I had a pretty good idea), simply ceased to exist. Rather, it seemed as though something else took over: something primitive, even primal, something deep within my mammalian DNA. A holdover from when we were frightened, possum-like creatures hiding in the trees, perhaps—an ancestral memory. Wilber, for his part, just slept like the dead.


	The thing is that I completely froze as it turned; froze to the extent that I saw every detail of its skin even as I glimpsed Bennet aiming his pistol outside and dove for the floor. As he opened fire and the thing began bouncing off the walls and smashing bookcases, as it thrashed about like a deer I saw on the internet once (which had crashed through the window of a city bus and then proceeded to destroy everything in its path) and basically went insane—reminding me of the crazed deer and yet not, for it was—in the end—a thing utterly without comparison in this world.


	A thing which nonetheless wound up in my sights and got blown away—even as Wilber yelped and clasped his ears and Bennet hit the dirt. Which, in the end, only impacted against the wall and collapsed, twitching and convulsing, as I looked outside with my ears still ringing, and, despite the fact that we were on an evergreen peninsula in western Washington State, saw the tops of palm trees swaying in the wind.


	That’s when I saw them: the people who were left—the shell-shocked survivors of the Flashback (or whatever they call it where you are). That’s when I knew that their friends and loved ones had simply vanished—simply ceased to exist—no less than Cecilia’s baby—or Cynthia’s grave marker; no less than Mollie—who I would come to learn had disappeared during the interview. That’s when I knew that Time had melted and that we (and maybe a few others) were all that were and had ever been; that, indeed, the world had been (at least partially) reset to primordia; and that most of those who’d existed, existed no more.


	In short, it was when they looked at me and I looked back, knowing my purpose, knowing my role. And finally it was when I patted Wilber on the shoulder and went out—feeling oddly invigorated, oddly at peace. Feeling as though I might yet make a difference—even as I sucked in the post-storm air.


	

	 


	end.


	 




 


	

	 


	Other Tales from the Flashback


	 




 


	 




A REIGN OF THUNDER (2019)




	 


	 


	I


	 


	It happened pow, like that. One minute he’d been blasting through the Arizona desert and listening to Martha and the Vandellas sing “Heat Wave” on the Mustang’s AM radio, and the next he was pulling over, rumbling to a stop on the shoulder of State Route 87 and idling in place as the good-looking hitchhiker jogged to catch up with him.


	“Man, am I glad to see you,” she panted, opening the door—then froze, suddenly, examining the cab, peering into the backseat. “No body parts in that cooler? No murder weapons?”


	“Only these,” He held up his hands. “Registered as deadly weapons in fifty states. And Puerto Rico.”


	“Is that so?” She laughed, appearing relieved, then climbed in and shut the door. “So where you headed, Deadly Hands?”


	“New Mexico. Albuquerque.”


	“That’ll do.” She took one of his hands and examined it. “Nah, these are too pretty.” She traced his fingers, studying them. “A dentist’s, maybe. Or a lab technician.” When he didn’t say anything, she added: “No? Something creative, then. Nebulous. An artist, maybe. Or a photographer.”


	He shifted in his seat uncomfortably, unsure whether he was getting creeped out by her touch and directness—or a hard-on. He glanced her up and down quickly: the slender figure, the long, dark hair—the brown eyes like a doe in heat. Definitely a hard-on. “Look, I—”


	“A writer, I think,” she said, suddenly, and let go of his hand. “Ha! Am I warm?”


	He opened his mouth to speak but closed it immediately, seeing only Heller and the office at 123 Wilshire Blvd—the cheap suit, the shit-eating grin—his hard-on withering like a prune in September.


	“No,” he said at last, gripping the gearshift, pushing in the clutch. “You’re cold. Cold as fucking Pluto.”


	And then they were moving, crossing the rumble strip and picking up speed, the engine growling, leaping up, the sweltering sun beating down, as she looked at him, curiously, quizzically, and he tried to ignore her. As the mercury in the little thermometer on the dash topped 90 degrees—and kept climbing.


	 


	 


	“So what’s your story?” she asked, shouting over the wind and the radio, which was too loud, too tinny. He turned it down.


	“My story?” He laughed. “I’m not the one who was hitchhiking through the Sonoran Desert.”


	 She smiled self-deprecatingly. “Yeah, there is that.” She hung her head back so that her dark hair billowed out the window. “I was at an artist’s colony—the Desert Muse.” She smiled again, bitterly, it seemed. “Or the Desert Ruse, as I call it. Ever heard of it?”


	He shook his head.


	“Yeah, well, it’s where a bunch of grad students hang out with their professors for a week and study the fine arts. You know, like how to out-snark the other pimply kids … or fuck your professor.”


	He glanced at her sidelong, raising an eyebrow.


	“Okay, so maybe not fuck him. But definitely give him something to think about. You know, like when he’s handing out teaching internships.”


	He nodded slowly, exaggeratedly. “Ah.”


	“Ah. So I just bugged out. I didn’t want to play anymore. And now I’m heading home. Back to Miami.”


	He drove, listening, the wind buffeting his hair, which was graying at the temples. She couldn’t have been more than, say, what? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? “Yeah? And?”


	“And that’s all you get. At least until I know something about you. Your name, for instance.”


	He accelerated, he wasn’t sure why, focusing on the road. “Cooper,” he said, finally. “Cooper Black. But, please, call me ‘Coup’—everyone does.”


	“Cooper—Coup. Black? Cooper Black? Like the font?”


	“Just like the font.”


	“Well, that’s different.” She fell silent for a moment, watching the scenery pass. “I’m Tess, by the way. Tess Baker.” She added, “Please. Go on.”


	Cooper only exhaled. “No, no, no, that’s it. I was just coming back from L.A. when I saw you with your thumb out.” He turned the radio back up but got only static. “That’s really all there is to it. Just a guy on a road trip.”


	Neither said anything as the radials droned and the radio hissed.


	“I think you went there for a reason … and it didn’t go so well. That’s what I think.” She waited as he fiddled with the dial. “Can’t find your channel there, Coup?”


	“No, Doctor Laura, I can’t, actually. Can’t seem to find much of anything. And I went there, if you must know, because I’d sold a book to Roman House and the editor I was working with had a heart attack—he just keeled, okay? So I had to meet this new asshole, who couldn’t stand me or the book, and who cancelled the entire project. And then …”


	He looked at her and found her arching an eyebrow quizzically.


	“Then I hit him. All right? Right in the old kisser. And then I turned his desk over and threw his banker’s light, you know, the kind with the faux gold plating and green glass shade—”


	She nodded impatiently.


	“—right through the window. And then I ran like a rabbit, straight to my car and out of L.A., after which I passed this really good-looking hitchhiker who peppered me with questions until I started going bugfuck. Okay? All right? You happy?”


	“I like a man who can open up,” she said.


	“I’m not opening up. I’m trying to—”


	And then they heard it, the whir of a siren, after which he looked through his rear-view mirror and she out the back window to see a brown and white State Patrol vehicle following them dangerously close, its windshield reflecting the sun like knives and its red and blue lights flashing, telling them to pull over.


	“It’s just not my fucking day,” he marveled, still looking in the mirror, even as Tess placed a hand on his leg—close to his crotch, he noticed—and said: “But it could be, Coup. It still could be.” —before her eyes expanded like saucers and she shrieked, shouting, “Look out!”


	And he looked ahead in time to see a brown blur, a large mouse, he thought, or a kitten, which had been scurrying across the road, vanish beneath the filthy hood.


	 


	 


	It all happened so quickly that it wasn’t even clear, at least at first, what had happened, other than he’d slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting the creature and caused the police car to ram them from behind—like a wrecking ball, it seemed, knocking them forward.


	And then there they were, stalled at the side of the road in front of a partially accordioned police car (while parked over an almost certainly dead cat, possibly a rodent) and feeling their necks; even as Coup glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the officer storming toward them—his service weapon drawn.


	“Oh, not good,” said Tess, shrinking down in her seat, as Cooper held up his hands and offered assurances. “It’s okay—everything’s going to be fine. There’s nothing to—”


	“Get out of the car and get on the ground! Now!”


	“Jesus,” said Coup.


	“Yeah. Shouldn’t he at least be asking us if we’re all right?”


	“Do it!”


	They did it, easing open their doors and hurrying to get on the ground, putting their hands behind their backs, making of themselves nice little arrestable bundles.


	“Look, Officer, I can explain every …”


	“Shut up! Shut up and stay on the ground! Don’t move!”


	They didn’t move—but stayed precisely as they were, their hearts pounding, their blood racing, as the cop keyed his mic:


	“530 to Dispatch, request back-up at State Route 87 and 19, collision with civilian vehicle, possible DUI. Over.”


	“Possible DUI?” Coup craned his neck to look at him. “Where in the hell did you get—”


	“Shut up and stay on the ground! Keep your hands behind your back!” And into his mic: “530 to Dispatch, did you copy? Over.”


	But there was nothing, no reply whatsoever, just static—like the Mustang’s AM radio. Coup craned his neck again, this time in the opposite direction: And no vehicles, either. Come to think of it, there’d been nothing since he’d picked up the girl, not even so much as a semi, always so ubiquitous.


	He strained to peer skyward, the sun stabbing at his eyes. And no air traffic. No contrails to fuel the conspiracy theorists—nothing. Just a pale, blue dome, without even a cloud.


	He froze as gravel crunched beneath the cop’s shoes, half expecting a boot on his neck, but quickly realized the man was moving away from him, not toward him, back toward his car.


	“I’m scared, Coup,” said Tess, her voice sounding small, distant. “I’m really scared.”


	“I know,” he said, the sweat pouring down his forehead, stinging his eyes. “I am too. But it’ll be all right. Just, you know, chill, as they say. He’s called for back-up. That’s a good thing.”


	“Witnesses,” she said. “Maybe a commanding officer.”


	“Exactly. Just hang tight. I know it’s hot.”


	“I’ll be okay.” She added: “Thanks, Coup.”


	He grunted. “What do you mean?”


	“I don’t know. Just—thanks. For being here. For looking out for me. Like a big brother, almost. Or a fa—”


	“Shht, he’s coming,” he said—suddenly, urgently.


	The world just sat, silently. 


	“But I don’t hear any—”


	“Sorry, false alarm. Must have been my own foot, or something.”


	And then they waited.


	 


	 


	How much time passed would have been difficult to say: maybe it was only a few minutes—say, ten or fifteen—and maybe it was a half hour; regardless, when they at last climbed to their feet and walked to the officer’s car, they found him nowhere in sight. He had, quite simply, just vanished without a trace.


	“But … that’s impossible,” said Tess, shielding her eyes, scanning the horizon,. “He couldn’t possibly have walked that far—could he?”


	Coup appeared troubled as he stood next to her and did likewise. “It’s possible … but it sure as hell ain’t likely.” He looked at the patrol car, the door of which still hung open, and his eyes seized upon the shotgun—which glinted between the seats like black gold. “Maybe someone picked him up. But why would he leave in the first place? And why would he leave that just sitting there for anyone to take?”


	He looked to where the keys hung from the ignition. “Not to mention the car itself?”


	“There’s no footprints,” said Tess, examining the ground. She looked up at him as though she felt suddenly ill. “Nothing leading away. Just ours and his walking to and from …” She paused, her lower lip trembling. “How is that possible, Coup? And not just him but—where is everybody else? Where are the other cars? How in …”


	And then she just broke suddenly and rushed into his arms, and they remained like that for several minutes, during which time he scanned the sky, and, to his deep relief, spied a passenger jet arching glimmeringly across the sky, its contrail just as white and reassuring as angel dust.


	“Look, there, see,” He released her abruptly and spun her around. “We’re not in the Twilight Zone, after all. Hey, yo, Freedom Bird! We’re down here!” He waved his arms back and forth. “Give us a lift! Albuquerque or bust!”


	Yet there was something odd about the plane’s trajectory he hadn’t initially noticed—or had he? For it truly was arching, which is to say it wasn’t crossing the sky so much as it was … falling from it. Yes, yes, he could see now that was true, as he disengaged from Tess and paced through the scrub, tracking the jet as it curved gracefully in the sun— to finally plummet straight into the far hills, where it vanished like a specter in a plume of fiery smoke.


	And then he was gripping the shotgun and trying to wrest it from its rack; but, finding it locked, had to search the car for a key: upon which, realizing there were none that would fit, he located a small button just beneath the seat and depressed it—freeing the weapon.


	“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Tess as she tailed him back to the Mustang, but he ignored her until they were again seated inside, after which he turned to her and said, briskly, “Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t, but I’m doing it, okay?”


	And it was on the tip of her lips to respond when they heard the sound: a kind of muffled whimper—something between a chirp and a meow—coming from outside. Coming from beneath the car.


	“Oh my God, Coup. The cat …”


	“It was a rat, I think.”


	“Whatever it is; it’s … still alive. Listen.”


	And he did listen—and quickly determined that, whatever it was, it was either in great pain or scared out of its wits.


	And then they were both scrambling, out of the car and into the heat and glare, and what they saw next was something neither of them would forget—for it was both portent and prelude to everything which lie ahead.


	 


	 


	It was two things above all else: adorable and almost dead. It was also attached to the top of the tire like a vise (where it had taken refuge after the near collision), its little claws dug into the rubber like a cat’s and its dark eyes regarding them fearfully—and yet somehow bravely. Still, it was not a cat (or a kitten) in spite of its claws, nor was it a mouse, however over-sized. What it was, quite simply, was something unknown; although what Coup thought it resembled most was a mongoose, albeit clearly still in its infant stage. Nor did it seem to be dangerous, as Tess found out when she touched it against Coup’s advice and it merely licked her fingers—or tried to—its sandpapery tongue just as dry as the dead.


	“It’s this heat,” she said, finally, stroking its neck and back. “It’s seriously dehydrated.” She looked at Coup. “Whatever it is, I don’t think it has very long.”


	“It needs water,” he said. “And it needs it fast.”


	He stood and looked into the backseat; at the cooler he’d picked up from Walmart before heading out to L.A. “And we gotta bring his temperature down. Can you move him, you think?”


	“I think so, yes. If he’ll let go of the tire.”


	Coup took a spare shirt from the back and shook it out, then opened the cooler and laid it inside. “Most the ice is still good; we’ll lay him in here.” He picked a Styrofoam cup off the floor. “And see if we can’t get him to drink something.”


	And then, having managed a few sips and been laid in the chest—it had taken both of them to disengage it from the tire—the thing seemed to sleep; as they pulled away from the shoulder and back onto the road (although where they should go was another question entirely) and decided to name it “Rikki-Tik”—after Kipling’s famous mongoose.


	They hadn’t traveled far, however, when they encountered more evidence that something wasn’t right—with the road, with the traffic (or lack thereof), with the world.


	“What’s that?” asked Tess as something glinted about a mile ahead, something blue and crumpled, torn, smashed.


	“What’s what?” he said, and then noticed it: a blue and chrome thing turned over on it side in the middle of the road, a ruined and battered thing. A car.


	“Jesus,” he said, letting off the gas.


	“Mary and Joseph,” added Tess. “Christ. Do you think anyone could have …” She paused, squinting. “Coup, tell me that isn’t what I think it is.”


	But he was seeing it too, and knew that what was splashed down the car’s door was exactly what she thought it was.


	“It’s blood, all right.” He geared down and brought them slowly alongside the hulk, where he put it in park and inhaled, deeply. He did not, however, shut off the engine.


	“Please, God, be empty,” said Tess. “I’m not ready for this shit.”


	Coup sighed. “Why don’t you … check on our friend or something. I’ll have a look .”


	“Okay.”


	But he’d barely begun to open his door when a wrinkled hand appeared suddenly, waveringly, amidst the wreckage—and gripped its glass-covered dash. After which Coup reiterated calmly, gently: “Tess, check on our friend.” —and climbed out.


	 


	 


	To Coup’s astonishment, the man—who couldn’t have been less than ninety years old—had suffered only minor cuts and abrasions; although his wife, he said, had been killed (which was weird, to say the least, since he was the only one in the car). Beyond that, though, he hadn’t had much to say—nor did Coup blame him—as they rumbled from the scene and continued east; indeed, he seemed to still be in state of shock. One thing, however, was woefully clear, and that was that at his age (and level of dementia) he shouldn’t have been driving in the first place.


	“Maybe she was thrown clear,” said Tess as she buckled him in next to the ice chest, her tight Levi shorts merely inches from Coup’s head. “It was obviously a horrific accident; although it is strange that there was no other car. Could they have had a blowout, you think?”


	“The short answer is ‘no,’” said Coup matter-of-factly. “That car’s tires were good. As for being thrown clear—no way. I searched the entire area. There was nothing. Not unless the coyotes carried her away.”


	“Well, there you—”


	“The coyotes didn’t carry her away, Tess.”


	“Look, I don’t know,” she protested as she helped the man dig out his wallet—it was fat and had been causing him discomfort, was her guess.


	All of which went out the window when he removed a picture from it and handed it to her: a picture of himself and his wife when they were much, much younger—or so she’d presumed, at least until she saw the timestamp in the lower right corner of the frame. A timestamp which read: October 15, 2017.


	“This is nuts,” said Coup, looking at it, before handing it back. “All of this is just stark-raving …”


	But he never finished the sentence, for they were approaching another vehicle, three other vehicles, to be precise, all of which were ditched at the side of the road as though their drivers had simply fallen asleep.


	“They’re empty, every single one,” whispered Tess as they passed the vehicles at a virtual crawl. “Just like the cop car. Just like this guy’s wife. It’s almost as if—”


	“Don’t say it,” said Coup.


	“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?”


	“We don’t know that yet—”


	“It’s like they just disappeared! Just poof! Gone!”


	“Tess—”


	“Goddamn it, Coup! Lying to ourselves about it isn’t going to—"


	“Some of them did,” said the old man suddenly, rendering them speechless, even as Tess turned around and Coup looked into the rear-view mirror. “Vanished just like ghosts, like they’d never existed at all. I know because I saw it with my own eyes. But that’s not what happened to my wife.”


	They just looked at him, nobody saying anything. It was, in a sense, as if he’d been reborn—still as old as Methuselah but suddenly alert and aware; enough so that he’d become acutely aware of his condition and surroundings and seemed to be entranced by the sight of his own liver-spotted hand, which he studied as though it wasn’t his at all but a total stranger’s.


	At last he said, “No. No. Because you see, some disappeared. And some, well, I guess some have or will end up like me. But my wife …” He paused, looking first at Coup and then at Tess, his eyes ancient, haunted, possessed almost. “My wife was eaten.”


	After which they faced forward again and didn’t say anything for a long time, not until they passed the green and white sign indicating food and gas via the next exit, at which they looked at each other and nodded at almost the same instant, then touched hands as if to brace themselves for what they might find there.


	 


 


	II


	 


	It was called the Border Rendezvous and as best Coup could figure it, it was a Union 76 gas station on crack. What else was there to make of a place with a giant Mexican bandit named “Benito the Bandido” standing over its drive—his legs bowed absurdly and his hands gripping the titular sign— or boasting in its other signage of being home to the world famous Dingo Dog (“Have a Dingo, Gringo!”) and the “largest indoor reptile exhibit in the U.S.?”


	“Jesus,” said Tess as they drove between the statue’s gargantuan legs, “Where were the P.C. Police when they built this?”


	“Just a gleam in someone’s eye,” said Coup, maneuvering the Mustang around a lengthy pump island (which was more befitting an actual truck stop than a glorified gas station/food mart). “Probably one of those professors at the Desert Ruse.” He added: “Don’t knock it. They’ll be cold water and air-conditioning. Not to mention a big TV.”


	She looked at him, struck by his mentioning of the Desert Ruse. He listened. She wasn’t used to that. “Yeah, but …” She looked at the building’s front windows doubtfully. “Will there be a signal?”


	“That,” he said, as they rumbled up to those windows and stopped, “is the 64-thousand dollar question.” He shut off the engine and exhaled. “Okay. I’ll take our furry friend if you can assist Mr.—?”


	“Becker,” said the old man. “Henry Becker. And I don’t need a nurse to get out of a car, thank you. I was thirty-four just an hour ago.”


	Tess looked at Cooper but he just shrugged. One didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.


	They all got out, Coup fetching the ice chest while Tess walked behind Becker, her arms at the ready, and they went into the store, where they were greeted immediately by a cacophony of voices—and saw a large group gathered in front of the counter.


	“Any one of you a doctor?” someone snapped, having turned at the sound of door chimes—a large black man with a shiny head and long gray beard (a trucker, maybe, or a biker, although Coup hadn’t noticed any bikes out front). “Or do you have any medicine? Prescription meds, opioids, muscle relaxers …”


	The three of them just froze.


	“Speak up!”


	“No, nothing,” said Coup—he couldn’t help but notice that Tess had gripped his arm instinctively— and added, “What is it? What’s going on?”


	There was a sound like liquid splattering the floor and a woman in a red dress turned around, cupping her mouth. “Oh my God. Can’t someone just kill it?”


	“Now, wait a minute—”


	“She’s right, you know. Who has a gun?” said the big man—adding, when no one responded, “Come on! This has got to end!”


	An animal, thought Coup. Someone’s animal is dying—probably from this heat. Jesus.


	It was on the tip of his lips to say he did, in the car, when someone beat him to it; a wiry little man in a cowboy hat and wife-beater (who had also turned at the chimes), who said, plaintively, “I have one.”


	“Jesus, Coup, look,” said Tess, nodding toward the ceiling, toward the massive flat screen mounted above and behind the counter, and he nearly leapt with joy when he saw that it was not in fact broadcasting static but actual imagery—or at least the CNN logo, which filled the screen—and that someone was talking: Anderson Cooper, perhaps, although it was difficult to say over the commotion at the counter. Coup caught only “extreme weather ranging from sudden heat waves to flash ice-storms all across the country” before hearing another splattering of liquid and the people at the counter gasp, after which a single shot rang out and he jumped.


	And then it was over—whatever it was—and the animal, whatever it had been, was dead, surely, and Tess ran to him and collided with his shoulder even as the room returned to some kind of normalcy and the voice on the TV continued: “… the fact is we just don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know where my family is or if they’re safe. I don’t know if we have a President—or if he’s simply vanished. I don’t know where our first responders are, or our law enforcement, to say nothing of the military, or why so many of our friends and loved ones have disappeared.  All I know is—”


	And then static broke across the screen like a gunshot—pow, like that—and their connection to the rest of the world was lost; and the room fell silent, or nearly so, for a woman sitting at one of the booths was sobbing and the static continued to hiss.


	That’s when Coup first noticed it, the blood which was so dark as to be almost black, spreading from the small gap beneath the counter, pooling around people’s shoes—and set down the ice chest, embracing Tess briefly before moving toward the gathering and peering over the fixture himself.


	Where he saw something so strange and terrible, so grotesque, that his mind could not at first accept it: a thing not only without analog to the natural world (at least insofar as he understood it) but which seemed a purposeful mockery. A thing, in short, which was neither man nor animal, and yet, somehow, a tangle of both.


	A thing from which he shielded a little girl as she inexplicably tried to join him and whose dead, randomly placed eyes—two of them small, blue, human, two others as large and slit-pupiled as any serpent’s—gazed emptily into space. 


	 


	 


	Had Coup anticipated how unbearable the silence would become he wouldn’t have sought out the remote and silenced the TV, nor encouraged Tess to take Rikki-Tik to the restroom and clean him up.


	And yet, Christ, what was there to say? They were strangers, all of them—even he and Tess were strangers—who among them even knew the other’s name, much less anything about what was going on or what the thing lying behind the counter was? When at last he spoke he did so quietly, almost reverentially, offering only his name and where he’d been heading, hoping the others gathered around the counter would follow suit— which, after a moment, they did, slowly, hesitantly.


	“Rory Holmes,” said the big man, “long-haul trucker, enroute to Los Angeles from Laredo, when—when all this happened.”


	“Elliott Giles,” said the wiry guy in the wife-beater, “disabled veteran. Not any war, just—just the service. Enroute to Phoenix from Las Cruces.” He paused, his lower lip trembling. “I—I only did what had to be done.”


	“You’re good. You’re all good, man,” said Rory, clapping him on the back, startling him. “You done right.”


	The introductions continued:


	“Long Nguyen. Civil engineer. Atlanta to San Diego.”


	“Ashley May. Phoenix from Cedar City. Utah.”


	“Cameron Reeves. Ah—” The twenty-something year-old hesitated. “Immigration activist enroute to the new wall at El Paso.” He paused, appearing self-conscious. “From Washington. That’s my group.” He indicated a trio of young people near the booths.


	“D.C.?” asked Rory.


	“State,” said Cameron. “Seattle.”


	“Ah. The Great White North.”


	“Sure. I guess.”


	“Carson Bates,” blurted a heavyset man abruptly, squaring his beefy shoulders. “Carrot-topped farmer cum crop-duster; and all around daredevil.” He glanced at Cameron and tweaked his MAGA hat. “And a proud supporter of President Donald J. Tucker.”


	“You don’t say,” said Coup. The hat alone was pretty hard to ignore.


	Cameron just shrugged.


	That left only two in the immediate group who hadn’t spoken; the attractive woman in the red dress (who seemed to have recovered) and a young man of Native American heritage who introduced himself only as “Johnny—from Tucson.” 


	 “Kate Patel,” said the woman at length, “CEO, Desert Smoke Vapors. Enroute to L.A. from Austin.” Her voice lowered slightly. “And about to get underway again.”


	“It’s your apocalypse,” said Coup. “And a warm welcome to all.”


	And yet the silence reasserted itself as they watched the tangle of flesh cool and bleed; its eight limbs stiffening like driftwood and its eyes staring in four different directions, its chaos of muscle and bone settling, until, spying a nametag amidst the riot of fabric and tissue, Coup said, “It’s the clerk. He or she—has been combined with something. Like a lizard. Or a crocodile. Look,”


	He pointed to where a partial human face had emerged from the mangle, its mouth stretched in a hideous grimace, its right cheek morphed like clay, its gray flesh blending seamlessly back into the beast—the monitor lizard. The crocodile, whatever.


	“Right there, at the animal’s neck. See it?”


	“Like they were baked together in a fucking microwave,” said Rory.


	“Or melted—like nachos.” said Elliott.


	“More like fused,” said Long. “Blended to form a single entity ... a single amalgamate.”


	“Like Brundlefly,” whispered Ashley.


	Coup hadn’t quite caught that.


	She blushed a little self-consciously. “Like The Fly. You know, that movie from the ’80s, with Jeff Goldblum.”


	Everyone just looked at her.


	“The remake—of the original black and white. Jesus. The Fly.”


	“I know the movie,” said Coup. “But what’s—”


	 “When the guy who built the transportation pod gets drunk and tests it on himself, and the fly gets caught in the matrix ...”


	“… and they get fused together.” He looked down at the thing, at the four human limbs and the four reptilian ones, at the four dead eyes all pointed in different directions. “Jesus … But what could—”


	“That’s not all,” said Long.


	He went around the counter and approached the corpse—his shoes squelching in the blood and gruel—then hitched up his pants and knelt. “This foot here, for example—”


	“Don’t touch it!” said Ashley.


	He paused, fingertips hovering.


	“She’s right, you know,” said Rory. “Who knows what that thing might be carrying.”


	He traced the scales, his finger suspended just above them. “See this? Kind of like a big bird’s talon, isn’t it? Not much like a lizard—more like an ostrich, or an emu. But what’s really curious is this, right here.” He indicated a single scythe-like claw, about three inches in length, and curved like a scimitar. “Because it’s retractable, see?” He laughed slightly. “Like your cat’s. And it’s sickled-shaped. Which means—”


	“Look, ah, Bill Nye,” interrupted Carson, shouldering past Coup, displacing him with his bulk. “Is there a point to any of this? Or are you just showing off your American education?”


	Coup raised an eyebrow. 


	“Well, yes, there is,” said Long. He appeared vaguely stupefied. “The point is: no animal like this currently exists.”


	Carson just looked at him—like a big, dopey John Candy—appearing amused. “It’s not? Well, what is it, then?” He looked at the others as if for support. “Is it Mothra?” He laughed.


	“Whatever it is, we can’t just leave it here,” said Elliott.


	Coup looked outside, at the landscaped berm on the south end of the lot. “We’ll bury it there, by the water—”


	“Look, you guys can do whatever you want,” Kate interrupted, “but I’m not touching that thing.” Her keys rattled as she removed them from her purse. “Besides, I’ve got a board meeting to attend.” She moved toward the doors. “Apocalypse or no apocalypse.”


	“Now wait a—” Rory began.


	“Are you—” said Elliott.


	“Is that really a good idea?” asked Coup, which at last caused her to turn around.


	“I don’t know, is it?” she said, and slung the purse over her shoulder. “Why don’t you ask him?” She indicated Long. “He seems to know everything.”


	“He’s right,” said Rory. “It’s not a good idea.”


	“It’s the only idea,” she snapped determinedly. She patted her purse warningly. “And don’t even think about …”


	But they were no longer looking at her— gazing instead at something which had swooped into view outside, something which seemed for an instant almost to hover—its muscles and ligaments twitching, making a thousand adjustments, its stretched membranes undulating, its talons outstretched—before it smashed against the glass like some great, dark kite (cracking it three different ways) and hit the ground violently, scrambling and flapping, leaping and taking wing again, disappearing from sight. All of which happened so fast that the woman in the red dress, having leapt away suddenly, didn’t appear to have even seen it, much less identified it, and only said, finally, “What was that?” And then laughed. “Are we under attack by wild turkeys, for fuck’s sake?”


	And then the incident was over and the only sounds were those of the commercial refrigerators humming and the fountain drink regulators hissing, and no one said anything, even when Tess burst back into the room and said, breathlessly, “Jesus, what’s going on?”


	 “In Bumfuck, Arizona?” said Kate acidly. “Nothing.  Kate is leaving, that’s what’s going on. Ta-ta. Let me know when it’s time for the reunion.”


	And yet this time she was answered, and by an unexpected voice, a voice as strong and confident as any thirty-four-year-old. A voice which belonged to the old-young man himself, Henry Becker.


	“You want to leave, young lady? Go right ahead,” he said, approaching her, each step small, cautious, carefully considered. “But know this. Denial has its limits. And in this case, that limit is exactly where those doors stand.” He closed to within a few feet of her before she touched her purse and said, “That’s close enough.” —causing him to take a step back. He continued: “It might be closer than that, considering these … things … can appear out of nowhere.” He turned and indicated the amalgamate. “That poor bastard, for example.  His only crime was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Because there’s something you need to understand, Miss—”


	“Patel,”


	“Miss Patel. And that is that for every person gone to this—this phenomena—and you must have seen the empty cars … something else has, shall we say, arrived.”


	She seemed to hesitate, her eyes blinking, her attitude faltering.


	“And one of these things, Miss Patel, is outside now. Probably on the roof. We—we saw it, you understand, while you were turned around. But it was aiming for you. And it is only because of those thin doors that you are still here.” 


	She looked at him passively, almost intimately—as though he’d reached her; as though she were about to change her mind. And then the moment was gone and she was shoving through the doors, letting in the sweltering heat, reminding everyone of what lie just beyond the glass, striding for her car while her red dress flowed freely behind.


	“Jesus, we can’t just—” Coup started to say, and lurched forward—but was restrained by Tess, even as Kate made it to her car and opened the door, tossing in her purse, then turned toward the store and shrugged nonchalantly—before gripping her elbow and flipping everyone off.


	“See? Big girl panties,” said Tess, and Coup could have just kissed her—when there was a huge, black blur at the corner of his eye and someone gasped; and he turned to see that Kate was gone—just gone. He blinked and she was there again, dangling from the flying thing’s talons, folding as it lighted upon the orange Union ’76 ball; offering up her intestines as it thrust its long, thin beak into her long, thin body.


	And then Tess was screaming and he was trying to calm her—as yet another great kite swooped in and lighted upon a streetlight; and still another after that, lighting upon a utility pole; and still one more, which glided in like a jet until its talons touched down in the middle of the lot and it ran on them briefly before dropping to all fours and crawling the rest of the way to the windows.


	“Jesus, they’re everywhere,” said Rory, moving to within several feet of the glass. He looked at the creature on the ground as it stared in at them. “Like seagulls after breadcrumbs.”


	“And we’re the breadcrumbs,” said Tess.


	She watched as yet more arrived and a commotion broke out atop the ’76 sign, where a larger bird attacked the smaller one and wrested its prey away (part of it, anyway) before beating its wings and soaring off—strewing body parts, causing those on the ground to scramble and to squabble amongst themselves.


	“It’s an outright feeding frenzy,” said Elliott, stepping up next to Coup. He looked at the creature on the other side of the window even as it was joined by a multitude of others. “Jesus. Look at their eyes.”


	But Coup had already noticed—that strange glow that wasn’t really a glow; that backlit fogginess, as though they were blind or perhaps even rabid.


	“Like zombies,” said Rory. “Like flying fucking voodoo zombies.” He twisted his body, staring at the sky. “And what the hell is that?”


	Coup followed his gaze to where a borealis shimmered like iridescent curtains: its colors shifting and blending, creating hues he’d never before seen (and which hurt his mind), its scale unimaginable. “It’s like the whole world’s gone crazy.”


	“Worse,” said Henry, and steadied himself against a fixture, “we’re trapped. If not before than certainly now.” He looked outside to where more and more birds were arriving, crowding the lot like flies, making a sea of gray. “They know there’s food here.”


	Coup watched as a ripple moved through that sea—as though the birds had heard something. As though something had spooked them. “What’s that?” he said.


	And then everything just exploded—as the birds scattered and took flight and what seemed like stones rattled the glass and foodstuffs began bursting and it became apparent that what they were hearing was gunfire. As everyone hit the floor and the room was pocked by bullets, and Coup blanketed Tess’ body with his own.


	As he looked over his shoulder and saw the M1 Abrams tank jouncing into the lot, its machine gun flashing and its exhaust ports belching black smoke—its great, flat turret rotating, pointing directly at them.


	 


 


	III


	 


	The truth of it was, Tess wasn’t sure what to make of the three members of the tank crew—Sargent First Class “Bo” Briggs, Corporals Yousef and Malone—other than they’d clearly been traumatized by the loss of their gunner, a man they’d called “Quiet Cal,” (“he was so quiet, every time he opened his mouth a moth flew out”) —who’d been killed by one of the flying creatures only hours before. All she knew for certain was that they were young men from Fort Huachuca who’d been separated from their platoon—although how this had happened remained unclear—and who, lacking communications, had been “operating independently” since near the outset of the heat wave, about three hours ago now. And she knew this: which was that they would have killed everyone in the store had Coup not ran out in front of them like a lunatic, shouting and waving his arms (when no one else had even budged). Coup! The goofy, arguably hot writer. The 40-something year-old bad boy. Her hero.


	She looked at him now where he was gathered with the others and smiled, even as by some fluke he saw her and winked back. Relax, he seemed to be saying—or was she projecting? Relax, I got this. And she tried to, she really did, wandering along the big windows (which were riddled with bullet holes) and staring out at the dark and the storm, which was as torrential as it had been sudden, wondering how her mother and father and little brother were doing in Miami, and praying they hadn’t—no. No, she wouldn’t consider that. They were fine, she was sure of it. After all, who was to say this had even happened there? Who was to say it had happened anywhere but right here in Bumfuck, Arizona? But she already knew the answer to that: Anderson Cooper. Anderson Cooper and CNN—in New York.


	She slowed, peering through the rain and water running down the glass, noticing something strange amongst the gas pumps—some kind of jib, poking between them like a knife. It was funny, because she hadn’t noticed it earlier—like a black pennant pinned to space itself—its single light showing red, blinking, before lightning flashed and it turned—it, the animal, the thing in the rain—as others just like it turned also, skewing their heads like Egyptian dancers, seeming to focus on her.


	“Aaahhh …! she blurted, backing away—it wasn’t a scream and it wasn’t quite speech—backing into Coup (who’d come to check on her), nearly knocking him over. “There’s something out there—!” She gripped his shoulders in icy desperation. “An entire pack of somethings. Like—like featherless emus, with fucking alligator heads. Just look,”


	He squeezed her shoulders and gently moved her aside, peering out the window, peering into the rain. “I don’t see anything,” he said, even as the others joined them, crowding around the glass. “Just a bunch of gas pumps … and some vehicles.” He stiffened suddenly. “Wait. There is something. Lights—”


	“That’s them! That’s their eyes,” said Tess—as Ashley stepped forward to calm her. “They, like, glow or something. Like that borealis in the sky. They’re right there, Coup!”


	“No …” he said, in a kind of drawl, “No, these are flashing. Some of them are headlights—I’m sure of it. There, behind the electrical pylons—coming closer. Look,”


	She looked, no longer seeing the—well, let’s have out with it, she thought, the dinosaurs, and saw instead a line of what indeed appeared to be headlamps—preceded by flashing blue lights—winding along a road she hadn’t even known was there, coming toward them through the rain.


	“Might be the cavalry,” said Elliott, sounding excited—a notion that was quickly dashed when the modest number of vehicles became clear: two police motorcycles followed by a black limousine and a sport-utility vehicle, also black—followed by one more cycle. 


	“I’ll be goddamned,” said Rory. “But that’s a motorcade. Like the kind you see in the local parade.”


	“Regular Apocalypse Day Cavalcade,” said Coup.


	“Jesus, the President,” blurted Carson. “He was golfing at Rancho Loreto—did you know that? It was all over the news today. I mean, just before—”


	“No way,” said the tank commander—Bo. “It’s too small, for one.” He wiped the glass, which was beginning to fog. “The Presidential motorcade numbers, I don’t know, like, forty vehicles, at least, most of them specialty rigs. Look, there’s not even a decoy.”


	“Maybe it’s been disappeared,” said Ashley.


	“Yeah, like those drivers on State Route 87,” said Elliott.


	And then the vehicles were there, they were pulling up under the huge pump canopy, and the flags on the limo’s fenders proceeded to droop—but not before it had become obvious what they were: the flag of the United States of America and the Presidential Seal—at which Rory could only shake his head, saying, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


	“But there’s more,” said Tess, yanking away from Ashley, locking eyes with everyone who was close. “Because it looks like they’re going to fuel up. And whether you believe me or not—I’m telling you: there’s something out there. Several somethings, as I said.”


	“Jesus, we’ve got to warn them,” said Elliott, even as Coup shoved against the door—and found it to be jammed.


	“What the fuck is this?” he snapped, pushing repeatedly.


	Rory tried it too. “It was that pterodactyl. Look, the whole bar’s bent …”


	“Let me see,” said Long, squeezing in, even as Bo unshouldered his rifle—and seemed to look for his men.


	“Roof access,” he snapped, appearing to locate them. “Find it.”


	“Shouldn’t we be, I don’t know, jumping up and down or something? Trying to get their attention?” asked Ashley, and started waving her arms.


	Tess slapped them down. “The President’s entourage? No!”


	“It’ll just draw them out—unprepared,” said Rory, watching Bo and his men double-time around the counter—seeing them pause over the body of the clerk-thing.


	“Jesus,” one of them said—the loader, if Tess recalled. Malone.


	“Holy shit.”


	“Come on. Move it,” said Bo.


	They moved it, disappearing into the back, pounding up stairs.


	“Someone’s out,” said Elliott, and when Tess looked she saw two men in dark suits standing at the pump, one of them working the console while the other looked on. And she saw something else: two creatures (she supposed they were what they called velociraptors) taking position behind the next pump isle—crouching there like black panthers, waiting like jackals.


	“Oh, no,” she said.


	Another darted past as she watched, almost invisible amidst the rain—then another, and another. “My God, they’re going to ambush them,” she said.


	Several people gasped as they followed her gaze.


	“Not if we can get this door,” said Coup. He grunted, applying pressure, as Long fiddled with the mechanism.


	The men at the console, meanwhile, had given up—and were now striding toward the store.


	“No, no, no,” pleaded Ashley. “Just get back in your car …”


	“Come on,” growled Coup, fighting the door.


	“Y’all make it to the roof, or what?” bellowed Rory.


	But there was no answer as the agents rapidly approached and the door suddenly gave way—causing the men to freeze and to reach into their suit coats, prompting them to draw their weapons.


	Coup wasted no time. “Get back in the car!” he shouted, leaning into the downpour. “Jesus, they’re right there!” —at which instant the men took a defensive stance and pointed their revolvers, yelling at him to get down, down on the ground, “All of you, get on the ground! Now!”


	—and they did, yelling and gesturing, trying to warn them; as the raptors darted forward and the soldiers opened fire from the roof—lighting up the lot. As the agents spun around and did the same—only much, much too late.


	 


	 


	Even through the rain, the lethal nature of the attack was clear; as one of the beasts launched feet-first at the nearest agent—its tail whipping frenziedly, its fore-claws splayed—and knocked him to the ground: pinning him there like a moth on cork, filleting him so that his entrails burst forth and steamed. The second man was luckier, so much so that he was able to turn around and begin firing even as they backed him toward the window, his pistol bucking and flashing, going ca-crack, ca-crack, its shells flying and clinking off the asphalt, until he was close enough to Coup and Rory that they were able to grab him and pull him into the store—which they’d barely managed to do before the pursuing raptors skidded into the glass and began thrashing about.


	And then, bedlam—as more raptors descended and more men in suits opened fire (as well as the state troopers, one of whom was instantly pounced upon and swept from his bike); and the limo began to move: accelerating away from the gas pumps, swooping alongside the store, where its doors were opened even as the agent they’d rescued shoved wide the entry, and a largish man in a suit was hustled into the building—although not before a raptor’s jaws darted for his head and an agent dove between them, pushing him down, and was promptly decapitated. And then it was over, or nearly so, as the surviving raptors fled and the surviving Secret Service agents—both of them, as well as a State Trooper—followed the President into the store. Until the only sounds were several women sobbing and the hum of the refrigerators; and it wasn’t until things had settled considerably that Tess realized the old-young man—Henry—was no longer in the building. That he was, quite simply, just gone.


	 


	 


	The only thing he knew for certain was: he wanted to be with her—with Amal—his wife. And if that meant suffering the same fate, well, he’d decided he was prepared for that. Decided it as he unbarred the exit and walked unprotected into the Sonoran Desert. Reconfirmed it as he gained State Route 87 and began heading west, heading back. Toward the crushed Toyota Camry and the blood on its door. Toward the last place he had ever seen his wife alive.


	For it was over, this much he knew; and if he hadn’t known it before, the slaughter of the Secret Service agents and Troopers had surely convinced him. The world, such as it was, for he’d never been an optimist, had—how had Stephen King put it?—moved on. He knew this just as sure as he knew he had no interest in living without Amal—much less as an old man who could barely walk; who’s back ached with each step and who’s lungs felt papery and thin; and who’s eyes were failing not just rapidly but exponentially—who couldn’t even hear!


	No. No, he would drink of her presence (or the ghost of it) one last time in the crushed car at the side of the road—the car they had bought as a wedding present to themselves in 1997 and in which they’d made love as twenty-year-old elopers and which had always run like a dream no matter what because it was a Toyota and that used to mean something—and then dash the cup to the ground; having no more answers—to Life, to where the socks went in the fucking dryer, to this, this flashback—than he’d had as a boy in Tacoma, Washington—and not caring. For he wanted to see his wife again—that was really the long and the short of it. And maybe, just maybe, there was a place where he could still do that. At which point a shadow fell over him and something snorted in the rain (which was lessening) and he looked up—to see the same animal that had killed his wife looming high above (for its markings were distinct: a U-shape above its eyes and two black circles, like a cobra). —and he smiled. Because he knew they’d be together soon.


	 


	 


	“We’re going to get to the bottom of this, all of it, believe me,” the President was saying, gesturing as he spoke—his large frame swaying slightly—just like on TV. “And we’re going to win it. It might take time … but we’re going to win it. Believe me. We always win.”


	He paused for a moment as the lead Secret Service agent—Halverson was his name, Agent Halverson—handed him a cup of water. “For one, we’ve got something the animals don’t have. Which is our incredible men and women of law enforcement.” He gestured at the surviving State Trooper and then at the soldiers. “Not to mention our armed forces, some of whom are with us right now.” Everyone clapped—albeit briefly. “It’s hard. So hard. What has happened is so terrible. So many people have disappeared—while others have fallen victim to these—these animals. People are saying they’re dinosaurs. I don’t know. I think they’re dinosaurs. And they’re horrible, so horrible. They’re eating people alive. I’ve seen this, and I’ve sort of witnessed it—in fact, in two cases I have actually witnessed it.”


	He continued as Coup and Tess exchanged nervous glances. “You know it’s funny because they say—the scientists—they say human beings and dinosaurs didn’t exist at the same time. And yet here we are … right? Here we are. We’re existing at the same time. That I can tell you. But we’re going to take care of it. We’re going to make America safe again.” He paused and took a drink of water, appearing conflicted. “Some people are saying, or they were before the TVs went out, some people were saying, not everyone, just some people, they were saying this hasn’t happened anywhere else. That it’s only happening here—in the U.S.” He shrugged as if he couldn’t possibly know. “Not Mexico. Not China. Not Puerto Rico. Just us. We’re the only ones who have, how’d they say it? Flashed back. That’s just what I heard. I don’t know if it’s true. I don’t think it is, to be perfectly honest.”


	Tess glanced at the soldiers, who were whispering amongst themselves.


	“Even if it is, I’m a big believer in a little thing called ‘fluctuation,’” He emphasized the word with his thumbs and forefingers, “—just like with the markets. Or with co-called climate change. You cannot just have a standard. You cannot just say that we have a blanket standard all over the world … you can’t have a blanket standard. You may say … it sounds nice to say, ‘I have a blanket standard; here’s what it is’ … But you know … it won’t be a blanket standard.”


	Tess looked at Coup—who just looked back and shrugged.


	“What I’m telling you is, this is temporary. Okay? Believe me. I may not be a scientist but I can tell you that. It’s temporary. In the meantime we got the best armed forces and police responders in the world keeping us safe. These guys, right here,” He indicated the soldiers. “Aren’t they great? Great guys.”


	“But, sir?” Elliott appeared starstruck as he stepped forward. “I mean, Mr. President. Isn’t it true that CNN was reporting that most of our military had simply disappeared? How do you account for that?”


	“Fake news,” said Tucker, and pointed at Carson, who had taken off his MAGA hat and raised his hand. “You. Your hat was fine, by the way.”


	Laughter.


	“Sir, I just wanted to know what you intend to do next; and what your thoughts are on the situation right here. Right now. We’ve got dead needing to be buried, for one—or at least moved to where those things can’t, well, you know, scavenge off—”


	“Like the head laying against the limo’s front tire,” said Rory.


	They all glanced out the windows—and at the little girl standing in front of them, who was looking out at the thing. She must have saw their reflections because she turned to face them as they watched.
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