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Chapter 01: Central Park
 
Belle snorts, clearing her nostrils. In the cold autumn air, her warm breath condenses like that of a dragon blowing steam.
“Easy, girl.”
I lean forward, rubbing my gloved hand next to her dark mane. She twists her neck slightly, pulling against the reins in disapproval at my touch. Long, pitch-black hair swings in defiance. Belle is all business, and I understand her intent. It’s not that she doesn’t like being patted, but she’s on duty. She’s sensed something ahead—something that makes her uneasy, and no amount of coddling from me is going to talk her out of her instincts. 
Belle saunters on. Her ribs flex as her massive lungs expand and contract. Muscles in her neck and shoulders surge with strength. Her hooves crunch on the loose pebble path as I rock gently in the saddle.
There’s something majestic about sitting astride a horse—a feeling of raw power longing to burst into a thunderous gallop. Cars and motorbikes may be faster, but they lack the finesse, the presence, the stately authority of a mounted police unit. 
“What is it?” I ask. “What have you got for me?”
I’m not expecting a response, but I’m taking the time to acknowledge her thinking—constantly bonding with her, showing her I care. Horses are intelligent. They’re not machines. Life cannot be dismissed like a computer or a phone—switched on and off at will. I loosen my hold on the reins and scratch at the base of her mane, just in front of the saddle, signaling I trust her. Belle raises her head, looking toward the far corner of Central Park. 
“Good girl.”
I peer through the trees, curious about what could unsettle a veteran police horse of five years. She’s been on the force longer than me—been through riots, run down muggers, even been shot at, and at all times her training has taken precedence over fear. Belle doesn’t scare.
The sun breaks through the buildings beyond the park. Fog drifts over the grass. A jogger runs past. As she came up from behind me, I didn’t see her until she overtook us. Her ponytail swings in time with her run. Without looking back, she raises a friendly hand, signaling an early morning hello as we plod along. I watch with idle curiosity as the fanny pack strapped around her waist and seated in the small of her back bounces with her stride.
Normally, mounted patrols work in pairs, covering Central Park in an irregular pattern so as to be unpredictable, but always working in together. This morning though, my partner called in sick. Given there’s been reports of a stalker near the running track, I headed out early, wanting to make a clear show of NYPD presence. There’s a foot patrol less than three hundred yards away, over by the tourist center, should I need back up, but Belle and I have got this. Riding high on her back, I’m confident we can face any challenge.
The young woman ahead of me is dressed in skimpy, skin-tight exercise gear, clothing far too impractical for the cold, forcing her to run hard to generate body heat. Steam drifts in her wake.
Belle sniffs at the air.
Do animals sense things humans miss? I’ve read reports of animals behaving strangely prior to earthquakes, but I wonder if perhaps they’re always acting a little weird, only it’s not noticed until something sensational happens. I’m more concerned about the stalker—if the reports are correct. Unfortunately, there’s no law against being a creep, or leering at women, and hey, I’m as hot blooded as the rest of the men in New York City. I don’t mind a little eye candy and soft curves, but only if the interest is mutual. The prospect of our early morning stalker becoming a rapist or a murderer is unsettling. 
I squeeze my thighs a little and Belle picks up the pace. 
The woman with the cute, tight butt, and rhythmic, swinging arms disappears over a rise. I know the layout of the park—she’ll reappear in about thirty feet as she rounds the duck pond. From there, I’ll get a good look at her until she swings through the woods. I take Belle across the grass, intending to mount a small hill that’ll give me a view of the woman as she jogs through the trees. From there, the path leads back beside a low stone wall surrounding this section of the park, and she’ll be visible from the road and safe from mischief. I’ll make sure she’s okay through the wooded section, and then she’s on her own. Crime prevention is better than picking up the pieces and pushing for prosecution.
Belle balks at climbing the hill, but I urge her on. Sunlight glistens through the wet leaves in the trees, casting long shadows around us. 
An unnatural silence descends on the park, blotting out all the subtle background noises. I find the sensation strangely reminiscent of a recording studio. A couple of my friends are in a rock band. They’ve produced a few originals, and I got to check out their recording booth last Saturday. With acoustic padding lining the walls and ceiling, the silence was uncanny—unsettling. In the same manner, Central Park seems to have been muted. No bird calls. No wind rustling through the leaves. No distant sounds of cars and trucks on the main road. Even Belle’s steps have fallen silent. The silence is so intense it screams at me.
Before I can react, a flash of light blinds me, but it’s not from a spotlight or an explosion, the brilliant white light is akin to someone reflecting the sun in my eyes. A compression wave surges through the air. I start to turn when my body shudders with the force of the impact. It’s as though I’ve fallen on the road, and yet I’m still seated in the saddle. The blast wave is silent, slamming into me with a vengeance—an invisible concrete wall flying sideways through the air. My left leg is pinned against Belle. My upper torso twists as I’m thrown from the saddle. Belle collapses, falling on her side, trapping one of my legs beneath her. 
Branches, twigs and leaves swirl through the air, trapped in the draft racing along behind the compression wave. My riding helmet takes the brunt of the collision, and the subsequent impact with the ground, leaving my head rattled. I squirm, wanting to free myself from beneath Belle. She cries out, neighing in agony and rolling away from me. The poor girl is trying to get to her feet, but she can’t. 
The pain in my ears is unbearable. I’m up, but my head is throbbing. I squeeze my nose and blow, equalizing the pressure in my ears. I’m dizzy—disoriented, unable to determine what the hell just happened. The world swings around me as I vomit on the grass.
With my hands on my knees to steady myself, I spit on the ground, clearing my mouth, trying to compose myself. Deep breaths. 
“Four-Five to Central. Four-Five to Central Command. There’s been some kind of explosion to the northwest of the park. Requesting backup. Whatever happened, it’s bad. Real bad. Covering at least a city block. Gonna need fire and paramedics.”
The taste of bile lashes at my throat. 
I look around. 
Where am I? 
I could have sworn I was in Central Park, but to the south, there are no buildings beyond the trees. A mountain range looms in the distance, but there are no mountains visible from the streets of New York City.
“Four-Five to Command?” I let go of the microphone slung over my shoulder. There’s no response. Not even static. “Command?”
Rich, deep red blood stains the grass, but it’s not mine. Belle flounders on the hillside. She’s panicked. 
“Easy,” I say, reaching out and touching at her neck. She swings around, wanting to see me. Her eyes are white with terror. The helplessness, the hurt, the pain of not knowing why—I can see it all in her eyes. She already understands the extent of her injuries better than I do.
Her left front leg is broken in several places, and crumples beneath her weight as she tries to stand, while her back cannon has snapped. The bone has broken through the skin. The bleeding is profuse.
“Oh, Belle.”
Her eyes plead with me, wanting me to make her better, desperate for me to reverse what has been done, and my heart breaks.
“Four-Five,” I say into the microphone, willing someone to reply, in desperate need of help. There’s no response. I pull off my riding gloves and stroke her forehead, calming her. 
“Easy. Easy.”
Blood seeps from under her mane, marking where she has been struck by flying debris. I touch at her wounds, feeling the warm, sticky blood beneath my fingers.
“It’s okay. Everything’s going to be okay.” I’m lying, but she believes me. Her breathing slows and her body sags. She’s no longer snorting. Her eyes are dilated. She’s in deep shock. I loosen my riding helmet, tossing it to one side on the grass.
“I’m here for you,” I say, at first crouching, and then kneeling beside her, touching her tenderly. Speaking with a soft, calm voice, my heart aches knowing what needs to be done. I unbutton my sidearm, slowly pulling it from the holster, keeping it out of sight. A knot forms in my throat, making it difficult to speak. “I’m not going anywhere.”
I’ve always known animals are sentient, especially the larger mammals. Often, they grasp the pitch and tempo of our words rather than the meaning, but they know at least the gist of what we say to them. Horses, dogs, cats—they’re far more self-aware than most people realize. I keep the gun behind my back, running my left hand over the tuft of Belle’s forelock and gently down between her eyes as I talk to her.
“You and me. We’ve been quite the team. You’re my girl, you know that, right?” Her eyes are locked on mine. I feel like shit. I stroke her forehead, trying to console not only her but myself. Gently, she rests her head on my knee. With the pain she’s in, she needs peace. At the very least, she knows she’s in the presence of someone that loves her right to the end, and that means something, right? My throat tightens, choking me.
With my right hand, I ease the safety off the gun, and push the slide hard against my back, just above my waist, slowly and quietly loading a round into the chamber. I can feel the mechanism clicking in place with horrifying efficiency. My left hand lingers on her forehead, stroking her hair. I don’t want to do this. Someone stop me. Don’t make me do this. Please.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
I run my fingers gently over her eyelashes and she closes her eyes in response. As tenderly as I can, I cup my hand over her eyes, raising my gun and placing it gently in the center of her forehead. The shot is deafening—piercing my own soul. Belle’s body shudders. Her head rocks back and flops lifeless to the ground.
I cry. 
The gun seems to increase in weight, falling from my fingers. 
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Belle. I wish there was another way.” My bloody hands run up through my hair. Tears stream down my cheeks. “Forgive me. Please forgive me.” 
I’m bawling like a child, on my knees, begging, “Please.”
The hole in her forehead is surprisingly small and weeps but doesn’t bleed. I pat Belle’s mane even though she’s beyond feeling, talking to her as though she can still hear me. 
I’m not sure how long I sit there sobbing, stroking her dead body, but the guilt and sorrow I feel is overwhelming. Time has lost meaning. Nothing matters anymore.
Cicadas buzz in the forest. The sun beats down on me. Sweat drips from my brow in the humidity. A dark shadow blots out the sun. I look up, seeing a condor, or a vulture, or some other scavenger circling overhead. 
I grab my gun and get to my feet, yelling, “No,” and firing wildly into the air. The bird continues to soar, following a thermal. I take aim, setting my right hand in the ball of my left palm to steady my arm, and lead the target by about five feet. Another shot rings out, and the bird drops a little, swooping and flying briskly away. I doubt I hit it, but I got close enough to scare it, and may have clipped a wing. I seat my gun back in its holster.  
“Where the hell am I?” 
A lush, dense jungle stretches away to the south. There are buildings, but only to the north. One of them collapses, falling as though under a demolition charge. Dust swirls in the air, rising up in a dark cloud to briefly fill the void where once an entire apartment building stood.
I’m confused—bewildered. 
Something slithers through the thick reeds in the pond at the base of the hill—a pond that was once circled by a path leading back toward the baseball fields on Central Park Drive, but it’s now overwhelmed by a primeval swamp.
Somewhere nearby a woman screams. 
The jogger?
In some regards, her cry for help is a relief, allowing me to leave the side of my fallen horse and focus on someone else. The wind catches my torn uniform as I run toward the screaming jogger. My vest took the brunt of the blast, protecting my upper torso, but my sleeves have been ripped open. Red scratches line my arms where debris from the pressure wave rushed past, but this was no bomb, no terror attack. I don’t know what happened, but the woman I saw earlier is in trouble. At the moment, she’s alive. I have a duty to help.
I run, yelling for her to “Hold on.” But to what, I’m not sure. Hope? Isn’t that the quintessential character of humanity, to hold onto hope against all odds? That someone else has survived is encouraging. Together, we might be able to figure out what happened. 
I run down the hill and into the swamp. Warm, muddy water swirls around my legs, having rushed in from beyond what little is left of Central Park. Within ten feet, I’m up to my waist. 
There’s thrashing ahead. The water is churning, splashing. Muffled screaming breaks around me as the woman wrestles to free herself from the coils of an enormous snake. She grabs at a tree, fighting the efforts of what must be an anaconda trying to drag her beneath the dark water. By holding onto the tree, she’s preventing the snake from wrapping around her a second time. Fangs strike at her arm, drawing blood. I run up to her, pushing hard through the water. She sees me and reaches out a hand. I peg leg over the tree trunk-like body of the snake sliding through the water to get at her. The snake strikes again, sinking its fangs into her shoulder. I can't shoot. The creature is too close. With its erratic, writhing, thrashing motion, I could miss and hit her. 
As I approach, the snake turns on me, seeing me encroaching on its prey. Its head swings, baring its fangs. The snake lashes out, striking at the air before me, opening its mouth and hissing. There’s only one way to be sure of my shot. I shove my hand inside its mouth, pushing the gun hard against the soft palate, and squeeze the trigger. The back of the snake’s head explodes. Blood and brains splatter across the trees, and the body of the snake falls limp. 
The woman is still screaming, madly pushing the body of the snake away from herself. I holster my gun, and grab at the snake, helping her get free. 
“What the hell?” she yells. “What’s going on?”
Blood pools on the surface of the water, forming a slick as it spreads out. 
“I don’t know, but we need to get to high ground.”
We wade through the water. I’m not sure where to take her so I lead her back to the mound where Belle lies inert, knowing there’s a first aid kit in the saddlebag. We’re both in a daze. It takes me a moment to realize I’m holding the woman’s hand like a school kid as we walk up the grassy slope. Big, tough, badass cop isn’t as tough as he thinks, I guess. Her clothing is soaked, clinging to her skin. Water drips from her hair, running down her chest, and curving around her soft cleavage. Mud sticks to her legs. Blood seeps from the wounds on her shoulder. 
“Sit here,” I say, trying to sound composed, but my voice is shaking. 
I grab the first aid kit and open it with trembling hands. 
“What’s your name?”
“Vicky.”
“Your full name?”
“Victoria Selena Mendes.”
“And your phone number? Date of birth?”
“What?” she asks, staring at me in surprise as I rummage through the kit. “Are you asking me out on a date?”
“Wh—No.” I’m flustered. “It’s ah—it’s a test, a means of checking your mental state. What day of the week is it? Where were you born? Things like that.”
“I’m a paramedic,” she says, taking the kit from me as I crouch beside her. “I’m pretty sure my phone number is not part of the test.”
I laugh. Busted. I’m not sure why I asked for her number. It certainly wasn’t to call her, as I’d have forgotten the sequence in seconds. I’m in a daze, and feeling awkward—clumsy. I rationalize my question. Most people struggle to remember their own phone number because that’s the last number they ever call. I was genuinely trying to do the right thing and push her mind to recall obscure details. I need to know if she’s in shock, but it’s me that’s struggling with reality.
“Tough day, huh?” she says, defusing the situation as I slump onto the grass beside her. 
“Yeah.” 
It’s both humbling and a relief to sit with Vicky. Cops are trained to suppress their emotions, but hidden or not, feelings lurk beneath the surface. Some of the grizzled, older officers have grown calloused. Some of them don’t care, treating everyone with suspicion, but bounce a grandkid on their knee and they melt like wax in the hot sun. I’m not sure what I feel with Vicky, but just those few kind words from her leave me disarmed. 
I glance down at the brilliant white word, “POLICE,” emblazoned on my chest. Uniforms are costumes, portraits in caricature, something to hide behind. Unsurprisingly, they’re worn so we feel uniform—like cardboard cutouts of each other. It’s necessary, I guess, but a pretense nonetheless. Seeing Vicky in her gym gear leaves me with a far different impression than if I’d seen her kitted out as a paramedic, and yet she’s one and the same person. I get the impression she’s genuine—true to herself. Me? I feel like an imposter—a pretender.
Vicky cracks open a tube of saline solution and rinses the deep cuts on her shoulder and arm, squirting the clear fluid into the bites and watching as blood runs out.
“They’re not poisonous, right? Anacondas?”
“No,” I say with the authority of a police officer, but without actually knowing for sure. Now doesn’t seem like the time for uncertainty, even if it’s disingenuous.
“What can I do to help?” I ask, seeing her working with one hand. This is what I need. Some action. Something to do. Something to focus on other than myself.
I’m vaguely aware I’m in shock. I know I’m reeling from all that has happened, but it’s not until now I realize quite how deeply the events of the past hour have affected me. Vicky daubs at the wound on her shoulder, struggling to see clearly as it’s too close to her neck.
“Can you see any bone?”
I lean over, peering at various angles. “A little, I think. I’m not sure.”
“Any foreign material? Bits of stick, dirt, debris?”
“No.”
“I’m going to need help closing these wounds, Officer Janos.”
“Mark,” I say, trying to smile. I grab a pair of disposable gloves from the kit and slip them on. My training is kicking in.
Vicky rummages around in the small canvas bag, pulling out things I didn’t even realize were there.
“Butterfly strips,” she says by way of explanation, handing me a sealed packet with dozens of thin bandages. “They’re a good alternative to stitches. Make sure there’s plenty of inward pressure. Both sides of the cut need to join and remain in contact, so don’t be shy of a little force.”
Vicky watches with intense interest as I apply the first strip. She purses her lips, fighting off the pain. I work methodically, spacing the strips evenly and closing the wound before applying a gauze bandage to her shoulder. A few strips of sticky tape hold the bandage in place. It’s not a work of art, but it’s practical.
“Not bad for a cop.”
I move on to the bite on her arm. Thankfully, it’s not as deep. After applying a compression bandage to her forearm, I offer her my water bottle. 
Sitting on the grass, drying out in the sun, we take stock of where we are.
“So,” she says, handing the bottle back to me after almost emptying it. “Can I assume you’re real?”
I laugh. “I was going to ask you the same question.”
“And the mountains of Mordor over there, that’s not Earth, right? I mean, this little patch we’re sitting on is, but all that... the jungle, the mountain range. That’s like some other world, yeah?”
“I guess.”
“So all this—it’s some major Twilight Zone level bullshit, huh?”
I like Vicky. I smile, saying, “Yes.” Her ability to accept what’s happened is surprising, and helps me adjust to our new reality. 
“And this is your horse?”
“Yeah.” 
I’m not saying much. I was about to ask her a few questions when she raised the subject of Belle. I’m green. Only two years on the force. Crew cut hair as blonde as sand at the beach. Toned muscles. Six pack abs. Quinoa and chicken for lunch. I’m like a Boy Scout on crack, but putting Belle down left me exposed—naked. I never thought I’d develop such a deep attachment to my horse. 
“I heard the gunshots. That’s what brought me—I’m sorry.”
“She was amazing.” 
I can’t do this. I can’t defile Belle’s memory with nostalgic self pity. This isn’t playing out the way it’s supposed to. I’m a cop. I’m supposed to have my shit together—no chinks in the armor. 
“We need to gather our stuff and move out.” 
“Where?”
“There,” I say, pointing at a building beyond the park, just visible through the trees. Most of the buildings have fallen, but at least one of them is still standing. 
“Through the swamp of death?” Vicky asks, raising her eyebrows. 
“There’s got to be other survivors. Besides, we need some height—a vantage point to look out over this region—if we’re going to make sense of what’s happened.”
The murky water at the bottom of the hill thrashes, and then settles. Although the water is no more than waist deep, it looks impenetrable. Vicky takes the almost empty water bottle from me and sips from it again. Somewhat understandably, she’s in no rush to go back down there. We both sit and watch as the ripples dissipate, waiting for the next disruption, trying to gauge exactly what’s lurking in the swamp.
“Tell me about yourself. What do you hate?” Vicky asks.
I look at her, perplexed, not sure where that thought came from.
“You can tell a lot about people by what they hate.”
“Hate?” I say, playing along. “Okay... How about—people that don’t walk in straight lines on the sidewalk.”
She laughs. “Oh, yes. Playing games on their smartphones, or dithering around, and drifting in front of you. Yep. Chalk me up for that one.” She pretends to address someone in front of us, waving her good arm and calling out, “Hey, buddy. Indicate before changing lanes!”
I like that. “And you?” I ask.
Without any hesitation, Vicky says, “Shampoo that comes in exactly the same bottle as the conditioner.”
I have to think about that for a moment.
“I wear reading glasses,” she says, pulling a pair from the fanny pack around her waist and waving them like a tiny flag. “Bugs the hell out of me as I can’t tell the bottles apart in the shower. My roommate loves designer poos, as I call them, but I’m forever picking up the wrong one.”
I smile.
“Is it too much to ask for a little bit of color coding?” She puts her glasses away. “I mean, it should be a 50/50 split as to which one I grab first, but noooooooo… I swear, it’s always the conditioner. I’ve even tried putting them in different spots in the shower, but Jules keeps mixing them up. Oh, well. Your turn.”
“Okay,” I say, warming to the challenge, and appreciating this entirely novel way of defusing the tension of the moment with some frivolous banter. “What about when someone says literally but they mean figuratively.”
“Oh, deep,” she says, nodding. “I hate that. Literally. Hate. That.”
“And people who—”
“—cut you off while you’re talking,” Vicky says, batting her eyelids and looking angelic. 
“Yes.”
“I hate pretentious food,” she says.
I feel a little put out by what to me seems like a stereotype, so I say, “I like quinoa.”
“Do you even know what it is?” she asks.
Sheepishly, I reply, “It’s like a grain, right?”
“It’s a seed.”
“Really? Let me guess. From the quinoa tree?”
“From a bush.”
“But it’s from India, right?”
“The Andes,” Vicky replies.
“Well, it tastes nice,” I say.
Vicky blurts out, “Liar,” and we both laugh.
I say, “Quinoa is a pretty fancy name, huh? Things with fancy names are fancy by default, even if they are a little rubbishy.”
“Pretentious,” she says, clearly feeling she’s won this round.
“Okay, what about people that wait until they get to the front of the line before deciding what they want to order?”
“It’s called Fast Food,” Vicky says, shaking her head as though the notion has been completely overlooked by society.
“I know, right? They’re standing in line for like ten minutes, but they don’t even try to pick something out until they’re right in front of the cashier, and then indecision sets in.” It’s my turn to have a little fun and do some role playing. “Ummm, I think I’ll have the... No... Ummmm... Do you have anything with quinoa?”
“Ha, ha. Yep. I hate that,” Vicky says. 
There’s an awkward silence between us. Either of us could keep the conversation going, but we both know we’re delaying the inevitable. We’re roughly a hundred yards from one of the roads winding through Central Park. There are a few rises in the distance, but this corner of the park is underwater.
“Any ideas?” Vicky asks. 
“One,” I say, feeling refreshed by our banter. I get to my feet, saying, “Help me with the saddle.”
Moving Belle isn’t easy. She weighs half a ton. I release the strap around her girth and wriggle the leather saddle free, with Vicky pushing at her body to help work the strap loose. Flies buzz around us, feeding on the fresh blood.
“What are you thinking?” she asks. 
“Smell,” I say. “Throw this in down there, and we head off over there. Hopefully, Belle can save my ass one last time.”
I rub the straps in the blood seeping into the grass, rolling the saddle over to coat the leather. Vicky packs up the first aid kit, and we walk down to the water’s edge. 
I heave the saddle as far as I can, throwing it twenty feet from shore. After the initial splash, the saddle floats for a few seconds before sinking into the murky depths. In less than a minute, there’s a commotion under the water. I’m not sure if it’s caused by fish, or snakes, or even alligators, but whatever’s down there, it’s big and hungry. The water seethes like a boiling pot. On Earth, New York is far too cold for gators, but the sweat dripping off me has me wondering about this place. Just where the hell are we? How did we get here? Vicky’s not distracted. She’s already making for the other side of the rise. I jog to catch up to her.
“Come on,” she says, offering me her hand as we wade into the swampy waters. I accept. I’m not sure it does any good beyond providing each of us with a bit of comfort, and it may even slow us down, but it feels important to stay connected on this weird alien Earth. Is this Earth? Or some other planet? Am I high? Everything I’ve experienced is real—too damn real to be a dream, but a hallucination? Maybe. I don’t know. Holding Vicky’s hand grounds me in the present. 
We make for an outcrop of rocks breaking through the waterline. The swamp is shallow, lapping around our knees, allowing us to make good time as we run on, madly splashing through the water. The farther we go, the more the natural slope of the land reduces the water depth, tapering to what would be mere spring flooding on the grass. I turn, looking back. Vicky follows my gaze. I still haven’t let go of her hand. Her iron grip is telling—right now, all we have is each other. Through the sunken trees, I can see Belle’s body lying on the hillside. The water is deceptively calm.
“We made it,” Vicky says.
“We did,” I reply, although to where? 
We walk onto West Drive, winding its way through Central Park, and follow the road around a small rocky knoll topped with a thicket of trees. Suddenly, the park looks entirely normal. Although most of the trees have lost their leaves with the coming of autumn, the woods block out the view of the mountains. Were it not for the unrelenting heat and humidity, I could almost convince myself nothing’s out of the ordinary. 
Vicky stops to tie a loose shoelace. 
“And from here?” she asks, pulling the knot tight.
“We head toward the city,” I say. “There has to be someone else that survived.”
 



Chapter 02: Megafauna
 
 We jog up several flights of concrete stairs set into the hillside. I’ve walked up these stairs hundreds of times, but never with trepidation. The best I can hope for is to walk out into New York City and be greeted by a film crew, along with movie stars working on the latest action blockbuster. Such thinking is wishful.
The city is in ruins. Slabs of concrete rise out of Central Park West, breaking up the road into huge sections lying at various angles. It’s as though the city has been hit by an earthquake, and the road has been deformed by a massive wave running through the ground. I was hoping for a return to reality, but the city looks like a war zone. Buildings have collapsed in the street, burying the road in rubble, crushing cars and trucks. What should be a brand new Mercedes, with flawless pearlescent paint and a tinted sunroof, now resembles something from a demolition derby. 
A hand protrudes from beneath a fallen wall, but from the sheer amount of blood that’s seeped out onto the concrete, there’s no hope. Even so, I pause and check for a pulse. The hand is lifeless and clammy. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a prosthetic. The wedding ring convinces me it’s not, and my heart sinks.
“What the hell hit us?” Vicky asks, taking a good look at the devastation. “A meteor?”
“I don’t know.” Whatever it was, it’s clear we escaped the worst of the impact in the park. 
There’s only one building still standing, an apartment block by the corner of the park. Shattered glass lies scattered across the street. Water runs out of a manhole cover, streaming to the gutter. Vicky jogs to the intersection. I follow, although I’m not sure it’s wise to rush. 
“Look,” she says, pointing down a road north of the park. Someone’s breaking into a car. Ordinarily, this would be a red flag to a bull, but not today. A Caucasian male in his late twenties, five eight in height and easily a hundred and eighty pounds is hitting the passenger window with a tire iron, clearing away broken glass. Even from here I can see tattoos wrapping around his neck and running down his right arm.
“Hey,” I yell, waving. “Hey, you.” 
He turns, holding the iron by his side and looking guilty at the sight of a cop. Right now, civil law and order is the least of the problems we face, and I really don’t care what he’s doing or why. Just to see another human being is encouraging. We’re not alone. 
I start to yell out, “It’s okay,” when a shadow falls across him. He looks up as a massive beast rushes in from a side street. Gigantic claws snatch him from the road. Vicky and I stand transfixed not more than fifty yards away as the creature sinks its teeth into his torso. He screams as his body is torn in two. Blood sprays across a white van beside him. I’m left shaking at the raw violence I’ve witnessed. 
“What the hell is that?” Vicky asks softly, with far more presence of mind than me. 
As the animal tears at the car door, smelling something within, I whisper. “Don’t know. Don’t want to find out.”
I’m at a loss to describe what I’m seeing. The creature is easily the size of an elephant, but covered in thick, shaggy, straggly hair. Its snout is stubby, with eyes that are small and beady. Each of its claws would be easily two to three feet in length. It’s not a bear. It’s far too big to be a bear, and the body shape is all wrong. Rather than walking on all fours, it seems to favor its hind legs, alternating between two and four legs for mobility as it sniffs at the air. A thick tail swings broadly behind it, almost like an extra limb. Blood drips from its teeth. 
Slowly, we inch our way backwards. Broken bricks and shattered cement crunches softly under my boots. The animal turns to face us and lets out a deafening roar, raising its head and baring its teeth. 
“What do we do?” Vicky asks as I retrieve my Glock from its holster, but the gun is useless against a creature this size. I might as well be holding a peashooter. 
“Run,” I say, turning and heading for the apartment building behind us.
There’s someone in the window on the second floor, yelling at us to get off the street. Yeah, I got that, buddy. Thanks. All he’s done is attract the attention of this monster. The concrete shudders behind me as the massive beast thunders down the road. Vicky overtakes me, sprinting toward the apartment building. 
Running in wet riding gear, while wearing a tactical vest and laden with police equipment isn’t easy. My kit is bulky. Everything is carefully packed so things like handcuffs don’t bounce around, but it also means there’s no time to shed any weight.
Vicky bolts through the broken glass doors and up the stairs. I’m breathing hard, pumping my arms and running as fast as I can. A shadow looms over me as I reach the building. The fetid smell of decay fills the air. A massive arm swings at me. Claws cut through the broken doors. I drop, sliding on the slick marble in the foyer, and skidding out of reach. Vicky stands on the first landing, calling for me. Again, claws strike out, tearing away the shattered metal frame around the main door as I scramble for the stairs. Being wet, I slip on the slick floor—I can’t move fast enough.
Bricks and mortar fall around me as the monster crashes again and again into the building, trying to burrow its way into the entrance to reach me. The ceiling collapses, covering me in dust and fragments of drywall. The animal roars, clawing at the floor, digging its way into the building. Its knife-like claws come within inches of impaling me as I roll, scrambling to get away. I grab at the railing in the stairwell, pulling myself on as I run toward Vicky.
“Up here,” an old man yells from the second floor. He’s in a wheelchair. Even though the creature can’t reach us on the landing in the stairwell, neither of us are taking any chances. I bound up the steps after Vicky, out of breath but pushing on regardless. My lungs are screaming for air. It’s all I can do not to collapse as my heart pounds relentlessly in my chest. 
“What the—”
Vicky finishes my sentence, addressing the old man. “What the hell is that?”
I’m not sure either of us is actually expecting a coherent answer, but the man says, “Megatherium americanum.” As if in reply, the creature roars. Its low bellow echoes in the stairwell. “Or a close relative,” the strange man says, talking as though such a conclusion’s entirely obvious. The animal hasn’t given up. It’s made it into the entrance, but can’t mount the stairs. I peer over the edge of the railing, watching as a snub-nosed snout sniffs at the air. Massive claws drag on the stairs, tearing tiles from the floor.
The old man is fearless, but it’s clear he’s been in his wheelchair a long time. His head is deformed, covered with straggly hair. Withered arms and short stumpy legs speak of decades of atrophy. The blast has left tiny flecks of glass embedded in one side of his neck, face and head, giving the appearance of road rash, and marking the direction he was facing when the explosion occurred. 
Below us, claws probe the edge of the floor beneath our feet, testing the strength of the concrete slab. Vicky and I step back, but the old man isn’t bothered by the animal. 
“Beautiful, isn’t she?”
Megatherium is deceptive. After a flurry of violence in the entrance, it stops—listens—sniffs softly at the air, trying not to make any noise. Its head turns slightly, looking up through the stairwell, but it can barely fit into the foyer and has no hope of reaching us. Even so, I can’t stand near the railing. Like Vicky, I’m peering around a corner of the hallway. The snout withdraws. In the silence that follows the old man chuckles softly to himself, apparently enjoying the spectacle. Vicky whispers something, looking at me, but I raise my finger to my lips. Slowly, Megatherium protrudes again into the stairwell without making a sound. A long tongue licks at the air. Finally, the creature retreats. 
We stand there listening as the animal pulls itself out of the lobby. Metal groans. Glass breaks. Plaster falls.
“Come, come,” the man says, turning around in his wheelchair and rolling into a nearby apartment. The door has been knocked off its hinges. Vicky and I follow, looking at each other with bewilderment. She shrugs her shoulders, shaking her head softly.
Outside, Megatherium rises up on its hind legs, pawing at the building, clawing at the aluminum window frames, and tearing curtains out onto the street. 
“She’ll tire soon enough,” the man says. 
Vicky and I stand at the back of the apartment, not willing to venture away from the door with the animal peering in through the window. Megatherium tears at a balcony set beside the kitchenette, ripping a sliding door from its frame, and breaking off chunks of concrete.
“You’re perfectly safe,” the man says. 
“Are you fucking crazy?” I ask, unable to contain myself. 
“Quite possibly,” the elderly man says. “But she’s an omnivore. She’ll tire of us rodents soon enough and lose interest. She’s expending a massive amount of energy on a futile hunt. She’ll move on to easier prey.”
“Who the hell are you?” I ask, suddenly more interested in him than the monstrous creature. Sure enough, the animal drops to all fours and snorts in what I imagine is disgust. Slowly, it saunters back to the roundabout with a swagger more reminiscent of a lizard than a mammal. I’ve seen gators move like that, but not horses or dogs. Vicky edges forward, peering out the window. Megatherium’s tail sways behind it like a counterweight. 
“See,” the man says, ignoring my question. He adjusts his glasses, peering at me through tiny eyes. “I’d offer you some coffee, but I’m afraid the power is off.”
“No
fucking shit,” Vicky says. I like Vicky. Swearing is a curious cultural phenomenon. Although some find it repugnant, I think we swear because the intensity of the moment demands more than we can otherwise articulate. 
“Are there more of you?” the man asks, looking at me. “Police, I mean.”
“Ah, no,” I say, realizing this guy is in shock. He may not be showing it physically, but he’s unhinged from reality.
“Shame,” he says. “Neighborhood’s gone to hell.”
“Yes it has,” I say, crouching in front of him and looking him in the eye. His pupils are dilated. He’s in denial—overwhelmed by the moment. Like us, his brain is struggling to process all that’s happened, and yet he’s drawing on a reservoir of knowledge neither Vicky nor I have. I rest my hand on his forearm, and he looks down at my fingers as though they’re entirely alien. 
“It’s okay,” I say, maintaining eye contact. Vicky picks up on what I’m doing. As first responders, we see this all the time—sensory overload. A victim with a knife wound, or someone in a car accident—they’ll appear coherent and clearheaded, but they’re in a daze. It’s as though only the most rudimentary of mental processes are still running. All auxiliary functions have shut down. They see us, they’ll talk with us, they hear what we’re saying, and yet it’s as though they’re in another world—perhaps a dream-like state. I’ve taken dozens of victim impact statements after muggings, and they all say they experienced roughly the same thing—a sense of being divorced from their own bodies during the crime. They think they’re detached and aloof, unaffected by what happened, but emotionally, they’re barely holding themselves together. For those undergoing intense emotional stress, time grinds to a halt. Senses like smell and touch fail entirely. Life unfolds in sepia tones. 
Vicky moves around the other side of the old man. She takes his pulse from his wrist, quietly counting to herself. 
I say, “I’m officer Mark Janos. This is Vicky Mendes, a paramedic. We’re here to help.”
Without speaking aloud, Vicky mouths, “Erratic heartbeat.”
He blinks. I might have missed it earlier, but I swear this is the first time he’s blinked since we arrived. 
“Help?” he says as though the concept is entirely foreign. 
Vicky says, “I’m Victoria Selena Mendes. I’m going to take a look at your injuries from the blast, okay?” He nods. Why she provides her full name is beyond me. I guess all three of us are in various degrees of shock. We’re all trying to cope as best we can. Vicky puts on her glasses, opens the first aid kit and sets it on the counter. She retrieves a pair of gloves and some antiseptic cream. With a pair of tweezers, she begins pulling bits of glass from his neck and cheek, saying, “Hold still.”
“I—I.”
“It’s okay,” I say, remaining at his level and gently squeezing his forearm. 
“You were right,” Vicky says to him in a soft, kind voice. “The creature. It’s gone.” She picks out tiny rocks along with the glass, dropping them to the floor. 
“What’s your name?” I ask. Working with him is good for me, calming my madly beating heart. 
“Eric.”
Vicky says, “Well, Eric. It’s nice to meet you.”
I say, “I wish it was under different circumstances.”
“I’m going to apply some cream to your neck,” Vicky says. “This is going to sting a little, but it’s important to keep your wounds clean.”
Eric nods, and Vicky gently wipes his neck and the back of his head with a disposable cloth, before dabbing at his cuts with a cream.
“Are you on any medication, Eric?” she asks.
“Ah, yes.” he points at the refrigerator. Vicky opens it and rummages through the contents, examining the labels on a dozen small containers. There’s a jug of water in the door of the fridge. She grabs a glass from the sink and pours him a drink, giving him a couple of pills. He doesn’t ask what they are. With a swift motion, he swallows them. Vicky and I make eye contact. She nods, signaling everything’s fine. She mouths something, but this time I don’t catch her words. I don’t need to. I trust her. 
“How did you know?” I ask, gesturing to the decimated front of the apartment. Wind blows in through the broken window frame. 
“Megatherium americanum,” he says in a voice that is subtly different. The cadence is slower, while the pitch is lower than before—less manic. “The Giant American Sloth.” 
“Sloth?” Vicky asks. “That thing...
is a sloth?”
I know precisely what she means. That monster is unlike any sloth I’ve ever seen on the Discovery Channel. That’s no slow moving, anemic mammal hanging precariously from a tree, and yet the claws are eerily similar. 
“They’ve been extinct for millions of years. Never made it this far north, but there’s one of them outside my apartment. Just out there by the roundabout, if you want to have a look.”
From the way he’s talking, it’s as though he’s lost track of what just happened.
“But you knew about them?” Vicky says. “You knew what it was.”
“Yes, I’m a university professor. Science. Biology.”
“Do you know where we are?”
“No.”
“But you knew about the sloth?” I ask. “What else is out there?”
“I don’t know.”
“If there’s gigantic sloths, what else from that era could be ouside?”
“Ah,” he says, pausing. 
“Things like a mammoth?” Vicky asks.
“Possibly. But they wouldn’t hurt us. Even Megatherium shouldn’t be dangerous—I suspect it was upset. Perhaps hurt. Provoked by our intrusion.”
Vicky asks the very question I’m thinking, “What happened to us, Eric? Have we been transported back in time?”
“Not time,” Eric says. “No... Couldn’t be time.”
“Why not?” I ask, as it sounds like a reasonable conclusion to me.
“There is no time—not as a separate entity. There’s only space-time, but this is different. On our world, Megatherium americanum never made it out of South America, and yet here he is in New York.”
“How would you explain this?” Vicky asks.
“I—I don’t know. But we’re on Earth. The gravity, the atmosphere, the trees. The probability of these repeating exactly as they are elsewhere is absurdly small. We must be on Earth, only not our Earth.”
“What else could be out there?” I ask. “What would be dangerous?”
“Everything. Lions. Bears.”
“Great,” Vicky says with resignation. Yeah, not what I was wanting to hear either.
“So you’re thinking mountain lions?” I ask.
“Panthera leo atrox.”
“Panthers?” Vicky asks.
“No, no, no. Don’t be fooled by the Latin name. Imagine an African lion, only bigger.”
“How much bigger?” I ask, still horrified by the size of the giant sloth.
“Seven, maybe eight feet. A fully grown male would be easily nine hundred pounds—the size of a grizzly.”
“Something like the saber tooth cat?” Vicky asks.
“Cat? No, house cats are on a separate evolutionary branch. The American lion is the largest felid ever to walk the planet. As for your kitty cat with big teeth, yes, the saber tooth tiger is probably out there as well. Its name is Smilodon. Its incisors are almost a foot long, and it can expand its jaw twice as wide as an African lion’s.”
“Are we likely to run into these things?” I ask, wanting to keep the conversation on track. 
“No,” Eric says, followed by, “Yes. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. Bears. Lions. They’re all out there. Probably.”
“What do they eat?” Vicky asks.
“Other than us?” Eric asks in a voice that doesn’t suggest he’s joking. “Horses. Camels. Bison.”
Vicky looks at me and says, “We need to get out of here.” I’m in violent agreement. The smell from Belle’s carcass isn’t going to help our cause. Although I’m not sure where to go.
“Where is everyone?” I ask, peering out onto the road. The sloth is gone. If Eric survived, there must have been others from this building that made it through the blast alive.
Broken glass crunches under Eric’s wheels as he rolls up beside me, looking out over the intersection. 
“They went to the light.”
“Light?”
“They left me. Didn’t care about me.”
“What light?” Vicky asks.
“Over there. A block away. Maybe two. But why would you want to go there?”
“Why not?” I ask, looking across the mounds of rubble. I don’t see anything. Bricks lie scattered across the road. The few buildings still standing lean at dangerous angles, having partially collapsed into the street. Mangled steel beams stick out in odd directions. Cars and trucks have been crushed by falling debris. Dust coats everything.
Eric points, saying, “That’s the epicenter. The point of impact.”
“Impact?” Vicky asks. “Of what?”
“Dunno. Don’t want to find out.”
“Has anyone come back from there?” I ask, still not seeing anything. No light. No signs of life—human or otherwise.
“No.”
I’m unsure whether that’s good or bad. Although I hate the idea of being caught in the open again by the giant sloth, my instinct tells me sitting still isn’t a viable solution. 
“We should check it out,” Vicky says. Like me, she favors action.
“No, no, no,” Eric says. 
“Listen,” I say. “The cavalry isn’t coming. It’s been what? Five, six hours since this thing hit? Do you see any rescue crews out there? If we’re going to get through this, we need to move out.”
“But... I can’t.”
Eric’s concern is understandable. We can climb rubble, run, hide, and all with a minimal amount of effort. He can’t. If one of those creatures catches us in the open, it won’t be either Vicky or me that gets eaten alive. He’s afraid for his life, and rightly so. 
“It’s okay,” Vicky says. “We won’t leave you out there.” 
The look in his eyes tells me he wants to believe us, but when a gigantic sloth is bearing down on us, or a lion charges, reality will make liars of us all.
“We’ll come back for you,” I say. “We’ll figure this thing out, and return with help.”
Eric nods. He’s quiet for a moment, and seems conflicted. Finally he says, “There’s a shotgun in the hall closet, and at least two boxes of shells. It’s mainly birdshot. There might be some buckshot in there, I’m not sure, but you’re welcome to it if you think it will help.”
I like the idea of having more firepower. I’m already backtracking to the closet. Vicky pulls me to one side, speaking softly.
“We can’t leave him. You know as well as I do, we’re not coming back.”
“Vicky,” I reply, unsure how to respond. “We can’t take him. He knows it. We know it. He’s…”
“He’s what? Dead weight?”
“Out there, yes. You saw how goddamn fast that monster was. We have no idea what else is out there. This is the safest place for him.”
Eric rolls over toward us in his wheelchair so I drop the conversation and examine the tactical shotgun leaning in the corner of the closet. 
“Sweet,” I say, pulling out a Mossberg 500 crafted in matte black. It has a tactical spotlight mounted beneath a tubular magazine running parallel with the barrel. The butt is detachable, with a pistol grip. There’s no way Eric could fire this thing. It would knock him out of his wheelchair. I loosen the butt and remove it. Given the kind of animals we’re likely to encounter, aiming is meaningless. I’m better off with the increased dexterity of a small grip. By the time something like that sloth is close enough to shoot with this thing, I couldn’t miss. I doubt the shotgun will cause a serious injury to such an animal, but a blast from it might equate to a nasty hornet bite and deter even a sloth from attacking. “This isn’t yours, is it?”
“No, it’s not,” he says. “It’s—”
“Stolen,” I say, looking at the filed-down serial number. His head hangs. Someone else lives here with him. Someone that’s involved in some kind of criminal activity. I’m thinking a son, or perhaps a nephew. I look at him and say, “It’ll do.” Nothing more needs to be said.
I check and the magazine isn’t loaded, so I slip several rounds into it.
“It won’t stop them,” he says.
“I know.” Even so, having a Mossberg lifts my confidence. 
“Noise is good,” Eric says. “Sharp, loud noises will scare most creatures. For them, it’ll be like the crack of thunder.”
I nod.
“Aim for the eyes, nose, mouth. Anywhere with soft tissue. Avoid the skull, all you’ll do is piss them off.”
“Roger that,” I say.
There’s a small backpack, so I dump the spare ammo in the pack and swing it over my shoulder. 
“Come with us,” Vicky says. I’m silent. I’d rather not be held back by the old man. I will return for him. At least, I’m sincere in that intention, but honestly, I have no idea what we’ll face out on the street, or if it’ll even be possible to return.
Eric looks at me. Why did he have to look at me? We had an agreement. Damn it, Vicky, we had reached an arrangement. This was settled. I look at her, thinking but not saying, “Why?”
It’s not that I don’t want to take Eric, it’s that I think she’s underestimating the difficulty we’ll face out there. As it was, I could barely outrun the sloth. The debris burying the street is going to make it slow going as it is. Carrying a crippled man is nigh on impossible.
Vicky holds my gaze, but doesn’t say anything. Her eyes pierce my soul. I sigh. She knows.
I unzip my vest, pulling items from it and dumping them in two piles on the bench—one to take with us, one to leave. Handcuffs, radio, keys, wallet, transponder. In the other pile, I place the Taser, a small can of chemical mace, my multi-tool all-in-one, along with a few spare magazines for the Glock. I sweep these into the backpack and hand it to Vicky, saying, “You’ll have to carry this. Don’t lose anything.”
She nods. 
I’m tempted to keep the bulletproof vest, wondering if it would afford protection from sharp claws, but I’m probably better off being more mobile, so I dump it on the bench as well. 
“We’re going to have to lose the wheelchair,” I say. “Too much rubble out there. Vicky, you’ll carry the shotgun. If we run into one of these things, we stand and fight. There’s no running. Understood? If shit goes down, you hand me the shotgun.”
I pull the thick, police-issue belt with the Glock hanging from it and hand it to her. She slips it around her waist, but needs help fastening it so it doesn’t sit awkwardly on her hips.
“Have you fired a gun before?”
“Ah, once,” she says. “Long ago.”
“This is a quick release holster,” I say, taking her hand and setting it on the butt of the gun. “It’s designed so the gun can only be drawn straight up. Stops anyone else grabbing the gun at an angle. Take a firm grip on the pistol. Keep your finger clear of the trigger. Pull up.”
She follows my instructions, but she’s too passive, and simply drags the whole holster higher on her side. 
“Be assertive,” I say. “Snatch at it. Pull straight up, not forward or backwards. Try again.”
This time she gets it. The gun comes out cleanly. I step behind her and reach around her, guiding her hands and aiming out the window. Gently, I roll her hand to one side so she can see what I’m pointing at.
“Pull back on the slide to load the first round. You’ve got fifteen rounds in a magazine. Count them down as you fire. Shout it out. As soon as you get to zero, the block is going to stay back. At that point, the magazine is empty.”
Again, I gently turn her hand, showing her the release mechanism for the magazine. 
“If you have time, keep the magazine. If not, drop it on the ground. These pouches around your waist have three more mags. Just jam a fresh magazine into the butt. Pull back on the slide, and release, and you’re good to go again.”
I show her the process as I speak, and she nods. Her eyes narrow. Her lips tighten. She’s focused. She’ll do well. Vicky slips the gun into the holster. 
“We’re going to need water. Do you have any plastic bottles?”
“In that drawer,” Eric replies. “Take whatever you want.”
I open the refrigerator and hand Vicky the jug, along with a half empty carton of OJ, and she fills three bottles.
“Okay,” I say, winking at Eric. “Let’s roll.” He chuckles at my decidedly inappropriate humor. I hoist him on my back and we head down the stairs.
 



Chapter 03: Nightfall
 
The sun is low on the horizon as we leave the apartment building. I take the lead, with Eric sitting on my back. He can’t weigh more than eighty to a hundred pounds. I’m confident I could run a hundred yards with him bouncing around. I couldn’t sprint that far, but after an initial burst, I’m sure I could jog the length of a football field if need be.
Vicky comes up beside me in her gym gear, with the police duty belt hung around her slender hips, and a Mossberg shotgun in her petite hands.
“You look totally badass,” I say. She grins. I think she’s enjoying this. 
“Don’t forget,” she says, pulling back on the bolt of the shotgun and chambering a round. “You owe me a date.”
I laugh. 
I have to lean forward into the march to keep Eric perched on my back. Within twenty yards, it’s clear I’m going to be hunched over most of the time.
“You’re my eyes and ears,” I say, watching broken bricks and shattered concrete passing underfoot. I’m breathing heavily, pausing and looking up every few minutes, trying to get my bearings. Vicky stays close by my side. If anything, she’s a bit too loose with the direction of the Mossberg. I’d hate to get taken out by an accidental discharge. As she’s right handed, I say, “How about you take the left?” She crosses behind me, and the Mossberg points away down the street. 
Eric’s chatty. It’s easy to be chatty when you’re not carrying someone on your back.
“So where did you guys meet? Did you know each other before all this?”
I leave Vicky to answer.
“We’re jogging partners,” she says, and I turn my head to one side, raising an eyebrow. She smiles, winking at me.
“We were supposed to be going on a date tonight.”
“This is a date,” I say, pretending to defend my pride.
Eric says, “Better than a drive-in.”
“No popcorn,” Vicky laments.
The rubble seems to extend forever, but as we walk on I notice a subtle difference. The angle on which storefronts have fallen and buildings have collapsed, along with the wreckage of cars and buses has changed slightly. It’s as though a flood passed through, pushing everything to one side, and it becomes apparent we’re skirting the edge of the disaster zone. The epicenter lies somewhere to our right.
“Look at the lampposts,” I say, pausing by a side street. They’ve fallen like dominos, all lying in roughly the same direction. 
“Yes, yes,” Eric says. “The maelstrom, it must have originated up there.”
As we start down the street, a voice calls out, “Hey. Over here.”
I look up. Three people are standing on the collapsed mound of an apartment building. Two men and a woman. They’re covered in dust, waving their hands and calling for us. As much as possible, I’ve avoided climbing over rubble, remaining in the center of the street where the debris is lightest, but up among the ruins there are survivors.
“Woo hoo,” one of the men yells. 
Vicky bounds ahead of me, resting the shotgun on a broken slab of concrete as she climbs up toward them, yelling in echo, “Woo hoo.”
“She should be quiet,” Eric says, holding onto my shoulders as I sway back and forth, climbing up behind Vicky on the rubble. “She’s advertising—broadcasting our location.”
I suspect he’s being overly paranoid. If there are other survivors within earshot, I want them to know we’re here. Besides, we haven’t seen any animals since we left the apartment almost an hour ago. It’s been slow going through the debris, but I think the animals have largely kept to the outskirts, where our clump of New York City intrudes into their world. 
Vicky yells. “It’s good to see you.”
“It’s good to see you too,” one of the men calls back, stepping forward out of the shadows. There’s movement behind him. At first, I’m not sure what I’m seeing, as the damn thing is too fast, racing across the broken concrete, leaping from one crushed windowsill to another. The big cat stays remarkably low against the rubble, its legs pump like pistons, while its head and eyes stay locked on the man. It leaps, flying through the air for the last fifteen feet, soaring with claws outstretched. 
I try call out a warning, but it’s too late. I’m not sure if it’s a lion or a saber tooth tiger, as the creature is a blur of motion, but it pounces on his back, sinking its teeth into his skull, and drags him off over the broken cinderblocks, barely breaking its stride. The other two survivors scream, but they never saw the creature coming. The animal disappears as swiftly as it arrived, dragging the carcass of the man in its jaws. What to me played out in seconds, to them would have happened in the blink of an eye. I’m stunned.
Vicky fumbles with the Mossberg. I’m frantically trying to set Eric down and catch up to her. She holds the shotgun with trembling hands and snatches at the trigger, pointing it at the lion as the massive beast drags its prey over the rubble. Nothing happens. Safety’s on, but in the tension of the moment she doesn’t realize.
I leap up beside her and she tosses the shotgun to me. In a single, swift motion, I have the shotgun up, the safety off, and I’m firing several shots in rapid succession. The big cat disappears over the edge of the rubble, darting down the far side of the collapsed building with its prey. I’m not sure whether I hit it or not. At best, I gave it a slap on the ass. Nothing that’s going to kill it, but perhaps it will think twice about coming back. 
The woman’s screaming. The man is on his knees with his hands over his face. 
“Go. Go. Go,” I yell. Vicky pulls out the Glock and scrambles over a crushed sofa and an overturned table, running toward the survivors. Her eyes dart around. Her gun points down at the debris, but her arm is straight—tense—ready to bring the firearm to bear on any threat. 
I still have the shotgun. There’s no way I’m putting it down. Eric looks up at me with what I can only describe as sorrow in his eyes. He thinks he’s going to die out here. I wonder if he thinks I’m about to abandon him. I’m not. I reach down, grabbing him around the waist and hoisting him onto my hip. 
“Hang on.”
Eric pulls on my shoulder, positioning himself, and I make for Vicky and the others. The smell of gunpowder sears my nostrils. With all the adrenaline pumping through my veins, his weight is immaterial. My boots slip on the loose bricks and scattered concrete, but I remain upright and jog to catch up to Vicky. 
Vicky’s already trying to console the woman. She drops the backpack on a slab of concrete that looks like part of a collapsed balcony, and hands the man a bottle of water. Eric and I come racing up to join them. I’m breathing hard—too hard to talk.
“Cops? You’re cops?”
“He is,” Vicky says.
“What the—what the hell was that?”
“Eric?” I say, still catching my breath.
“Leo spelaea,” he says. “An extinct form of lion—unique to North America.”
“Extinct?” the young man says with the bewilderment I had after facing the giant sloth.
The young woman sobs uncontrollably. Vicky rests her arm over the woman’s shoulder, comforting her. A face appears in the rubble, and it takes me a moment to realize what’s happening. They’re tunneling through the debris. A man works himself out of a tiny opening at waist height, pushing a lump of concrete ahead of him onto the slab. Dust coats his hair. Sweat drips from his brow. He has a look of exhaustion on his face. 
“I heard gunshots,” he says, confused.
“It took him. It took Dad,” the woman says. 
I set Eric down, leaning him against a crumbling brick wall, but leaving him facing out toward the street. I hand him the shotgun, saying, “Make your shots count.” He’s subdued. I doubt he’s ever fired a shotgun in his life. His grip is rigid and stiff, as though he’s hanging on to the edge of a cliff, holding on for dear life. I doubt he’ll hit anything like that, but I’m hoping noise alone will be enough to scare off an attack. 
“Who took him?” the man says, crawling out of the debris, not yet picking up on what’s happened. 
As a cop, I’ve been trained to rapidly assess a situation so as to be able to make snap judgments, and I feel I understand what’s going on. They’re related. All of them. From their ages and their broadly similar features, they’re a family. The father’s dead—killed by the lion. Sister’s crying. Youngest brother is in shock. Oldest brother is dusting himself off and getting to his feet. Mom must be trapped under the rubble. They’re trying to reach her. They must be able to hear her—to talk with her, or none of this would make any sense.
As much as I want to focus my attention on the oldest brother, who I’d put in his early twenties, I’m wary about losing my focus on the periphery. Although I have no idea about the behavior of these prehistoric animals, I’m all too aware how lethal they are. 
“I don’t understand, where’s Dad?” the oldest brother asks.
“A lion,” the sister says, looking up at him with tears streaming down her cheeks.
“A lion?” he says, repeating her words, but from the motion of his eyes he seems more concerned with us three strangers, and with Eric in particular—a lame elderly man nursing a shotgun as he leans against a bunch of bricks and an upturned concrete slab. The brother must have heard the shotgun report, but he never saw the creature. Hearing of a lion in New York City must defy belief. 
“What? How?” he asks in anguish. The younger brother points at the blood splatter on the crushed cinder blocks. “I—”
“It’s—” Vicky stops herself from saying, “Okay.” I understand. It’s a reflex comment—something we say all the time in law enforcement in response to an emergency, wanting to reassure someone in distress, but it’s not appropriate here, and Vicky caught herself before that fatal word slipped out. She hands the older brother a bottle of water, saying, “I’m Vicky. I’m a paramedic. Mark’s a police officer. We’re here to help.” The way Vicky's speaking, it would be easy to think we’re the advance group of a fully fledged rescue team, when in reality, we’re survivors—just like them. 
The older brother runs his hands up through his hair. The disbelief on his face is painful to behold. His lips tighten. Tears roll down his cheeks, leaving tracks in the dust as the fine drops slide down his neck. He sniffs, trying to hold back more tears as the sudden onset of grief threatens to overwhelm him. It’s never easy to watch someone drowning in sorrow. Both Vicky and I have been trained to be detached in circumstances like this—to be supportive, but not emotionally involved. It’s cruel, but necessary. We have to remain unmoved or we’re no use to anyone, and yet that approach leaves me feeling like an asshole. This guy just lost his dad. Nothing will ever make that up to him. No words can be spoken that will soothe his soul. No amount of time will change what has happened here today. Time may make acceptance easier, but time is a bitter pill. Time brings distance, not a cure. His is a wound that will never fully heal. 
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
His lips quiver. He hugs his brother and sister, pulling them in tight. Together, they bury their heads into each other’s shoulders and sob. Vicky and I hang our heads in silence. She pulls me to one side. We step down next to Eric, moving out of earshot.
“What are we going to do?” she whispers. I suspect she’s figured it out as well—there’s someone buried beneath the rubble, someone that’s very much alive. I speak in soft tones.
“Honestly, I don’t know.” I’m still coming to grips with the harsh reality facing us in this hostile world. Back in the apartment, Eric said something about people heading toward a light, but I don’t know what to make of that. We set off to find something, anything, but what, I don’t know. ‘The light’ seems to me to be more symbolic than real. I haven’t seen anything that suggests there’s any way for us to escape from this hell. For now, it’s enough to survive. We’re easy prey for these prehistoric monsters.
“We can’t go in there,” Vicky says, peering out of the corner of her eye at the makeshift tunnel. 
“They’ve just lost one parent. I can’t stand by while they lose another.”
“You don’t understand,” she says. “I’ve trained for this with FDR—the FEMA Disaster Response team. We are not equipped to mount a rescue. Not even close.”
“We can’t just leave someone trapped down there,” I reply, keeping my voice low. For me, it’s perplexing to see a seismic shift in Vicky’s default position. She didn’t want to abandon Eric, but it seems she’s prepared to walk away from this family without even trying to help, which seems out of character. The look on my face must signal my confusion.
“You don’t understand,” she says, reaching out and holding my forearm, affirming that her point is not one of disagreement, but rather reluctant pragmatism. “The toughest part of the human body is the skull. It takes around two thousand newtons, or roughly five hundred pounds to crack a skull open like an egg. Five hundred pounds. That’s all. Look at the debris. What is there? Five tons on top of her? Fifty? I have no idea, but there’s a helluva lot more than five hundred pounds bearing down on that tunnel. One false move and it’s a tomb for two.”
She pauses, picking her words carefully before continuing. 
“These stories you see on TV, where they drag someone from the rubble of a collapsed building maybe two or three days after an earthquake—they never tell you the whole story. All you ever hear about is the survivors—the lucky ones— the ones they’re able to rescue. Do you know how many there are that don’t make it? Hundreds. Thousands. I’m sorry, but we’re out of our depth.”
“So we just leave her?” I ask.
Vicky shrugs her shoulders. Like me, she’s negotiating treacherous waters, trying to figure out what our next move should be. She looks down at her shoes. This isn’t easy for her. 
“To free one person takes, I dunno, twenty to thirty trained professionals working for eight to ten hours or more. At each step, you have to ensure the safety of both the victim and the rescuers. We would use hydraulics to prop up slabs. Steel props to secure access points. Braces to avoid cave-ins. We’d push deflated airbags into open pockets and run compressors to relieve the weight of the rubble around an injured person. It’s like the kid’s game Pick Up Sticks. You cannot make a wrong move. One wrong move and everything comes tumbling down.” 
I nod.
Eric looks up at me with a long face. Like me, he knows she’s right. How the hell am I supposed to explain this to these guys? Sorry, your folks are either dead, or as good as dead. I hate this. I hate being put in this position. I hate being the one that has to make the call. Vicky looks deep into my eyes. There are tears welling up in the corners of hers. Her lips quiver. She’s hurting, but she knows what needs to be done. 
I breathe deeply. I have to live with the decision I’m about to make. Either way, there are consequences—physically, emotionally.
The siblings are looking at us. They know. They must know what we’re discussing. They have to know the hopelessness they face. 
“What are your names?” I ask, deferring a decision for a few more seconds, still trying to accurately understand all the options.
The older brother points at himself, then his sister, and finally his brother, saying, “Philippe—24, Teresa—21, and Marcel—19. We’re the Bernards—from Toulouse, in France. We were visiting New York with our parents.”
They were in the wrong damn place at the wrong damn time. 
Philippe’s voice wavers with doubt as he asks, “Our mother. She’s trapped. Can you help us?” 
“You have to realize,” I say, hating where this conversation is going, “we’re not equipped to mount a rescue.”
“Please,” Teresa says, pleading with me as though I were a priest or a shaman, capable of conjuring up a spell to ward off evil. Marcel’s quiet. He’s shaking.
Why me? Why fucking me? Why do I have to make this decision? 
“The whole slope is unstable,” I say, trying to explain what they already know. I wave with my arm, gesturing toward the pile of bricks and rubble rising above us like a mountain. The three of them are silent. They already know what we’ve decided. Their eyes fall away from me, leaving me feeling like shit. They’ll continue on, even without their father. We’ll walk away. Odds are the mother will die, as will at least one of them in the attempt to rescue her, but they can’t leave. There’s no certainty to the future. Nothing is set. If there’s one defining trait of humanity, it’s our refusal to bow to the inevitable. Whether it’s charging the trenches at the Somme, or being given odds no better than a roll of a dice when diagnosed with cancer, we simply cannot give up. Over hundreds of millions of years, and across countless parent species, surrender has been bred out of our DNA. I cannot—I cannot walk away from them.
“If we’re going to do this,” I say, “you have to follow our lead. Do you understand? You have to accept our judgment.”
All three of them look at me as though I’ve somehow already saved their mother. To her credit, Vicky nods her head softly in support.
“Even if we had a full rescue crew, there would be no guarantees. As it is, your mother will probably die. I’m sorry, but you have to accept that at the outset. We will do what we can, but we will go slowly. If we deem it’s too dangerous, we stop. No one goes in that tunnel until we’ve assessed the approach. Safety comes first. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” Philippe says.
“We can use car jacks,” Vicky says, pointing at a row of vehicles half buried in debris on the road. “Prop up the tunnel, lift rubble, stuff like that. Tire irons will work as well. The ones in the shape of a X can be used as braces in a crawl space.” 
Philippe nods as Vicky explains. “The basic approach is, nothing is removed without being replaced by some kind of brace. Even seemingly loose rubble can be crucial to supporting the weight above. The last thing we want is to trigger a slide.”
I say, “Philippe, Marcel. Let’s see what we can salvage from those cars.”
Vicky says, “Teresa and I will figure out the layout of the building, where the mother might be, alternative approaches, things like that.”
“Good.”
Vicky talks intently with Teresa as the three of us able-bodied men work our way down the rubble.
“Hey,” Eric calls out. I turn and he throws the shotgun to me. “You might need this.”
“I hope not,” I say, catching the gun. I doubt something like a sloth would attempt an attack on the loose rubble of a collapsed building, but the lion showed itself adept at stalking on the unstable mound. Vicky’s got the Glock, so we’ve got one firearm in each group. Philippe keeps pace beside me. 
“You’re a police officer—a real police officer?”
“Yes,” I reply, feeling like a celebrity. I can hear the confidence in his voice.
“Thank you for helping us.”
“Don’t thank me yet.”
The closest vehicle is an SUV. Bricks have buried the passenger’s side, but the windows are intact. Marcel picks up a lump of concrete and makes to throw it at the window, but I put out my hand, saying, “No. Don’t. It’s safety glass. Your rock will bounce right back at you. Hang on. There’s got to be something around here we can use.”
I spot a familiar shape in the rubble—an aluminum baseball bat. It’s slightly bent. It looks like someone tried to wrap it around a lamppost. I line myself up beside the driver’s window and swing. Glass shatters. To my surprise, the car alarm sounds—a piercing siren followed by a bunch of whoop, whoop, whoops. I reach in through the window and pop the trunk. As I walk around to the back, Philippe pops the hood. He’s going to disable the alarm. 
“Loud, ain’t it?” I yell over the piercing siren. He nods, saying something but I don’t catch what. I yell, “Loud is good. Keeps the monsters at bay.” He smiles and gives me a thumbs up, leaving the alarm connected to the battery, and joins me at the rear of the vehicle. We have to clear away the rubble before we can open the hatch, but there’s a spare tire, a tool kit, and a jack beneath the false floor. Marcel takes our salvage back to the others. After a few minutes, the alarm resets itself and stops screaming at us. 
Philippe and I move on to a Tesla parked in front of the SUV. The roof has caved in, with a large chunk of masonry punching through the sheet metal. I’m about to take a swing at the window when I catch Philippe looking on with glee.
“You wanna try?” I ask, offering him the bat. His eyes widen. “Have you ever played baseball?” 
Philippe shakes his head. “No.”
I can’t help myself. I’m a baseball nut. It’s not enough to simply give him the bat, I have to show him some of the finer intricacies of how to swing. 
“Take a firm grip,” I say “Both hands together. You want the bat back over your shoulder, pointing up at the sky. Nice and straight.”
Philippe follows my instructions, looking to me for confirmation. 
“That’s it, now bring the bat down. Think about your swing. Line it up right with the center of the glass.”
Philippe brings the bat down slowly, tapping it lightly on the glass before returning to a ready position. 
“Top of the ninth,” I say, mimicking a sports commentator. “The Yankees are down by two. Two strikes and the bases are loaded. It all comes down to this.”
Philippe is grinning like a school kid. He swings as I yell, “The pitch is good.”
The glass window shatters. Thousands of tiny shards of glass rain down on the leather seats. 
“It’s outta here,” I yell. “It’s over the fence. Home run!”
We both laugh, letting some of the frustration of this crazy world slip away with thoughts of home.
I pop the trunk, but it’s empty.
“Where the hell is the spare?”
Philippe pops the hood and asks, “Where’s the engine?”
It takes a few minutes, but we find another jack. The toolkit, though, is underwhelming. I suspect Tesla would rather we called Triple A. 
Philippe finds a crushed box of cereal, a few dented cans of soda, and a flattened bag of bread, so he takes them back to the others.
Marcel catches up to me as I pull debris off a van parked further along the road. It’s almost completely buried in rubble, but it looks like a work vehicle, something belonging to either a plumber or an electrician. 
“My turn,” Marcel says as I stand beside the driver’s window.
“Go ahead.” I hand him the baseball bat. He’s more confident than his older brother and adopts a good stance. 
“Okay,” I say, again playing the role of sportscaster. “We’ve got a big hitter, here. This guys a real slugger, batting an easy three hundred. Walking out to home plate, it’s Marcel Bernard from France.” 
His face lights up at the jovial introduction I’ve provided for our imaginary crowd. 
“Swing for the fence, young man.” 
Marcel unleashes a beautifully balanced strike at the window. I swear, if it was a baseball he’d have hit it straight and true. Glass shatters, and Marcel hollers in delight. 
Inside the back of the van we find a large metal toolbox. 
“This is more like it.” Pliers, a socket set, assorted wrenches, a ball hammer, several hacksaw blades, leather gloves. There’s a six foot crowbar lying on the floor of the vehicle, which is perfect for breaking through concrete, and several lengths of quarter-inch piping we can use for leverage on the crowbar. Perfect. 
“We need to take this shelving,” I say, realizing the box shape could come in handy as bracing. Marcel removes the shelves while Philippe and I ferry the supplies back to the others.
It’s another hour before we’ve rummaged through all the vehicles on this street. I dare not venture further. For now, seven jacks and a pile of tools will have to do.  “This is good,” Vicky says, arranging our spoils.
“What are you thinking?” I ask, sitting on a collapsed brick wall across from her.
“Teresa lost sight of her mother in the stairwell, which is good news—it’s the most structurally sound part of any building. If there’s anywhere that’s survivable, it’s the stairwell. 
“Philippe said there’s an enclosed bathroom about fifteen feet below us that’s large enough for him to stand in. He can talk to her, but hasn’t been able to reach her.”
I nod, listening intently.
Vicky picks up a jack, tossing it from hand to hand and assessing the weight. “I’ll set up there and begin testing approaches.”
I start to speak, but Vicky cuts me off, “No, no, no, Mr. Police Officer. You’re staying out here with our little pets.” As much as I appreciate her attempt at humor—describing the wild animals we’ve encountered as domesticated, I feel as though I should be going in there. Vicky can read my mind—I swear. “I’m smaller, lighter, and at the very least, trained in how to stabilize a crush victim. Wait here.”
I don’t like this. I feel as though if I’m not in control, things will spiral out of hand. They won’t, but I can’t help feeling that way. It takes a concerted effort to convince myself she’ll be okay. She’s trained for this. I’m not. Leave it at that, Mark.
“Please be—” I say, and yet again she cuts me off.
“I will.” Vicky slips on the leather gloves and shoves several car jacks into the backpack, pushing the bag into the tunnel ahead of her. To my surprise, she pulls the police belt tight around her waist, raising the Glock higher on her hips. Our eyes meet. I’m about to say something, when her eyes dart over to the Bernard family, wanting me to remain quiet. I’m not sure if I love or hate Vicky. At the moment, it’s hate. For complete strangers, we can read each other like a book, and I find that infuriating—maddening. If there is a cave-in, she’s not prepared to let anyone else risk their life for her. If it comes to it, she’ll make sure her own death is quick, and she knows I can’t accept that—but she also knows I don’t want to upset the remaining Bernard family, and she’s counting on that to keep me quiet. 
“I’m just going to talk to her.” She’s also a lousy liar.
As Vicky positions herself in the rubble, I crouch beside the tunnel. It was my decision that brought her to this point, but there’s no talking her out of this, so I speak softly, saying, “You owe me a date, remember?” She smiles, but she’s not the only one that’s sly and quick. As she wriggles on her elbows, working her way into the shadows, I unlock my smartphone and switch on the flashlight. 
“You’ll need this,” I say reaching into the tunnel from the left, running my hand over her back and toward her right side as I hand her the phone. Vicky pauses. She can’t turn around within the tunnel, but she can maneuver sideways a little and reach back. As soon as she’s taken the phone from my hand, I relieve her of the Glock in a single, swift, decisive motion. “I’ll see you soon.”
There’s a mumble of annoyance from the tunnel, but she continues on. 
Teresa found a tube of Pringles in the rubble. Remarkably, they’re unbroken. The three Bernard siblings eat potato chips while Eric looks at me with curiosity, eyeing the Glock in my hand. I don’t think he figured it out, but he’s curious. I lay the gun next to the first aid kit and sit down next to him.
The sun’s going down. 
Eric says, “We need light. Fire. Smoke. Anything that will keep animals at bay.” He’s right. As adept as these creatures are during the day, their senses of sight and smell are even better at night. Damn, I wish I’d thought of this earlier. It’s going to take time to pull car batteries, wiring and headlamps out of the various cars in the rubble. 
Philippe is shuffling bracing along the tunnel to Vicky, so I say, “Marcel, can you give me a hand?”
It’s dark by the time we make our way back with five batteries, a set of jumper cables, spare wiring, a fuse box, and several headlights. I only hope we have enough batteries to last through the night. Vicky’s not back yet. Philippe has been talking to her through the tunnel and passing equipment down to her, so I leave it at that. I don’t need to be complicating things, and she doesn’t need me fretting, even though I’m getting worried. I keep myself occupied, setting up the headlights so they point away from us, illuminating the approaches across the rubble. 
“Ha,” Eric says as I finish setting the last headlight about twenty feet away from us, trying to give us a bit of a buffer zone.
“What?” I ask, seeing him looking up at the cloudless sky.
“The stars. Notice anything unusual?”
I look up but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be looking for. “No.”
“Precisely,” he says. “There’s nothing out of the ordinary. Wonderful, isn’t it?”
“Is it?” I ask as Marcel joins us, curious about our conversation.
“Yes, yes,” Eric says. “This confirms we’re on Earth in the present.”
“How is that possible?” Marcel asks as both Teresa and Philippe sit beside us as well.
“I don’t know,” Eric replies. “But we’re here on Earth in what we would consider the present day. Think of the stars like a flock of birds taking flight. There are thousands of them, all at slightly different distances, all heading in slightly different directions. Only our flock of stars is moving so slowly it appears frozen in time.”
“I don’t get it,” Teresa says. 
“If we weren’t on Earth, none of these constellations would be visible. From any other angle, they’d be a jumble of tiny dots in the sky.”
“And if we went back in time?” Marcel asks.
“They’d be elongated, stretched, twisted, distorted. Any shift over a few thousand years would be obvious, but look at that, Orion is radiant above us. And there’s Aldebaran in Taurus, and the Pleiades, exactly where they should be.”
“So,” I ask, “If we’re on Earth and we haven’t travelled back in time, what happened to New York?”
“I don’t know. I think—and don’t hold me to this—but I think this is a parallel world—one in which the megafauna never went extinct, one in which Homo sapiens never gained ascendancy.” 
There’s a light in the tunnel. Vicky’s making her way back. I rush to help her. 
“How is she?” Philippe asks as Vicky gets to her feet.
“Can you reach her?” Marcel asks.
Vicky shakes the dust from her hair, saying, “She’s okay. She’s trapped another twenty feet further in, but I’ve reached her. We’ve touched. I’ve talked to her and held her hand.”
Teresa’s face lights up—mine doesn’t. There’s something about Vicky’s choice of words, something beyond the exhaustion she must be feeling. Her words are too precise. They’ve been delivered with careful deliberation. She’s speaking with the formality of a medic, and not with the exuberance I’ve come to expect from her.  
“She’s resting... I’m going to need more equipment to free her.”
That “more equipment” is needed seems to satisfy the others, but it’s too vague for me. Something’s up. Our eyes meet, and again, we’re in sync. I need nothing more than a quick glance from her to know there are serious problems down below. I change the subject.
“We’ve salvaged food. There’s sardines, dry noodles, and even a few cookies. Well, cookie crumbs.” That distracts Teresa and Marcel. They set to getting Vicky something to eat as she rests—exhausted from almost two hours of toil below. I bide my time, allowing the banter and excitement between Eric and Philippe to divert the discussion, and wait for an opportunity to pull Vicky aside. She inhales a can of sardines, pulling off her gloves and eating with her grimy fingers.
Eric talks with Marcel about France. Vicky and I sit beside the tunnel.
“How are you holding up?” 
“I’m fine,” she says, although the blood seeping from beneath the bandage on her shoulder suggests otherwise.
“Liar.”
She looks at me out of the corner of her eye, on the verge of smiling. For complete strangers, we know each other so well. Vicky would rather soldier on without comment or complaint, but I suspect she finds the camaraderie we share refreshing.
“How bad?” I ask quietly, knowing no more context is needed. 
“Bad.” Vicky never takes her eyes off the others. She’s ready to shut down the conversation if they pick up on our discussion. “Her left arm has been crushed by a broken section of stairs. I can use a car jack to relieve the pressure.”
“But,” I whisper, knowing there’s a but.
“That arm has been without circulation for a long time.”
Vicky takes a deep breath. She pauses, and then whispers, “I’m not a doctor, Mark. I don’t know what to do.”
I rest my hand on hers.
“If this was a regular rescue, I’d apply a tourniquet, and get an IV into her to hydrate her and stave off renal failure. I’d have access to a variety of drugs to treat her arrhythmia. I’d stabilize any bleeding, and get her into a goddamn chopper as fast as I could.”
“But,” I say, completing her sentence.
“Yeah, but,” Vicky says. “Ah, her heartbeat is erratic. She’s barely conscious. I’m afraid if I release that arm, she’ll go into septic shock as her internal organs shut down. Once that buildup of toxins is released into her bloodstream, she’s got hours, maybe just minutes to live. I don’t...”
I squeeze Vicky’s hand. She was right. We are not equipped to deal with this. Anything we do to free the mother will hasten her death. 
Vicky sighs. “The arm has to go. There’s no other way. Even then, she’ll probably die from physiological shock, blood loss, organ failure—hell, there’s a million things that could kill her.”
“I’ll do it,” I say without a moment’s hesitation. 
“Aw, you’re so sweet,” she says, almost laughing, and returning to her jovial self for a moment as she pats my hand. “But you’re even less experienced than I am.” 
I hate this. I hate the feeling of helplessness. I hate the inaction. As repugnant as amputating an arm is, I’m tormented by my inability to do anything to help Vicky. She must sense my frustration as she squeezes my fingers, saying, “I’ll get the mother out of there. You get us out of here. Deal?”
“Deal.”
Vicky gets to her feet and rummages through the first aid kit, gathering all the painkillers she can, not that they’ll help. She rustles through the toolkit and pulls out a rusty old hacksaw, looking at the blade with studious attention. “Did you find a lighter out there? Any matches?” I shake my head. “Shame.”
“I can help,” Philippe says, seeing Vicky’s about to climb back into the tunnel but not knowing the context of our conversation. She looks at him with weary eyes. Her exhaustion—physically, mentally and emotionally—seems to answer in place of any words. She flicks on the light of a cell phone and slips the phone under her bra strap so it’s pointing roughly forward. In the tunnel, it’ll end up pointing down at the rubble, but will cast enough ambient light for her to see.
“I’ll tell them,” I say, helping her into the tunnel.
As Vicky crawls into the claustrophobic gap in the rubble, she looks back at me and says, “It had better be a good date. I mean a really good date. You need to take me somewhere flashy and upmarket. No expense spared.”
“None,” I say, knowing she’s blowing off steam and doing anything she can to deflect her mind away from the awful reality that waits at the other end of the tunnel. No one should have to inflict such a hideously cruel act on another human being in order to save their life. I can feel her grieving before she begins.
Vicky disappears into the shadows. “Flowers… Candles... A nice bottle of French wine…” She mumbles a few more items, but they’re spoken in a whisper for her alone to hear.
 



Chapter 04: Darkness
 
“Mark. Mark,” Eric yells, pointing into the darkness. Not now. My head is spinning. I’m trying to figure out what to tell the Bernard family. Vicky could inadvertently kill their mother down there. I don’t need anything else to deal with at the moment. “MARK!”
My eyes follow Eric’s gaze. The headlights we positioned around the concrete slab point outward, resting on collapsed sections of the building. If we had time, I would have raised them up on some kind of stand, but night fell too fast. As it is, the lights cast long shadows across the rubble, catching piles of brickwork and steel beams protruding from the debris. Shadows move on the edge of our vision.
“It’s the blood,” Eric says. “It’s drawing them in. They’re scavenging. Looking for an easy meal.”
He’s right. When Vicky and I first emerged into the city, the stench of death was already hanging in the air. Over time, we’ve become accustomed to the smell, but it must be drawing in predators for miles around. I step up onto the rubble, and raise one of the headlamps to my shoulder, slowly panning across the debris. Several pairs of red eyes peer back from the darkness. Fuck. For now, these monsters are content to dig in the ruins, but I don’t know how long that will last. 
One of the batteries is dying, leaving its light flickering, so I switch it out. Even though there’s barely a minute of darkness on our left flank, that’s enough to embolden a nearby lion catching our scent. When the light comes back on, I see it circling some thirty feet away, but thankfully it quickly slinks back into the night. 
“Not good,” Eric says. “Sooner or later, they’re going to try us.”
“I know,” I reply, but right now there’s a more immediate problem. I figure I’ve got roughly ten to fifteen minutes before Vicky amputates the arm. At the moment, she’ll be grinding up painkillers and giving them to the mother, allowing some time for them to kick in and hopefully take the edge off the pain. 
“Listen,” I say, as all eyes stare outward, watching the approaches. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
It takes the Bernard family a few seconds before they realize I’m not talking about the animals. 
“You need to understand. Your mother’s badly injured. She’s pinned beneath a broken section of the concrete stairwell.”
Teresa looks at me with utter dread. Philippe is stoic. Marcel looks stunned.
“Her arm is pinned.” I’m repeating myself, trying to avoid what inevitably needs to be said. “She’s been trapped for a long time. I’m sorry, but there’s no way to free her without removing her arm.”
Teresa raises her hand to her mouth in horror. 
“Even then, she’s so weak… If we had more resources. We’re just not equipped.” My head hangs. “I’m sorry… We’ll do what we can, but you need to understand.” Understand what? The unspoken point conveyed by my sunken body language is that they have to accept she may die.
We wait in the darkness, listening as lions bellow in the distance. No one speaks. What is there to talk about? Monsters stalk us from without, while we wait in fear, knowing of the dreadful horror that is to come from below. 
The first screams are muffled calls for help. Within seconds, they’re dwarfed by a bloodcurdling shriek. It’s hard to imagine the noise is human as it cuts through the quiet of the night. There’s a rhythm—a cadence to the intensity, magnifying what I imagine is the action of the saw. On and on it goes, tearing through my very soul. Finally, silence descends over the rubble, followed by a ghostly wail rising up through the crushed bricks and broken window frames. 
Philippe goes to enter the tunnel. I hold my hand out to stop him.
“Give her time,” I say. “She needs to stabilize your mom.”
He steps forward.
“There’s not enough room,” I say, physically cutting him off. The last thing Vicky needs is someone panicked and frantic in such an unstable, claustrophobic space. 
He bites his lips in anguish—frustrated. Marcel paces back and forth on the sloping concrete slab. Teresa sits trembling, biting her nails. 
Time is torture. With no way of counting out the seconds, it’s hard to tell if there are hours passing in silence, or just minutes. Occasionally, a cry of pain echoes down the tunnel. I try calling to Vicky, but there’s no answer. Damn it, I want her to answer, but she’s got more to deal with than me and my petty anguish at losing control. Like Philippe, I’m frustrated. Policing is about defining boundaries, making decisions, controlling situations, and it’s painfully apparent to me I have little to no control over anything that happens in this topsy turvy world. Did I ever? On either world? Or is control an illusion? A placebo to placate the insistence that life must bow before me?
The lights around us flicker. I’m not sure why, as they’re each connected to a different battery and should be independent of each other, but the headlights pulsate in unison. Punctuated darkness breaks around us—the inverse of lightning, plunging us into the cold dark of night for several seconds at a time.
“No, no, no,” Eric mumbles. I scramble over the rubble to the closest headlight, flexing the wires and checking the connections—again trying to wrest control of something beyond my ability. As near as I can tell, there’s nothing wrong with the individual lights or the batteries. Something else is happening.
“What is it, Eric?”
“I don’t know. Some kind of electromagnetic interference.”
The lights remain on, but they dim considerably, casting a soft yellow glow over the debris. The animals stalking us in the darkness grow bolder, coming closer, remaining just on the edge of the light. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I’m growing ever more frustrated and angry. Nothing is going in our favor.  
“Damn it,” I shout, picking up a brick and hurtling it at one of the lions. What I’d really like to do is break something—smash one of these lights, but what would that accomplish? I want to kick the battery in anger, but I don’t. 
Suddenly, the lights surge to full strength, pushing back the night by almost a hundred feet and leaving me wondering if they’re about to blow. I’m perplexed. Maddened. The intensity of the lights wanes, settling somewhere around half strength. Whatever’s happening, one thing is clear: our time here is rapidly coming to an end.
“She’s coming,” Marcel says, pointing at the tunnel. I leap down from a pile of broken bricks, landing on the slab beside him. Vicky is backing slowly out of the tunnel. She’s dragging something on a sheet. 
“I’ve got you,” I say, reaching around beside her and taking the crumpled sheet from her iron grip. Sweat drips from her forehead. Vicky’s focus is absolute, and it takes a few seconds before she lets go and allows Philippe and me to help. She gets to her feet as we lean into the tunnel and carefully drag the mother to the opening. Vicky’s tied a knot in the far end of the sheet, anchoring the woman’s feet in the folds of cotton, securing my service belt around the woman’s waist. Marcel supports his mother’s head as Philippe drags her out. I position myself to grab her legs and lower her to the slab. She’s conscious—barely. She recognizes her daughter, reaching for her with her left arm. Bloody rags have been wrapped around the stump of her right arm—t-shirts, scraps from a dress, a small towel—anything that can double as bandaging. Vicky has amputated the arm between the elbow and the shoulder, cinching a leather dress belt tightly around the stump. 
“Oh, Maman, Maman,” Teresa cries.
“What’s your mother’s name?”
“Juliette,” Philippe answers.
“Hang in there, Juliette,” I say as we rest her on the concrete slab. Juliette forces a weak smile.
Teresa comforts her mother, taking pains to avoid touching her wound. Marcel scrunches up a coat as a pillow, resting his mother’s head gently on the folds of leather. Juliette stares up at the stars. There’s no motion, and for a moment it seems she’s dead, but her eyes flutter and her head rolls to one side. The children crowd around her. Vicky sits alone beside the tiny opening of the tunnel—shaking from exhaustion. I join her. 
Blood splatter mars her face. Hundreds of tiny red dots have sprayed across her cheek. I try to wipe them away gently with a torn piece of cloth but only succeed in smearing the blood. 
Vicky says, “I hope you’ve got good news.”
I’m silent. Nothing’s changed up here. With the lights failing, things have only gotten worse. I’d hoped to make it through the night and continue on at sunrise, but the lights are dimming with each passing minute. They wax and wane in sync with each other, threatening to fail entirely and plunge us into darkness.
“Juliette’s tough,” Vicky says. “My god, she’s tough. If we can get her—”
“—where?” I snap, struggling to keep my voice down. “There’s nowhere.” I’m frustrated. I’ve failed them—Vicky, Eric, the Bernard family. Atlas himself could not raise this world upon his shoulders. I feel there’s more to do—things I should do—but what? “I’m sorry.” I don’t even know quite what I’m apologizing for—growling at her and cutting her off, sending her into the darkness to amputate Juliette’s arm, failing to find a way out of this hellhole—perhaps all of the above. 
The ever-stoic Vicky doesn’t patronize me. There’s no, “It’ll be all right.” We both know that’s a lie. There’s no, “It’s not your fault.” There’s no blame to be apportioned. We’ve done all we can to survive, but it’s simply not enough. With the lights failing, we’ll be overrun by predators in the dark. It’s just a matter of time.
Vicky simply nods her head, accepting there’s nothing more to be done. She’s drained—sapped of any strength. She leans into me, so I put my arm around her. Vicky’s cold. Her thin clothes are drenched in sweat, and she’s feeling the chill of the night. For now, she’s content to soak up some body heat. I rub my hand up and down her shoulder, trying to warm her without bumping the bandage on her forearm. 
Vicky’s a trooper. I’ve never met anyone like her. On any other day, she would have been just one more jogger running past, with neither of us noticing each other with anything other than fleeting curiosity. How crazy to have been thrust together like this. Vicky rests her head on my shoulder, with her hand touching lightly on my thigh. I sigh. Perhaps this is what I need as well—something to divorce me from the pressure of the moment and recognize the simple things in life. What are we without friends? Companions? Whatever may come, right now, I’m at peace. I’m sore. I’m tired. I’m cold—not as cold as Vicky, but cold nonetheless. I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. I’m in danger of being attacked by prehistoric monsters—we all are—and yet with Vicky beside me, I’m finally calm and strangely at peace. 
Teresa sits beside her mother, gently stroking her hair. Philippe and Marcel talk in hushed whispers. Eric leans back, looking at the stars. We’re all, in our own way, making peace with where we are. For the first time, I feel as though there’s no pressure on me to perform—no pressure to be anything other than myself. Vicky shifts her weight slightly, resting her hand on my chest as she gets comfortable. Sitting here with her is like being lost in a dream. 
“You did great today,” I say softly. There’s solace to be found in thinking about someone other than myself.
Vicky’s quiet, but I can feel the rise and fall of her chest, the slow warming of her body, the tenderness of her touch. She needs time to recharge emotionally. Teresa helps her mother sip at the last of our water. The brothers work with a pair of pliers, trying to fix one of the other lights we salvaged. 
“We need each other,” she says.
“We do,” I reply, feeling calm rather than frantic. My mind clears. Anxiety falls away. Outwardly, nothing has changed, but I feel I’m better equipped to handle whatever comes at us.
The lights dim, on the verge of dying, and Vicky stiffens in response.
“Hey,” I say, finally realizing I need to accept whatever happens and use that to our advantage, “It’s always darkest before the dawn.” 
It’s easy to be afraid. Too easy. But even with gigantic lions stalking among the ruins, there’s nothing to say they’ll attack. Like a great white shark in the surf, or a grizzly in the mountains, these creatures are not evil incarnate—they’re not purposefully seeking us out. They’re scavenging. We’ve got to convince them there are easier meals elsewhere.
I look out over the ruins. The rubble of collapsed buildings has formed valleys and ridges where once there were apartments and roads. Looking further down the street, across at the far mound, I spot a faint blue shimmer and my heart skips a beat. 
“Cut the lights,” I say, jumping to my feet.
“What?” Philippe asks, as I’m contradicting my own strategy over the last few hours.
“Trust me.”
He disconnects one of the batteries and the light to our east dies. Marcel turns off the light above us, leaving only the light pointing back toward Eric’s apartment building.
I grab the Glock from where it lies next to the backpack and push it into Vicky’s hand, saying, “Stay here.”
“What? Where are you going?”
“Over there.”
I crouch beside Eric, saying, “You told me about a strange blue light, remember?”
“Yes,” he replies, looking where I’m pointing. 
“Was it something like that?”
“Yes.”
“What is it, Eric?” My question isn’t fair. Eric knows no more than I do, but I want him to guess. I want him to confirm what I’m thinking. “They’re all gone, right? The other survivors. Where did they go, Eric? Is that where they went?”
“I—I think so.”
“Is that it?” I ask. “Is that the point of impact?”
“Yes.”
“Is it a portal—a doorway?”
“I don’t know.”
Vicky is beside me, squinting as she struggles to make out the dim light hovering slightly above the debris easily a hundred yards away. 
“No one’s come back,” she says, and I know what she means. It’s an assumption this is some kind of bridge between worlds. It could just as well vaporize anyone that steps inside it. 
“Who would come back?” I ask.
The irony is, the light is so faint we missed it entirely during the day. If we hadn’t stopped to help the Bernard family, we would have walked right by this strange point of light and eventually walked out the other side of this decimated portion of New York City and into a primeval jungle.
“You want to go over there?” Vicky asks. I can hear the exhaustion in her voice. She’ll do whatever I say, right until the point she collapses. 
“I’ll check it out.”
Vicky says, “Whoa. If you think I’m letting you out of my sight…”   
“We stick together, right?” Eric says, reminding me of our pact back in his apartment. I look at Philippe. He nods. 
“Okay, we’ve got a hundred yards to cover—fast. As soon as we start moving we’re going to attract attention so we need to be quick. Eric, I’m going to run, carrying you in a fireman’s hold. You’ll be lying across my shoulders. It’s going to be a rough ride. I’m going to need to keep one hand free for the Glock.”
Eric nods. 
“Philippe, Marcel. I want you to adopt a two-man carry. You’ll form a chair with your arms and carry your mother between you. It’s important you grab each other’s wrists—not hands. You’ll be running sideways over rough, loose rubble. Be quick and decisive, but careful.”
Both men nod.
“Vicky, you get the shotgun. Teresa, you’re going to bring up the rear. I want you to carry a battery and a car headlight, keeping some light behind us. Hopefully that will deter these monsters a little longer. It’s going to be heavy.”
Teresa nods. I’m already loading a battery into the backpack. I hang it over her tiny frame, and clip a set of cables onto the terminals. Marcel hands her one of the headlights. 
“Whatever happens, keep moving,” I say to all of them, checking both the shotgun and the Glock have full magazines. I slip the Glock into the small of my back.
“And if it—if it isn’t anything?” Eric asks.
“Then we make our stand and fight to the last.”
I show Philippe and Marcel how to hold their arms, then Vicky and I get their mother up, resting her in the cradle formed between them. She’s feverish, drifting in and out of consciousness. Running with her is going to be like carrying a sack of coal. 
“Ready?” I ask Eric.
“Always,” he replies. I lean down and grab his arm, hoisting it over my shoulder, and pull him halfway across my back so my left arm is between his legs, while my right arm grips his wrist. He positions himself by wriggling a bit and grabs hold of my waistband. I reach around and pull out the Glock. I can barely straighten under his weight, but I look at the others and say, “Godspeed.”
Eric and I start down the slope with Philippe and Marcel behind us. Run is a misnomer, but we make double-time over the rubble, slipping and skating on loose bricks, but not falling. Vicky and Teresa are close behind. If anything, they could go on ahead, but I’m hoping there’s safety in numbers. 
The silhouette of a lion is visible moving across the ridgeline to our left. My heart races. So long as it bides its time, we’ll make it. We reach the road, where the debris is light, and I break into a jog. 
“Talk to me,” I call out, not looking back. “If you’re falling behind, let me know.”
Eric bounces on my back. He’s got to work at staying balanced, and I feel him shifting as I run.
“We’re good,” Marcel replies. 
I keep to the road as long as possible. The going is easier down here, but at some point we need to cut up the other side toward the light. As we get closer, it’s apparent the blue light is concentrated in a single, tiny point shimmering like a star.
I’m breathing heavily. I can hear the crunch of shoes behind me. Although it’s impossible to tell, it sounds as though everyone’s close. 
“Here we go,” I say, starting up the rubble. Immediately, my pace slows. It’s hard work climbing over loose bricks and broken window frames. Glass breaks under my boots. My muscles ache. My lungs burn, screaming for oxygen. 
The Moon is high overhead, casting an eerie dim light on the wreckage. Steel bars. Torn clothing. Crushed furniture. Refrigerators. Smashed TVs. They’re either obstacles to avoid or springboards to propel me on as I pick my way through the rubble, knowing the others are close behind, following my lead. Everything’s covered in fine, white concrete dust. Absolutely everything—including our legs and boots. 
I can’t shake the feeling we’re being watched from the darkness, stalked by a lion creeping up on us, waiting patiently, timing its attack. The speed and effectiveness with which the Bernard father was snatched haunts me. It’s as though the shadows around us could explode at any second, revealing a lion bearing down on us at full pace and leaving no time to react.
I slip and almost fall. In a split second, the choice is tumble down the mound or lose the gun. I drop the Glock and use my free hand to grab at a steel rod protruding from the debris to steady myself. Once I’ve regained my balance, I look for the gun, but it’s gone. Even in daylight, it would be nigh on impossible to find among the crushed bricks and torn clothing, broken bottles and splintered wood. I suspect it’s slipped beneath the rubble, so I jog on, springing from one flattened brick wall to another.
I’m so fixated on where my boots are landing, I almost run past the ghostly blue light and have to cut across a pile of loose cinderblocks to reach it. I’m not sure what I’m expecting as I run into the light. In the movies, there are psychedelic tunnels, strobe lights, and rollercoaster-like twists and turns as people fly between worlds. Given the hammering we took when this thing first hit, I brace, grimacing in the final few feet, and wondering if I’m again going to be thrown around like a rag doll, but there’s no flash of light, no thumping explosion, no pain or disorientation. At first, I’m not sure anything’s happened at all. 
Branches break underfoot. Large palm leaves lie strewn across the ground. There are trees everywhere, but they’ve been stripped of their foliage. For a moment, I’m wondering if we crested the mound and ran into a park, but in the distance I can see buildings, streetlights. A helicopter flies overhead, and seconds later a massive spotlight douses the ground around me with a brilliant white light, washing out all color. 
“Woohoo!” Eric yells.
I turn, looking back but I can’t see the blue light. 
The words, “STAY WHERE YOU ARE,” booms out of a microphone mounted beneath the helicopter. “WE HAVE A RESCUE TEAM COMING TO YOU.”
Philippe comes running through the portal, appearing out of thin air. It’s as though he ran through a mirror. He has his mother draped over his shoulder. Then Marcel appears behind him, running hard.
“Come on,” I yell, urging the others through the portal.
Teresa comes through and runs to join her brothers. 
“We’ve done it. We’re home,” Marcel yells over the thumping of the rotor blades beating at the air above us, but there’s no sign of Vicky. 
I swing Eric down off my shoulders, dropping him awkwardly beside Marcel and Teresa. 
“Where is she?” I ask, steeling myself to go back through the breach. 
“She was right behind me,” Teresa replies, her voice trembling. 
The spotlight is infuriating. I can’t see the blue light marking the entrance to the portal. I know it’s somewhere roughly ten to fifteen feet in front of me, but there are several helicopters up there, with overlapping spotlights blanketing the area. The shadows cast by their lights are constantly moving, changing the appearance of the ground. 
“VICKY,” I yell, stepping over fallen branches and waving my hands through the air around me, trying to find the portal. 
Suddenly, she appears about ten feet to my left. She’s limping. She’s sprained her ankle. Vicky looks disoriented—bewildered by the spotlight bearing down on us and the incessant noise of the low-flying choppers. She’s lost the shotgun, but it doesn’t matter. I’m relieved to see her.
“Vicky,” I yell, and she turns and rushes to hug me, throwing her arms around my neck.
“We made it,” she says, burying her head into my shoulder.
“Yes, we did,” I say, closing my eyes for a moment and trying to shut out the noise and confusion, wanting to savor the moment. 
“We’re home,” she says. I smile, losing myself in her gaze. It’s hard to believe just moments ago we were lost on another world, seemingly without hope, and now we’re back in New York.
We turn and walk over toward the Bernard family, stepping over broken tree limbs and shattered branches. Vicky hobbles, so I help her over a fallen tree, lifting her by the waist. I reach out my hand to help Eric up, but he’s dead still—paralyzed with fear. His eyes are wide with terror. I don’t need to know what’s behind us. It’s enough to know we’re in danger. I lift him up and sit him on the tree trunk where he can spin around and drop over the other side with Vicky. 
Slowly, I turn. Not more than twenty feet away is a sabertooth tiger illuminated by the spotlights. The hair on the back of its neck stands on end. The big cat snarls, baring its elongated incisors at me. With no weapons, we’re helpless. One bite would be fatal, tearing through a human torso with ease. 
“Go. Go. Go,” I say pushing at the air, and signaling for the others to creep away.
The tiger looks at me, and then at them, picking out its prey with cold deliberation.
“Over here,” I yell, grabbing a stick and beating at a fallen branch to draw its attention away from the smell of fresh blood oozing from Juliette’s arm and Vicky’s shoulder. 
“Get out of here,” I shout, stepping away from the others, drawing the tiger to one side. Vicky is screaming, but I can barely hear her over the sound of the helicopter. Philippe grabs her by the waist, pulling her away from the spotlight and into the dark shadows. The last I see of her is a mess of hair swirling around her face in the downdraft. 
“STAY CALM. BACK AWAY SLOWLY.”
Yeah, that’s real easy to say from fifty feet up.
Marcel grabs his mother, hoisting her over his shoulder, while Teresa drags Eric away. I step sideways, circling out wide, trying to turn the creature.
Massive paws negotiate the debris with ease. Sharp claws flex on a fallen tree trunk. The tiger faces off with me. Its teeth are intimidating—almost as long as my forearm. The animal is all muscle. I doubt there’s an ounce of fat on those bones. 
I hold my arms out wide, trying to make myself appear larger than I am, still slowly circling out wide, getting the animal to turn its back on Vicky and the others, hoping this gives them time to escape.
“Come on,” I bellow. “You wanna dance? Let’s dance!” In the distance, flashlights ripple through the dead standing trees. At a guess, the rescue party is a couple of hundred yards away.
My movements are as slow as those of the sabertooth tiger. I feel my way through the debris with my boots, not taking my eyes off the big cat. There’s a connection between us. To break eye contact is to provoke an attack. It’s counting on fear as an ally. It wants me to turn and run. 
No goddamn gun! Mentally, I’m cursing my folly at leaving my police issue belt in the rubble. I should have put it back on. I could have holstered the Glock. It’s maddening to think such a simple mistake could cost me my life. 
 Neither the Glock nor the shotgun would be effective against this tiger, but at least I’d be able to go down fighting. Eric’s theory was that loud noises would scare the big cats, but if a helicopter roaring overhead doesn’t frighten it, gunfire will only piss it off. What the hell am I going to do? I guess, die is an option, although not one I want to entertain. The adrenaline surging through my veins pleads with me to turn and run, but the tiger would be on me in seconds. Its muscles are tense, coiled, ready to spring out and pounce on me.
Rather than being striped, the tiger is spotted and motley. It’s broad face, though, looks like one of the big Bengals at the zoo, only with butcher knives for teeth. The animal sniffs at the air, looking up at the helicopter. The pungent odor of jet fuel, the noise, and the hurricane-like winds must confuse and dilute the smell of fresh blood. Its confusion is my only defense. I am seriously hoping a squad of Navy SEALs or Delta Force is coming through the trees with some major firepower at hand, but I doubt I can keep the creature at bay long enough for them to help. 
Although the tiger’s facing me, it turns its head, trying to figure out where the others have gone, being more interested in an easy kill.
“What are you waiting for your mangy, overgrown flea-bag?”
The tiger snarls, starting toward me. With paws the size of dinner plates, it steps down from a fallen tree trunk into the debris, but I can see it’s conflicted. It wants to turn and go after the others.
“You wanna know why you’re extinct?” I yell, keeping the tiger’s attention focused on me. “You may have sharper claws and bigger teeth, but we’ve got the greatest weapon of all—smarts.”
The big cat eyes me with suspicion. I can see the killer instinct in its eyes, but there are others out there—it has its pick of the prey.
“What’s the matter, Stupid.” 
Although it’s impossible for the creature to understand my words, it seems to grasp the disdain and anger in my voice. 
I’ve got to buy Vicky time. I stamp at the ground, holding my arms out wide and baring my chest as I scream at the top of my lungs, yelling, “COME ON. COME AND GET ME!”
The tiger calls my bluff. The big cat breaks into a run, thundering over the broken branches and fallen tree limbs, roaring as it charges. There’s a frightening majesty to its stride. Muscles across its body flex and stretch in perfect syncopation. Its head barely moves in relation to its torso, and its eyes never leave mine. I’d like to think I’m holding my ground, but I can’t even hold my bladder. For all my bravado, I’m shaking like a leaf, gambling with my body as bait. 
The tiger leaps, sailing through the air with its claws outstretched, ready to pin me to the ground. Its jaws are wide, with fangs poised to tear me apart. For a split second, it seems to freeze in midair. Then the big cat vanishes from sight, like a dream breaking with the dawn, it has plunged back into the portal, and with my heart still in my throat, I’m struggling to breathe. I can only imagine the creature’s confusion as it lands on the broken bricks and loose rubble on the other side. From its perspective, I’m the one that disappeared. 
I fall to my knees, shaking. Above me, the helicopter continues to circle, blinding me with its spotlight. 
It’s probably not more than four of five minutes before several soldiers come running into the light, but it feels like hours—days. They’re dressed from head-to-toe in what I imagine are chemical warfare suits—with full face masks, thick gloves, and tape strapped around their leggings, sealing their trousers against their boots. Oxygen cylinders ride high on their backs. One of them steps in front of me. I get to my feet and put my hand out, signaling for him to step to one side, saying, “Believe me, you do not want to stand right there.”
“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine,” I say as the squad surrounds me with weapons pointing outward. “Vicky?”
“The others are okay. We need to get you out of here, sir.”
Sir? That brings a smile to my face. I don’t know that I’ve ever been called that by anyone other than a perp trying to sweet talk me out of a pat down while searching for drugs. 
The helicopter keeps its spotlight on us as we make our way toward the city. The soldiers are in no mood for dawdling, so we make double time through the decimated forest. There’s lots of chatter on the radio, but being unable to see anyone’s face behind their masks, there’s no small talk between us. 
I’m surprised to find it takes less than half an hour to reach the road. I thought we were deeper in than that. A barricade has been erected roughly fifty yards further back. We jog on the concrete, running toward armored personnel carriers with an array of spotlights and Browning machine guns pointing back at the jungle. 
I’m led through the barricade to a waiting ambulance. 
“We’re going to need you to strip down, sir.”
There’s the sir again.
“Strip?” I ask.
“The whole area’s radioactive. We need you to go through decontamination.”
There are hundreds of people milling around. Men and women in a variety of uniforms, some of them with video cameras.
Standing in the middle of the street, with a bitter autumn wind blowing, I take off my clothes and step under a portable chemical shower. I’m expecting something like rain, what I get is a torrential downpour akin to NFL players dumping Gatorade over a coach. Whatever this fluorescent-blue toilet water is, I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to swallow it. It’s impossible to breathe for about fifteen seconds as I’m subjected to what feels like an ice bath. When it’s finally over, a female medic hands me a towel.
“Thanks,” I say, although I’m more inclined to cover my groin with the small towel than dry myself off. She hands me several more towels, and I end up dropping each of them on the ground as I madly scrub myself dry, trying to regain some warmth in my body.
Someone hands me a military jumpsuit. As I’m putting it on, I spot Vicky sitting in the back of a nearby ambulance with a grin on her face. I simply shake my head, trying not to smile. One of the paramedics tries to direct me to an empty ambulance, but I politely decline. 
“I think this is my ride.” 
The spongy suspension creaks under my weight as I step into the back of the ambulance. Vicky’s laughing. I sit opposite her on a gurney, saying, “Enjoy the show?”
“Oh, yes.” 
“Your hair’s blue,” I say, thinking out loud.
“You look like a Smurf,” she replies. Vicky scrunches her hand up into a ball, waving her pinky finger at me as she adds, “Especially with the little—you know.”
We both laugh. As usual, Vicky is in fine form.
A soldier comes to the back of the ambulance and asks, “Is there anything I can get you? Anything you need?”
“We’re fine,” Vicky says, huddling under a thick blanket.
“Actually,” I say, thinking about it for a moment. “Could you get us some Camembert, a baguette, and a nice bottle of French wine?”
The soldier looks at me, confused. Vicky slaps my knee playfully. Somehow, I get the feeling our adventure is just beginning. 
 
The End
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MARS ENDEAVOUR
“NASA prepared us for every eventuality on Mars, but they never prepared us for what could go wrong on Earth.”
Mankind has long dreamed of reaching out to live on other planets, and with the establishment of the Mars Endeavour colony, that dream has become reality. The fledgling colony consists of 120 scientists, astronauts, medical staff, and engineers. Buried deep underground, they’re protected from the harsh radiation that sterilizes the surface of the planet. The colony is prepared for every eventuality except one—what happens when disaster strikes Earth?
 
STARSHIP MINE
James Patterson is a gay accountant living in Keyes, Oklahoma—deep in the Bible Belt—the religious heartland of America. He’s also the first person to make contact with an extraterrestrial intelligence seeking to understand our world, and that makes him the most important person on the planet.
 
FREE FALL
Free Fall first appeared as a short story in The Z Chronicles, and serves as a prequel to What We Left Behind. 
Jackson is an astronaut testing a prototype interstellar craft in deep space. When he returns home, there’s no one to greet him. Earth has fallen silent. Now he must decide—stay in orbit, watching a dead planet roll slowly by beneath his windows, or land on Earth and fight for life? 
 
WHAT WE LEFT BEHIND & ALL OUR TOMORROWS
Hazel is a regular teenager growing up in an irregular world overrun with zombies. She likes music, perfume, freshly baked muffins, and playing her Xbox—everything that no longer exists in the apocalypse. 
Raised in the safety of a commune, Hazel rarely sees Zee anymore, except on those occasions when the soldiers demonstrate the importance of a headshot to the kids. 
To her horror, circumstances beyond her control lead her outside the barbed wire fence and into a zombie-infested town.
“Five, Four, Three, Two—count your shots, Haze,” she says to herself, firing at the oncoming zombie horde. “Don’t forget to reload.”
 
ALIEN SPACE TENTACLE PORN
A 1950s hospital. Temporary amnesia. A naked man running through Central Park yelling something about alien space tentacles. Tinfoil, duct tape, and bananas. These are the ingredients for a spectacular romp through a world you never thought possible as aliens reach out and make contact with Earth.
 
MY SWEET SATAN
The crew of the Copernicus is sent to investigate Bestla, one of the remote moons of Saturn. Bestla has always been an oddball, orbiting Saturn in the wrong direction and at a distance of fifteen million miles, so far away that Saturn appears smaller than Earth’s moon in the night sky. Bestla hides a secret. When mapped by an unmanned probe, Bestla awakes and begins transmitting a message, only it’s a message no one wants to hear: “I want to live and die for you, Satan.”
 
SILO SAGA: SHADOWS
Shadows is fan fiction set in Hugh Howey’s Wool universe as part of the Kindle Worlds Silo Saga.
Life within the silos follows a well-worn pattern passed down through the generations from master to apprentice, caster to shadow. “Don’t ask! Don’t think! Don’t question! Just stay in the shadows.” But not everyone is content to follow the past.
 
THE WORLD OF KURT VONNEGUT: CHILDREN’S CRUSADE
Kurt Vonnegut’s masterpiece Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children’s Crusade explored the fictional life of Billy Pilgrim as he stumbled through the real world devastation of Dresden during World War II. Children’s Crusade picks up the story of Billy Pilgrim on the planet of Tralfamadore as Billy and his partner Montana Wildhack struggle to accept life in an alien zoo.
 
THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY
The Man Who Remembered Today is a novella originally appearing in From the Indie Side anthology, highlighting independent science fiction writers from around the world. You can pick up this story as a stand-alone novella or get twelve distinctly unique stories by purchasing From the Indie Side.
Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn’t just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can’t remember what happened to him. He can’t recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today, and today is no ordinary day.
 
ANOMALY
Anomaly examines the prospect of an alien intelligence discovering life on Earth.
Humanity’s first contact with an alien intelligence is far more radical than anyone has ever dared imagine. The technological gulf between humanity and the alien species is measured in terms of millions of years. The only way to communicate is by using science, but not everyone is so patient with the arrival of an alien spacecraft outside the gates of the United Nations in New York.
 
THE ROAD TO HELL
The Road to Hell is paved with good intentions.
How do you solve a murder when the victim comes back to life with no memory of recent events?
In the twenty-second century, America struggles to rebuild after the second civil war. Democracy has been suspended while the reconstruction effort lifts the country out of the ruins of conflict. America’s fate lies in the hands of a genetically engineered soldier with the ability to move through time.
The Road to Hell deals with a futuristic world and the advent of limited time travel. It explores social issues such as the nature of trust and the conflict between loyalty and honesty.
 
MONSTERS
Monsters is a dystopian novel exploring the importance of reading. Monsters is set against the backdrop of the collapse of civilization.
The fallout from a passing comet contains a biological pathogen, not a virus or a living organism, just a collection of amino acids. But these cause animals to revert to the age of the megafauna, when monsters roamed Earth.
Bruce Dobson is a reader. With the fall of civilization, reading has become outlawed. Superstitions prevail, and readers are persecuted like the witches and wizards of old. Bruce and his son James seek to overturn the prejudices of their day and restore the scientific knowledge central to their survival, but monsters lurk in the dark.
 
FEEDBACK
Twenty years ago, a UFO crashed into the Yellow Sea off the Korean Peninsula. The only survivor was a young English-speaking child, captured by the North Koreans. Two decades later, a physics student watches his girlfriend disappear before his eyes, abducted from the streets of New York by what appears to be the same UFO.
Feedback will carry you from the desolate, windswept coastline of North Korea to the bustling streets of New York and on into the depths of space as you journey to the outer edge of our solar system looking for answers.
 
GALACTIC EXPLORATION
Galactic Exploration is a compilation of four closely related science fiction stories following the exploration of the Milky Way by the spaceships Serengeti, Savannah, and The Rift Valley. These three generational starships are piloted by clones and form part of the ongoing search for intelligent extraterrestrial life. With the Serengeti heading out above the plane of the Milky Way, the Savannah exploring the outer reaches of the galaxy, and The Rift Valley investigating possible alien signals within the galactic core, this story examines the Rare Earth Hypothesis from a number of different angles.
This volume contains the novellas Serengeti, Trixie and Me, Savannah, and War.
 
XENOPHOBIA
Xenophobia examines the impact of first contact on the Third World.
Dr. Elizabeth Bower works at a field hospital in Malawi as a civil war smolders around her. With an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth, the US withdraws its troops to deal with the growing unrest in America. Dr. Bower refuses to abandon her hospital. A troop of US Rangers accompanies Dr. Bower as she attempts to get her staff and patients to safety. Isolated and alone, cut off from contact with the West, they watch as the world descends into chaos with alien contact.
 
LITTLE GREEN MEN
Little Green Men is a tribute to the works of Philip K. Dick, hailing back to classic science fiction stories of the 1950s.
The crew of the Dei Gratia set down on a frozen planet and are attacked by little green men. Chief Science Officer David Michaels struggles with the impossible situation unfolding around him as the crew members are murdered one by one. With the engines offline and power fading, he races against time to understand this mysterious threat and escape the planet alive.
 
REVOLUTION
How do you hide state secrets when teenage hacktivists have as much quantum computing power as the government? Alexander Hopkins is about to find out on what should have been an uneventful red-eye flight from Russia. Nothing is what it seems in this heart-pounding short-story from international best selling author Peter Cawdron.
 
HELLO WORLD
Hello World is a short story set in the same fictional universe as Alien Space Tentacle Porn.
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling every post ever made by anyone on this planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?
 
In addition to these stand-alone stories, Peter Cawdron has short stories appearing in:
	Legacy Fleet Chronicles

 
	The Telepath Chronicles

 
	The Alien Chronicles

 
	The A.I. Chronicles

 
	The Z Chronicles

 
	Tales of Tinfoil

 
WELCOME TO THE OCCUPIED STATES OF AMERICA
Seven years after the invasion of the grubs, 110 million Americans have been displaced by the war, with over 50 million dead. Ashley Kelly was crippled by a cluster bomb. While the world crumbled, she spent seven years learning to walk again, and she’ll be damned if she’s going to lie down for anyone, terrestrial or extraterrestrial.
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