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For my sweetheart, Trinh. And for my father. 

Author’s Note on the Flashback Stories
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These are stories of the Flashback, the time-storm that vanished most the world’s population and returned the earth to primordia, and thus are all connected. What they are not are chapters in a novel—even though they follow an approximate sequence and all come together in the end (and along the way). All of which is my way of saying that if you treat this book like a novel you will almost certainly be disappointed. If, on the other hand, you are able to take these stories as they were intended; i.e., separate but overlapping tales which share the same universe and eventually merge—I think you’ll enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them (in what has been a 30-year passion project). Either way, know this: I’ve given you my very best. Take heart, take care, and as always, thanks for reading.
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—WKS
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THIS SAVAGE AND BEAUTIFUL NIGHT

The dream had been brief but had lasted an eternity. It had also been beautiful—what with its yellow brick paths and sunlight filtered through green, verdant hedges (even as the wind buffeted the yews—for there was a storm coming). Above all, though, it had been a puzzle, a conundrum—a paradox I’d been unable to resolve (and yet that demanded to be resolved); an enigma that had caused me to awaken fitfully, spasmodically, and in turn wake Lisa.

“Hey, are you all right?” She rolled to face me in the RV’s inadequate over-cab bedroom and felt my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

I stared at the ceiling. “I had a dream. I—I was in a labyrinth. You know, one of those hedge mazes—like in The Shining, only round. And I needed to get out of there because there was a storm coming. I mean, I couldn’t see it, but I could hear it; I could feel it—rumbling like an approaching army, stirring the leaves of the yews. And I don’t mean just any storm but the kind that could—that would—kill us all when it arrived, just wipe us from the earth. And I knew that the only thing I could do to prevent that—since I couldn’t find my way out of the labyrinth—was, was ... What’s wrong?”

“The only thing you could do to prevent that was to find whatever—whoever—was at the center of the maze. I know.” We stared at each other as the ocean breathed. “Because I had the same dream.” She shuddered, delicately, noticeably. “We had the same dream.” She looked as though she might suddenly vomit. “How is that possible, Nick?”

I glanced at Puck, who was lying by the door. “It was almost like—like a cry for help. I mean; is it just me, or did you get that sense, too?” I watched as the shepherd mutt’s paws twitched, as though he were running in some dream, and he whoofed slightly. “And also—also that I was walking in someone else’s footsteps; sort of following their lead, like the visions I get when the eyes—”

“Please, don’t—”

“It needs to be said. It needs to be said; and discarded. Because this wasn’t the eyes. No, this was more like, like something in the atmosphere itself. Something on the wind. Like a broadcast ...” I fingered the golden whistle around my neck. “Like an SOS.”

She snuggled up close and I breathed her in. Breathed in her hair, which she’d washed in the ocean. Breathed in her closeness—which was revivifying. “You should have let them die,” she said, “When you had the chance. Every last one of them.”

I looked at my left hand, which bore only scars. “We pretty much did do that; wouldn’t you say? That heat-resistant glove starved them out. No light, no oxygen. As for the right,” I held up my other hand—the one we’d wrapped in gauze bandages. “There’s not even any stains. They’re, like, completely dormant.”

“And they can stay that way, as far as I’m concerned.” She shook her head. “No; I never did buy that whole ‘fated purpose’ spiel. I mean, I get why you might want to believe that; I really do—why you might even need to believe that. But the fact is—”

“The fact is, that was no mere dream, and I think we both know it. Call it what you want: a vision, a fancy, a premonition—either way, it was trying to tell us something. And I think we owe it to ourselves to try and figure out what that something might—”

“Jesus, gods, he’s thinking about it.”

“Look, I don’t like it anymore than—”

She jerked away abruptly. “Don’t you, Nick? Are you sure? Because it seems to me that those—things, are all you think about. Seriously: what’s it going to take? I mean, for you to realize they’re not, like, your drinking buddies. That they don’t necessarily have your best interests at heart. You in a body bag?”

I got up and went down the stairs, found my peacoat and boots. “We just need to try it, is what I’m saying. We—I—need to know. That’s all.”

She sat up on one elbow. “And what if you see more than you bargained for—like with the girl in Seattle? What if you see something you can’t ever unsee? Huh? Do you ever think about that?”

I pulled on the thick coat, turned up its collar. “Honestly? After that trick we pulled with the welding glove?” I swung open the hatch and extended the step. “I doubt I’ll see anything at all.”

And then I left.
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The earth, meanwhile, had continued to abide; in spite of—or perhaps because of—losing most its human population. Nor was it particularly time-torn; not really—even after the cataclysm of the Flashback. Sirius was there, for example, as it had been since time immemorial: setting in the western sky like a beacon, telling me it was about 4:30 am. The morning tide still rushed in and rushed out. There was even a scavenging of seabirds—a largish species of pterodactyl, as I recall—that scattered as I walked toward the surf.

But then I was there; and I could walk no further. Then I was standing with the tide lapping my boots and my hand turned up—waiting; even as I released the clips and began unravelling the bandages. As I held my breath and braced for the ghosts—millions upon millions of them—pressing down on me from every nook and cranny of the world, driving me to distraction. As I prayed for lucidity but prepared for a deluge, a cacophony.

A cacophony which, to my relief and consternation, never arrived. Rather, the eyes merely slept; listlessly, torpidly—failing to open even a little, as shriveled as white prunes. I thought of a Halloween game from childhood, I still don’t know why: Here are his eyes, he loved looking at hands / Here are his ears, he can still understand ...

I scanned the beach and the abandoned vehicles (of which ours had been but one), the Shilo Inns at Ocean Shores, the faint glow of light to the east. There was nothing—not so much as a whisper. Alas, so we’d finally gone and done it; healed me, yes, but also killed something we hadn’t understood, and may yet have been—

That’s when I saw it: one of the eyes staring back at me (the one in the index finger), its golden iris glinting, its surface moist and bright. That’s when my whole body jolted as though a gun had been fired and I could suddenly see myself as it saw me—gaunt as a leper, pale as the moon. It’s when I realized I was no longer on the beach in Ocean Shores at all but standing in the sail of a nuclear submarine in Port Angeles—standing next to a man named Captain O’Neil, I knew (though didn’t know how I knew), watching him scratch something into the hull with a knife.
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It was a spiral, however crude—like the garden maze in my dream. Nor was it alone, for he had etched many others all along the bridge. Indeed, he would have carved still more had the Mouse not disturbed him (that being the nickname of one Pang In-Su: teenage deafmute and valued member of what was left of the Sarpedon’s crew—although, again, how I actually knew that I couldn’t possibly say).

“The Mouse is up early,” said O’Neil, helping her up through the cold, damp hatchway, “And to what do I owe the privilege?”

Pang leaned against the gunwale and took out her pocket notebook, scribbled, I had a dream and couldn’t get back to sleep.

“Oh?” The captain moved to elaborate but paused—and I thought for a moment I’d been apprehended (I was standing directly next to Pang). But he only leaned against the ship himself so that both were facing the harbor. “What kind of dream?”

I joined them at the gunwale and watched as she thought about it—it was obvious she’d read his lips; as she studied the spirals etched in the metal. Like that, she wrote at last, indicating one of the markings. It was like that—only a labyrinth.

There was a shuffling sound as a third person entered (a fourth if you counted me); who poked their head up through the hatch—Puckett was his name, Engineering Chief Puckett—and said, (taking note of the Mouse), “Oh, hello.” And to O’Neil: “Sorry to bother you—sir! But—ah, we’ve got a bit of a situation down in ... Down ...”

But O’Neil wasn’t listening—or if he was, he’d given no indication of it—choosing instead to keep his back turned toward him; choosing instead to look at the sky—a sky that remained dark enough that the so-called Flashback Borealis could be clearly seen: stretched across it like an emerald shroud, flickering within like a summer storm. “Mackerel skies and mare’s tails, soon will be time to shorten sails.” He added compactly: “Down in the crew’s quarters ... something involving dreams. Am I warm, Chief?”

Puckett hesitated, appearing flummoxed. “Why, yes ... yes, sir. I—but how did—”

“I want you to call a meeting ASAP and I want everyone—and I do mean everyone—there; present and accounted for, is that understood? Everyone on the boat. That means every department head, chief, petty officer, and seaman. Tell them immediately; the galley will suffice.” He looked at the Mouse (named so because of her big ears) and gestured toward the hatch. “Miss Pang ...”

And then it was over, the vision, I mean, and I was back on the beach, back in Ocean Shores. Then I was looking at the eye (which had abruptly glazed over) and worrying that that was all I was going to get—all my little oracles were going to show me. All Lisa would allow as I looked back at the fifth wheel and saw her approaching (preceded by Puck, who barked and wagged his tail). As I looked at the rapidly lightening sky and the Flashback Borealis and thought the latter seemed suddenly agitated, suddenly angry.

As a new eye opened and blinked; once, twice—oozing yellow fluid, and was quickly followed by another, and another ...
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“Yo, check it,” said the black man (his name was Peter) as he tossed a can of Beanee Weenee—which passed right through me—to a white man; whose name was Preston. “It’s got a pull ring.”

“Yeah, well,” Preston gave the container a heft. “In lieu of a can opener, I guess it’s gonna have to do.” He looked around the store—which had been ransacked, vandalized, plundered. “Jesus. You’d think they’d at least carry those little keychain ones—”

“Look,” Peter stopped scouring the aisle long enough to peer outside—where a blue news helicopter sat in the sun. “I don’t know if I can do this; you know? Not talk about it. I mean, that shit was real—it happened, okay? Do you really think that not talking about it is going to make it just dry up and go away?” He shot Preston a glance. “You know what I’m talking about. Don’t even say you don’t.”

Preston looked at him—and at me—gave the can another heft. 

“All right,” he said, and sat down against the shelves. “Let’s talk about it.” He exhaled. “I’ll start with my theory; which is that not only was it ‘real,’ this, this vision, this premonition—meaning it wasn’t just some figment of our imagination—but that, far from being abstract, or even symbolic, it depicted an actual place that actually exists; and more, that it exists not in some far-flung locale but right here in SoCal, right here in L.A. Maybe even right here in South Central.” He tossed the can back to Peter, who’d sat on the floor across from him. “Now what do you think of that?”

Peter just chuckled; played catcher’s mitt with the Beanee Weenee. “Well now, I must say—that’s—that’s a cracker barrel full of assumption, is what that is.” He tittered softly. “But that doesn’t mean it’s incorrect. Truth is, I’ve had the exact same feeling—and about as much to base it on as you have; which is to say, nothin’.”

I sat on the floor between them even as he pitched the Beanee Weenee back, which passed straight through me. “So what do we do?”

Preston caught it and frowned, sat it on the tiles next to him. “The threat was clear, if not the message. Something is coming. And not just coming in a general sense but coming here, to L.A., and fast. I think we need to find out where that garden maze is.”

“There’s fuel in the chopper—that regular gasoline won’t kill it overnight. I can take us up.”

Preston smiled; devilishly, mischievously. “Back on the beat in Sundog One, just like the old days?”

“Back on the beat in Sundog One. Just like the old days.”

And then they were standing and I was standing too—but not in the convenience store, nor anywhere near it. Rather, I was in the middle of the road on US Highway 101 near Santa Rosa; just standing there in my peacoat with the collar turned up and eyeballs in my hand. Standing like a phantom, a ghost, an apparition, as three boys—no, two boys and a girl with short hair—came coasting up to me over the baked, riven, overgrown asphalt.
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“Again? Seriously, dude?”

That was Miles—sort of the leader of the group (though Quint thought it was him and Miles and Jesse usually let him think that).

“Whatever. It wasn’t my idea to scrounge inner tubes from Walmart.”

They all coasted to a halt—frap, frap, frap—Quint with a flat front tire.

“Great. Just great.” I watched Miles as he scanned the area: the fractured three-lane blacktop and multitude of scattered, empty vehicles; the hoary cycad bushes like plump, green spiders; the tree line which might conceal any number of threats. “We’re wide open. Now what?”

“Now I fix it,” said Quint, and flipped his bike over. “Again.”

“Let me guess,” sighed Jesse. “Because you’ve got, ‘attributes.’”

“Because I’m not some candy-ass from L.A. who can’t do anything.” He side-eyed Jesse. “Or the orphanage. God, what a bullshit story that was.” He rummaged through his pack. “But I knew—I knew all along. I mean, you may have fooled Miles—but me? Quint Holloway? Forget it.”

Jesse looked around. “Just hurry up. Miles is right; we’re wide open.” She became thoughtful, introspective. “I miss the ocean. I mean, there was always at least one side we didn’t have to worry about.” She focused on Miles, or rather the talisman around his neck—which looked like a velociraptor’s sickle claw. “At least the Talon’s quiet.” 

Miles closed his hand over it. “Cool as ice—for now.” He seemed suddenly preoccupied. “You’re right about the ocean, though. I wonder ...” He reached over and snatched the map from her pack. “Let’s take a look; maybe we can make a dash west—without losing too much time, that is. Quint—you cool with that?”

But Quint didn’t answer right away, only continued removing the wheel from his bike.

At last he said, “You had the same dream as I did. So, if you’re asking me—not only ‘no,’ but ‘hell, no.’” He used his screwdriver to lift the lip of the tire, then took hold of the inner tube. “Because something is coming, you said so yourself. And I got a feeling it’s not going to go well for us if we don’t get to the Garden of Oz before it does.” He pulled out the tube and discarded it. “Leastways that’s how I interpreted it.”

Miles looked up from the map, which they’d spread out on the road, raised an eyebrow. “You think they’re connected. That the dream and our destination are one in the same.”

Quint removed the new tube from its box and began fitting it around the wheel. “They’re both gardens; I mean, it stands to reason. More, I think it’s all connected to the Talon somehow and that it’s our job to get it to L.A.; get it there and, I don’t know, maybe take it to the center of that, that labia-thing you were talking about.”

“Labyrinth,” said Miles. “It’s a labyrinth.”

“Yeah, that.”

Miles and Jesse just looked at each other, then back to the map, even as I stood behind them and did likewise, casting no shadow.

“We could take Bodega Avenue at Petaluma, but then we’d have to backtrack all the way through here, all this farm country,” He ran his finger along the map, along its sectors and grids, for it was itself a labyrinth. “I’m afraid Quint’s right, we’d lose too much time.” He looked at the sky and that moving, churning Borealis. “And time is something we don’t have. He’s right about that, too.”

“Miles ... look,”

There was an iridescent glow and I circled around to see what it was. It was the talisman—shining like a light; burning like a green fire. Nor could I help but notice that it was the exact same hue as the sky.

The girl scanned their surroundings, suddenly mindful, suddenly alert. “But what does it mean? There’s nothing in sight.”

“I think it means that we need to get a move on and get to San Francisco, at least. Quint?”

And we all looked at him, at Quint. Or at least they did because I’d become so transfixed by his wheel, which he’d put back onto the bike and spun. By that whirling, flashing disk, like a rapidly rotating spiral. By that chrome circle, which shined like the Round Table of old.
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It was like a scene from Camelot, or Excalibur, complete with a round table with a polished top—which reflected the polished armor of the men seated around it—and a stunning view of Lake Coeur d'Alene, which glittered in the sun. There was even a grand balcony from which to view it; a balcony I haunted like an ashen specter as the men below debated furiously and King Galaren—who was a young king, a newly-ascended and inexperienced king, called for order.

“Enough, I say! Enough! Everyone has spoken save the one we need to hear from the most. Mercurius, I call on you to address the court.”

And then a hush fell over the room as the one man not in armor; a severely underweight, wizened little man in a brown robe and—I swear to God—pointy hat, stood and scanned the assembly.

“Yes—well. I, ah, may it please the court that, ah, I have come prepared to do so. And let me just say that your spirited debate has, ah, reminded us of what a round table is all about, which is that there is no head, only equals. Now, then: As to my opinion on the matter at hand. Well. Let me just start by saying that—will all due respect to Sirs Michael of the Fire and Serle of the Blade, and to you, Lady Emeline, I mean no offense, truly—let me start by saying that all our efforts thus far regarding the vision and its meaning have been—in my opinion—not just wrong, but dangerously wrong, and that if we continue to view it as some riddle to be solved and not the summons it rightly is, we risk losing everything we have worked so hard for and sought to—”

“They summon us to our deaths!”

“If summons it be, let us disregard it ...”

“It’s a trap, set by them. They want us to finish ourselves off.”

“To walk right into the darkness!”

“Nay, nay, let him speak,” said the king, gesturing with his ringed fingers.

“Very well,” said Mercurius, “They—the Sky Walkers, the very architects of the Flashback, they want us to walk into the darkness, as you say. I don’t doubt it. But they and the vision are two different matters. As for the latter, we don’t yet know its source or indeed what it’s trying to tell us; only that it may be saying one of two things: Walk into the darkness—or answer the summons to prevent a darkness. Whichever way you interpret it, one thing is clear: the darkness is coming. It is even now gathering like a storm. And we—as a people, as a kingdom, as shining  Ambergard on the Lake!—are going to have to decide just what it is we intend to do about it.”

“Why, we should do nothing, of course. There is no storm here; the skies are clear!”

“The storm threatens some other place; another kingdom entirely ...”

“What business is it of ours if some other encampment is—”

“Silence, I say!” barked Galaren, rising from his chair. “We will reconvene on the matter this afternoon—when I’ve had time to reflect. Until then I would remind you of the Code we live by. You are dismissed.”

At which the gathered knights rose and filed out, some still arguing amongst themselves, and the king and queen were left alone (for Mercurius, after nodding to Galaren gravely, had filed out as well).

“You are troubled, my king and lord. I can feel it around you like a cloud.”

But Galaren only sat in silence; staring at the table, staring at nothing.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said at last, softly, stoically. “I haven’t since taking the throne. It was all so easy before ... so free and unfettered—so intuitive.” He looked out at the water almost mournfully. “How I long to be on the quest again ... where there was nothing but Scar thundering beneath me and Blood Zephyr at my side—and the potentiality of your love to guide me, to spur me on. Now it’s just politics and maneuvering and logistics ... deciding what stands or falls, deciding who lives ... and who dies.” He looked at Emeline forlornly. “I know not what to do, Emeline.”

Yet Emeline just studied him—calmly, assuredly, as though already confident in the outcome. “What does your heart tell you, Sir Galaren?”

And then someone else was speaking; someone I didn’t even recognize at first; someone who’s voice was so much harsher yet no less concerned—a voice I finally realized was Lisa’s. “You’re a fool, Nick Callahan. A fool. But I suppose you already knew that.”

I blinked and looked around—even as Puck licked my face—realized my pants were partly wet from the surf; that I’d buckled and was on my knees in the sand. “Jesus. What—what happened?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I know what’s going to happen.”

She threw down the welder’s mitt. “Put it on.”

I waved off the shepherd and looked at the mitt—still feeling disoriented—and then at the eyes, which were milky, nacreous. “But—but there’s still so much to witness, to learn—to experience. Can’t you see it? A great riddle is unfolding right before my eyes. An enigma. Surely you don’t expect me to stop just when—”

“When they’re sucking the life right out of you? Try me.” She nudged the glove closer with her foot. “Put it on, Nick. Put in on or so help me—”

Puck barked as if to concur.

And then I was up; I was up and stumbling down the beach. Then I was cradling my hand even as a fifth eye opened and blinked away slime; as my whole body jolted and I found myself in a crowd—in a throng; in a packed amphitheater somewhere near Paradise, Montana.
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“Order, order, can we please have order?” It wasn’t even noon and Bella Ray was already exhausted—I knew because I could see how ragged she looked, how ragged everyone looked. “Travis, you have the floor.”

The young man stood even as another man, a veritable whale of a man nicknamed “Gojira,” rushed him a microphone. “Yes—well ... thank you.” He squared his shoulders and made a salute. “Travis Hayes: UPS delivery driver from Denver, Colorado—and former US Marine. And this here is Eska,” He indicated the harsh looking but strangely beautiful woman seated next to him. “We’re from Edmonton. And while I know we haven’t been here for very long; I have to say—this is just nuts. I mean, it was obviously some type of summons—why can’t some of you accept that? More, it was an urgent summons; meaning we don’t have time for all this arg—”

“So what are you saying?” shouted someone named Sheila— who looked as though she’d had a few. “That we should just march off like myrmidons to fight—what, exactly? A storm? The wind?” 

Muted laughter as a dark-haired man standing near Travis raised his hand.

“Francis,” said Bella Ray—indicating the mic should be given to him. “Go.”

“Ah—” He took the cordless mic and placed it near his lips. “Test, test ... Okay.” He cleared his throat. “This is in response to Sheila. Because, what you don’t understand, Miss, is that that was no mere wind—it was a conduit; and in that conduit I could hear them,” He looked at the sky; at the Flashback Borealis—now diminished by the sun—and the drifting lights (which were of a color no one had ever seen). “Which I have heard before, as you know.” He indicated the crowd. “As everyone knows. Because the truth is, I have been closer to their dark materials than anyone—anyone here in Barley, that’s for sure. And I am telling you: there was something in their voices this time that wasn’t there before, something, I think, that they’ve never experienced. And that’s fear.” 

At which the amphitheater fell ghostly silent, at least for a moment.

“Well, fear of what, exactly?” called a man with a stump for a hand (his name was Roger), at last. “They’re sure as hell not afraid of us.”

Francis just shook his head. “I don’t know. Fear of whatever’s at the center of that labyrinth; which is why they’re gathering on it. Maybe even the fear that it will somehow affect their precious Flashback ...”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” blurted someone—some punk kid, I believe his name was Lonny. “So you’re saying there’s two conflicting forces—sort of like a football game—one of which is responsible for the Flashback, while the other is even now beckoning to us?” He laughed and slapped his hat against his hip. “Well, hell, man, sign me up with the Beckoner! Let’s do this!”

Laughter; laughter and riotous applause—which devolved into chaos—as Bella Ray threw up her arms and someone tossed torn paper (like confetti) and something parted the crowd like a float, like a tank. Something that turned out to be an armored dinosaur (an ankylosaurus) with a man walking beside it, a duo I knew to be the great Ank and Williams themselves—veterans of the Dinosaur War and the Bearers of the Hammer. The Legends of the North.

“That’s just precisely what he’s saying,” shouted Williams assuredly, authoritatively. “And he’s exactly right to do so—because that’s the situation.” He looked at Francis, who brought him the cordless microphone. “And it’s high time we accepted it; and started drawing up our plans. Because friends—fellow survivors, veterans of the Big One and all those who have come here because they heard Radio Free Montana, it’s all come down to this.” 

The sun shone; the wind blew. (Most of Barley hadn’t even been aware that Ank and Will were back.)

“Okay, but ...” A middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair stepped out: Peter, the airline pilot. “It’s all come down to what, exactly?”

Williams just looked at him—as though the answer should be obvious. “Why, raising an army, of course. Building an armada. Dusting off the weapons from the Big One and getting to it; getting busy.”

“But that could take weeks, even months ...” —Sammy, former ne’er-do-well and worldly-wise veteran of the Dinosaur War, who had something in common with Williams: Sheila. “And where in the hell would we even go? We don’t have a destination.”

More shouts and upheaval, more chaos, more pandemonium —until Williams crouched and drew a spiral in the sand, tapped its center. “There. The Hollywood Hills. That’s where our maze is at—that’s the eye of the storm.”

Gasps and shocked utterances, muttering, disbelief.

He stood and addressed the crowd. “Listen: don’t ask me to explain all this because I can’t, okay? I mean, Ank might be able to do it but unfortunately only I can hear him—so you’re just going to have to take my word for it ... or not at all. All I know is that that is the source of the vision and that we need to go there like, now, this eve—meaning that an advance team should set out even while the main column is being raised.” He scanned the throng. “We’ll need warriors. Who among you will travel with me even tonight? Red? Satanta?”

“I travel alone,” said Satanta, standing amidst the crowd sans warpaint. “But I will prepare Blucifer immediately and meet you in the hills.”

“And I’ll oversee the armada,” said Red. “It’ll be just like when we defended against Szambelan.”

“I’m in,” said Travis. “Once a Marine, always a Marine. Semper fi.”

“I’m in, too,” said an albino girl that I knew only as Luna. “Because you’re going to need me on this one. I can just feel it.”

Williams thought about it and then nodded. And then he climbed up Ank’s tail and addressed everyone from the beast’s back:

“Hear me, hear me, men and woman of the free state of Montana! Know that—even as we’ve argued here today and debated over the vision and how best to respond to it, know that there have been still others—hundreds, even thousands—elsewhere, who have been doing the same thing; and that it is in that that we may take comfort, for we need not even face the labyrinth alone. But alas, also know this: which is that when one side is summoned—so must be the other; and work as if there is no time at all—for indeed, there may not be. And may God be with—”

But I was no longer there—no longer in the amphitheater at all—finding myself back on the beach in time for a sixth eye to open, to blink and clear the sleep from itself, to look on me like a mirror, like a speculum. To show me standing with three others before a great machine covered in tarps—a machine which had been mothballed, neglected, left out in the dust—a machine whose sleek front end could nonetheless be made out—and on whose silvery hull was printed a single word and number: Gargantua 01.
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“It came from close to here,” said Jamie, gravely. “I don’t know how I know that; I just do. It came from practically in our backyard.”

Nor did Hugo Eagleton—science-fiction author, rapscallion, and overall pain-in-the-ass—disagree. “Which only reinforces what I’ve been saying; which is that—considering the threat level—we need to mobilize. Before whatever that wind represents is at our door.” He added: ‘The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining.’ —JFK, when he wasn’t getting blown by Marilyn, 1962.”

Jamie only frowned—even as Lazaro tittered. “I dunno; it just seems like revealing ourselves right now is a bad idea. You know? Especially with another Tucker train in town. No, there’s got to be another way ...” He gazed at the sky, which was starting to turn yellow, starting to turn orange.

“Yeah?” Eagleton just looked at him, as though he were about to kick his ass. He always looked at people as though he were about to kick their ass. “And what way would that be? The fucking Arthur Neville Chamberlain ‘Let’s just plead our bellies’ French fucking Surrender Monkey way? Listen, kiddo, the vision, or whatever it was, was clear: and that is that something is coming, coming toward that labyrinth. And if it turns out that that is indeed ‘practically in our backyard,’ then, well, you do the math.”

I watched as Jamie studied the exploration vehicle—studied Gargantua. “Yeah, well. There’s a limited supply of fuel, you know. Not to mention rounds for the .50 cal and missiles for the Apache. No. I mean, I feel for whoever—whatever—needs our help; I really do; but we just can’t risk it. Not when there’s enemies in the wire. Not when—”

“Jamie, listen to me. Look at all we have—everything we’ve been blessed with—and then tell me again that we don’t owe a little something back. And also tell me that you didn’t feel it just as I did—the ponderous weight of the vision and how it seemed anything might be possible; the whisper of something better if we were just brave and true to our hearts. Look at it and tell me again, and consider these words by the late Joseph Campbell, in which I quote, “We have not even to risk the adventure alone, for the heroes of all time have gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly known ... we have only to follow the thread of the hero path. And where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find God. And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves. Indeed, where we had thought to travel outwards, we shall come to the center of our own existence—”

And then a seventh eye opened, and an eighth, and a ninth, and I was overwhelmed by imagery, by the faces and circumstances of people I had never known but came to know in an instant, by people named Chris and Fred and Linda and Penny, Archie and Bennet, Cooper Black and Tess; by feelings and places and personal items and machines—by spirals drawn in dirt and mud and even snow, and on the dusty hood of a midnight blue Barracuda. By a blue news helicopter circling an Oz-themed garden in the Hollywood Hills and shining its spotlight on a spiral maze.

And where we had thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world ...

And so I was, so I was, and not only with the living but all the dead and disappeared—all those souls crying out from limbo, all the victims of the Flashback, from its inception to the present. So much so that I feared for my sanity itself—and for Lisa and Puck—even as the walls closed in and I questioned everything I had ever done, everything I had ever thought or acted upon. As the images coalesced and the sounds became a cacophony, a deluge, a tidal wave of blood and storm and marching feet—of madness and mayhem, war and death. As the Enemy became aware of me and turned its many-eyed head, and the flames rose up like charnel, like—

I closed my fist.

Silence.

Peace.

I was in control, not them. Me—Nick Callahan. Not the eyes. Not the vision.

I looked at the sky and the setting sun, the green Borealis (which flickered within; as though it were at war with itself); the multi-colored lights which may or may not have been spacecraft.

Not them.

Lisa stirred nearby and Puck whined. “Nick? Nick, are you ...”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m all right.”

I took a deep breath and exhaled. And then I slowly extended my arm toward the ocean and opened my hand; opened the eyes.

All of them.
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So many questions, so many decisions ...

I was in the vision again, moving through the garden maze, navigating its feints and dead ends.

Should I have killed the left hand, should I have spared the right ...

Moving through it and getting closer, closer to whatever lie at its center, even as the wind picked up and the hedgerows rustled; as the sun sank and the land turned slowly red. As Ank and Williams and Luna and Travis sprinted across the rocky plains and Satanta spurred on Blucifer and the kids on their bikes looked at Frisco—and each other—from the Golden Gate Bridge.

But what you realize in the end is that every move you’ve made, every step forward, every step back, every fork in the road, has led precisely to where you need to be; and to where you belong ...

As the tarps were pulled from Gargantua and its engine started—expelling black smoke—and Sarpedon steamed south past a queerly-colored lighthouse (even as plesiosaurs breached and dove—like dolphins—beside her) and Sammy, lost amidst his own thoughts, motored along on his Harley with a rifle lashed to his back.

For we are light itself, the only thing that brightens the dark, finding our way, walking the garden paths, looking for the center of the labyrinth. Feeling our way through the mists and smoke; and navigating—as best we can—this savage and beautiful night ...

As Galaren and his mounted knights thundered over the hills with their banners streaming and their armor painted red by the sun; and also, as I rounded a bend in the labyrinth and came upon its center, where a lithe, reptilian humanoid in a golden robe—and bearing a graceful air—a being I knew only as Oonin (who was of them, the Architects, the Sky Walkers, but no longer one of them), looked up and, to my amazement, offered a smile.
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PART TWO
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FOR A DEVIL HAS FALLEN FROM THE SKY

By the time he’d walked all the way back to the White House and the North Lawn—carrying Fiona’s body on his lean shoulders—Calvin’s announcement was well underway, although it came to an abrupt halt when Leif appeared near the scaffold and laid her corpse at its base; after which there were gasps followed by a hushed silence—that is, save for the ubiquitous crackling of the fire.

When at last Calvin spoke, he did so as someone who had already resigned himself to her death, asking only if she had suffered, to which Leif responded, “No,” and then inviting the youth to join him up on the platform—which he did, climbing the rungs and gripping the older boy’s hand until they stood together over the crowd and the roaring pyre and Calvin turned to address his audience once again.

“And so it goes,” he said, simply, giving the moment time to breathe, allowing everyone to catch their breath, until someone unexpectedly shouted, “How did she die?” At which he turned to Leif, humbly—impotently, thought the boy—and indicated he should step forward—which the boy did, stepping to the very edge of the platform and looking down at the flames and the upturned faces, liking the way it felt, liking the way it made his blood race and seemed to snap everything into focus, liking the sense of power and purpose.

“Norsemen,” he said, bluntly, after which, having been a student of Calvin since before puberty, meaning he’d idolized him and observed him carefully in the hopes that he might one day be like him, he let the moment breathe—until, finally, he added, “They laid a trap ... and we blundered into it. And then they issued an ultimatum: Leave—now. Or die.”

“Fuck them!” barked someone almost immediately, and was quickly joined by others—all of whom felt that retaliation should be as swift as it was lethal.

“We outnumber them five to one! I say we do it now, while it’s dark, and we have the element of surprise!”

At which Calvin tugged Leif back and they changed places, so that the younger boy was standing behind him as he said, “Now wait just a minute, gang, just hold that line of thought. Because, see, the thing is, we are in their territory. All right? They warned us and we—well, we rightfully ignored them, because, as you say,” He pointed at one of the teenagers, “We outnumber them. By about five to one, as you say. But that’s because we—we had a job to do. We had to come here and ... and burn what remained of the Old World, the old ways. But the Burning is done, don’t you understand? We’ve done what we set out to do, we’ve burned it fucking all!”

He looked left and right quickly, as though to fan the flames—taking them all in, seeking to build momentum. When no one spoke up he said, “And that’s why I think it’s time to ... to consider a new way. A new paradigm, as they say. A new, well, a new purpose. A way—”

“Our purpose is to burn!” shouted someone near the front, an expression which was met with cheers and sustained applause, and at least one horse whistle.

“Yes! Yes, it is!” Calvin shouted back, and hastened to add, “And so you have! So you have. And so very, very brightly, I might add. But there comes a time when ... when time itself—begins to mutate. When your mind and your body begin to change, to evolve.”

“It’s called getting old!” someone shouted, and was met by laughter.

“It’s also called adapting; just bending ever so slightly so that instead of blowing you over the wind becomes an ally, a source of energy, and a renewable one at that. What I’m saying is ... the Burn is over. That the fields have been thoroughly cleansed and prepped and that it’s time to ... to build again. It’s time to re-learn farming, irrigation, how to brew beer, for God’s sake! Because the keg—the keg eventually runs dry. And that’s because what we’re doing here isn’t sustainable. It—it never was. But. But. You wanted a leader ... and somehow you found me. And so it was up to me in those first dark days after the Flashback to lift you up and to bolster your spirits, to channel your energy, to keep you busy and just get you through it.” He sounded fatherly, patriarchal. “To help you let go of what was—and will never be again.”

He turned toward Leif suddenly, the boy didn’t know why. “So ... no. There will be no retaliation. Not against the Norsemen, nor any other group. And there will be no more destruction.” And then he held out his hand and the boy just looked at it, wondering if he knew, wondering if he had intuited it. That Fiona and he had lain together; that he was beginning to doubt Calvin’s wisdom and leadership—just as she had. It was also when he noticed Calvin’s fingers trembling slightly—as he had seen the hands of the very old and infirm do—and when he looked to his face he could see it—the age, the wear and tear, the stress lines beginning to form around his eyes and mouth, the hint of darkness just above his cheeks. But then Calvin wiggled his fingers as though urging him to take his hand and Leif did so—gripping it firmly, assuredly—and they pulled each other into an embrace, a bear hug, slapping each other on the back, seeming to acknowledge what they had in common—which, Leif was beginning to suspect, was a penchant for leadership. And Fiona.

And then Leif lifted his gaze—following the billowing embers—and saw that great and terrible Borealis in the sky and the dark shapes within it; saw the lights which shifted and bled in and out of each other and the alien colors which were not really colors at all but rather facets of some strange and inconceivable prism, and knew, even before he looked, that he would see those same colors in the eyes of the children below—the Lost Children; the Children of the Flashback—just as he had seen them in the eyes of the dinosaurs which now ruled the earth. And more, that if he were to look in the mirror—he’d see them in his own. And that’s when he slid the shard of glass out of his back pocket (the one he’d kept as a keepsake after making love to Fiona in the ruins) and, clasping it in both hands—so that it cut him deep before anyone else—drove it into Calvin’s lower back.

At which Time stopped. It didn’t mutate; it didn’t evolve and transform—it just stopped; for he, and he alone, had stopped it. And then he was jerking Calvin against himself, violently, brutally, again and again, sinking the shard deeper into his flesh, using it to impale his spine, until the older boy began coughing up blood—which gurgled darkly in the twilight and for the briefest of moments made one giant bubble—before releasing him completely and letting him fall backward into the fire, where he impacted like a fresh log, causing embers to explode upward, and began screaming—hideously, obscenely. Briefly.

“Salud!” cried everyone below at once, raising their fists in solidarity, even as Leif looked at the sky again and considered what he saw there, and what he had seen of himself; as he considered what he had seen in the M.I.M. Museum and in Fiona’s dying eyes.

You wanted a fresh start, he said to them—the lights, the shapes within the lights. You wanted to cleanse away the old. Let us help you.

And then he looked at his friends, his people, his tribe, seeing the Flashback in their eyes and knowing, at last, that this was its final expression, its final truth. That they were fire and needed to keep moving—keep consuming—and that their fate was to burn out and burn up, to fertilize the fields for what was to come.

To burn, and burn brightly.

To burn, and to be burned.
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“Leif? Yo, dude. Wake up. You’ve spilled your drink.”

Leif opened his lids; saw the red and black Pesquet’s parrots stirring in their cage, in the dark, blinking their dark eyes. “What ... What is it?”

Kent took the drink from his relaxed hands and sat it next to the lounge chair. “Outliers again. Testing the perimeter. Two down—Kruger and McKnight, but—”

Leif sat up with a start. “Two down? As in, shot, stabbed, what?”

“As in dead. As in bled out by the fountain, by the waterfall mirror. But we got three of—”

Leif swung his legs out of the chair. “Yeah? Well, what good does that do if we don’t even—”

“... alive.” Kent’s radio squelched and he covered its speaker. “We got ‘em alive, Leif.”

Leif moved to speak but paused—looked around the sky patio. “Well, that’s ...” A baby cried from inside the Presidential Suite. “That’s something.” He fingered the crucifix around his neck, distantly, thoughtfully. “Give me a minute. We’ll go down together.”

He stood and they went in and found the sitting room exactly how they’d left it; with the crib in the middle and Marigold and Father Severinsen gathered close—both of them peaked, ashen-faced.

Leif paused beside them and looked down at the infant—his infant, though he was barely 16. Fiona. “How’s her temperature?”

“106, but holding,” said Severinsen. His eyes flicked up and down the youth’s face. “Race will be back; and with the antibiotics. Have faith.”

“But still no radio contact?”

He shook his head.

Leif went to the window and looked out: at the crepuscular sky and the darkened Strip, the shimmering green Borealis, the necropolis that was once Vegas. “Maybe they had a run in with our friends.” He dropped his gaze to the plaza. “What’s with the crowd?”

“Probably want to see the prisoners,” said Kent. “They’re being held by the fountain.”

“Or they don’t know the ceremony’s been postponed,” said Severinsen.

He was referring, of course, to the first annual Burn’s End— which was to have been a celebration of their settling in Las Vegas (and subsequent conversion to Christianity). “You know, it’s a pity,” continued Severinsen. “They were all so excited about it, so looking forward to it being made official, to its being made law ...”

“They really were,” gushed Kent—who was supposed to be Leif’s Chief Lieutenant (but often seemed more like Severinsen’s). “Looking forward to it, that is.” 

Like leprosy, though Leif, or thought he thought, because it seemed almost to have come from without. They want to roam. To burn. He looked from Kent to Father Severinsen. Do you really think your influence and even the discovery of a self-sufficient hotel—The Oasis—could have changed them—the Lost Children, the Children of the Flashback, of the Burn—so much?

He looked at Marigold. “I’m going to steel the father for a moment; is that okay?”

She nodded, smiled wanly. “We’ll be fine, Leif, I’m sure. Really.”

“Okay.” He kissed her cheek and then leaned down to kiss Fiona. “You get better, you hear?”

And then they left; the trinity that had brought the Change, the Awakening. The father and his two converts—both of them sinners; both of them killers. The father and his two proudest sons.
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Nick moved to speak but hesitated—it wasn’t every day you met one of the Architects of the Flashback—then raised his right hand slowly. “These eyes tell me you are Oonin, the, ah, Keeper of the Clock—and weaver of our collective vision.” He stared at the being: at its horizontally slit eyes and tapered, reptilian head; its devilish nubs, its pale, squamous skin. “Would this in fact be you?”

The being, the Architect—Oonin—simply nodded. ∆It would, Nick of Zemlja; of Dharatee, and of Earth. Nor could it have been easy; interpreting the code, solving the riddle—but hidden from them it had to be, else all would have been lost before we’d even begun.∆

“I hear—and understand—your thoughts, somehow. Every word. But—” The wind picked up suddenly, fitfully, rustling the darkened hedges, carrying the sound of a distant helicopter. “Who are ‘they?’ And what do you mean, ‘before we’d even begun?’ Begun what?”

Oonin blinked, his inner lids shuttering horizontally, like a bald eagle’s. ∆Why, reversing the Flashback, of course—restoring the Balance. Simply put; undoing everything that they—we, my own kind, in our hubris and contemptuousness—have tried to accomplish here on Zemlja; on Earth.∆ He raised a tri-clawed hand. ∆And for that I’m going to need help; yours, and everyone else who received the Call. Do you understand me, Nick of Dharatee?∆

Nick watched as a Stygian sphere appeared above them and was joined by another, and another, and another still, and finally by a pyramid-shaped black obelisk, which rested on the yellow bricks. “Yes—no. Sort of. But, how did you just ... And how can—”

∆What you see above and in front of you is the Sphaera Mobis—or, rather, a clone of the Sphaera Mobis—the collection of un-machines that created—and may soon uncreate—the Flashback. By all accounts, and taken together, they are the most powerful devices ever to exist; but what I want from you now is not your awe and appreciation but rather that you should simply meditate upon it—upon the obelisk—and tell me what you feel.∆ He looked at him quiescently, dispassionately. ∆Will you do that for me, Nick of Zemlja; of Dharatee, and of Earth?∆

Nick looked at the obelisk, which was smooth, featureless, perfect. “I guess I don’t understand. You mean just think about it—”

The hair on the back of his neck suddenly stood as something energized the space around them, charged it as though with electricity—created a bass hum which was deeper than anything he’d ever experienced.

∆I mean meditate on it, join with it, fall into its darkness and lose yourself. Do it from bended knee, if that helps. Here—∆ He knelt and closed his eyes. ∆We shall do it together. I want you to focus on the obelisk and imagine that it’s being painted by an artist; and then I want you to imagine that scene being painted by yet another artist, and another, and another still—until the obelisk has been reduced to nothing. Do this and then tell me what you feel.∆

Nick looked from Oonin to the monolith and then back again; then slowly lowered himself to one knee and closed his eyes (his eyes, not the foreign ones in his hand, lest the vision be severed).

“I feel as though I am going backward ... backward ... but also that I am getting bigger, larger—more substantial. That as the obelisk shrinks to nothing I grow to fill the void—to fill time and space—to become the one, true reality. To become, I don’t know, like, the Present ...”

∆It is the infinite regress that you feel, as generated by the Sphaera Mobis, but you are the amplifier, the augmentation, the agent which doubles and redoubles its potency. Psychicae industria is what men call it, which is the closest human parallel—psychic energy, vital impulse; and proximity is what creates it, makes it grow. It is the reason you’ve been summoned—why all of them have been summoned—to journey here and close the circuit; to add their strength to the Mobis. And it’s why you must leave now, tonight, before the moon is even half ascended, and come here with due haste—as a man, I mean, and not a phantom. As flesh and blood, not smoke. For those who would oppose us are gathering as we speak.∆

And then Nick was up, he was back on his feet, and was preparing to close the vision by closing his fist; when it occurred to him he must ask the most obvious question of all: “Why, Oonin? Why would one of you ever want to help us; the very beings you tried to annihilate—to make it so we’d never even existed—the beings you think you’re so superior to and that you in fact loathe?” He glared at him angrily, testily, the pain and the suffering of the Flashback coming home like crows, like death birds. “For I am in your mind, Oonin, lest you have forgotten how we’re communicating. And the vestiges of it are everywhere.”

But Oonin remained knelt, passive, his eyes firmly closed. And when at last he spoke he said only: ∆Three youths and a talisman changed my mind, Nick of Zemlja; of Dharatee, and of Earth. A talisman forged to observe but which will now be turned toward war.∆ And then he added: ∆If they make it, Nick. If they make it.∆
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They had a problem: a big one, and not just because both US Highway 101 and State Highway 92 were hopelessly jammed; but because the San Mateo Bridge (their only alternative route) was broken in two—just cleaved down its middle like a log (a casualty of the early Flashback, no doubt, in which meteor strikes and earthquakes had been common), just festering like a wound beneath the roiling night sky and the Flashback Borealis—which was reddish-orange tonight, tempestuous, angry.

“So we’re screwed, in other words,” said Jesse, sitting on her bike, gazing across the reach. “We’ve come this entire distance for nothing.”

“Sure looks that way,” said Miles, and sighed. He scrutinized the craggy-edged gap—which was bathed in red-orange light from the sky—furrowed his brow. “Quint, how far across would you say that is, and how far down?”

Quint inched up to the edge—carefully, deliberately—peered over his handlebars. “I don’t know—let’s see. Maybe ... 150 feet, straight down?  And 30 across?”

“So, like, fuck that,” said Jesse, and backed away. “It’d be like hitting concrete.” She shook her head. “Forget it. We’d be better off backtracking around Foster City and picking up 101 around Belmont. Seriously—it’s not like we’re going to get there tonight, anyway.”

“We’re never going to get there at all if we don’t get a move on it,” said Quint, and scanned the bridge. “I mean, the vision was pretty clear: Time is of the essence. You know? It’s not like we—”

He paused, staring at a truck, the door of which read Atlas Construction. “Well, I’ll be damned ...”

And then he ditched his bicycle and made a beeline—even as the others did likewise and rushed to catch up with him, and Jesse snapped: “Quint? What are you doing? Miles? What is he doing?” 

They watched as he began unloading cinderblocks and sheets of plywood from the truck.

Jesse groaned. “Ah ... Why are you doing that?”

“Because—my little Orphan Annie—as you so often like to remind me: fucking attributes.” He patted her cheek: once, twice, a third time.  “At-tri-butes.” He lifted out a third sheet of plywood and threw it on the ground. “Because we’re going to jump that breach right there and save a shit-ton of backtracking; that’s what time it is. Just like when Fonzie jumped the shark.” He paused and looked at her, rakishly, raffishly. Devil-may-care. “I mean—he made it, right? He didn’t fucking die. And that was a lot further than this; probably three-times as far, at least. So—”

“That was a tv show,” said Miles, as Quint took a cinderblock under each arm. “Which sucked after that; hence the expression. Just like our lives are going to suck if we try to jump that thing and miss.” He followed him to the edge of the bridge. “Besides, he had a powerful assist from a fucking speedboat ... dumbass.” 

“Dumb like a fox,” corrected Quint, and started setting up the ramps. “Besides, we got our own power assist—I’m surprised you haven’t noticed it.”

“What the hell are you talking about. We don’t have any ...”

And then he felt it; the warmth of the Talon against his chest and the faintest, slightest vibration—almost like a cellphone. Then he looked down and saw it showing through his T-shirt like a beacon.

“It’s picking something up,” snapped Jesse with alarm, “I’d know that shade anywhere.” She hastily scanned the bridge. “Something big, something close. Something practically on top of us.”

They drew their spears even as Quint unholstered the Magnum—inspecting the nearest towers for pterodactyl nests (of which, fortunately, there were none); turning their attention to the direction from which they’d come (which was hidden by the curvature of the bridge). “Easy, easy, wait for it,” whispered Miles. “Stay sharp.” 

And they waited for it—staying sharp.

“I don’t hear anything,” said Quint at length—and allowed himself to relax. “Maybe it’s a false alarm. I mean, it’s been pulling that a lo—”

“Shhh,” whispered Miles faintly, almost inaudibly, and slowly knelt—laying his palm against the deck firmly, listening carefully. Never taking his eyes off the curvature of the road. “Do you hear that?”

Everyone listened.

“Yeah, a little,” said Quint, “Like, like a really deep rumble; like there’s a train coming—or something. Can you feel anything?”

He knelt on one side of him while Jesse knelt on the other.

“There,” said Miles. “Right there; that wobble and vibration. I mean, are bridges supposed to do that? You know, like skyscrapers are supposed to sway in the wind so that they don’t—”

And then there was a jolt and the entire bridge shuddered—just trembled as though stressed from some unimaginable weight—and they looked up in time to see an apatosaurus head (and neck); no, two—three! emerging slowly, teasingly, bobbing and weaving, from behind the curvature, at which they all looked at each other and shouted in perfect unison, “Fuck!” and scrambled for their bikes.

Nor did they hesitate even as the great dinosaur herd bore down on them; but simply got a head start and barreled toward the ramps—hitting the boards like thunder; vaulting the pit like gazelles—crashing like chariots on the opposite side. Until the animals were gathered along the edge and gnashing their teeth—even the herbivores, for the Flashback was in their eyes—and the youths could only look back like Sodom, like Gomora, during which confusion Miles looked through the bodies—the raptors and the troodontids, the triceratops and the ceratosaurs—and thought he saw nano-allosauruses. Thought he saw Demon and Machine.
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“The glass statue of Michael has been shattered,” said Kent. “Destroyed by gunfire in the fighting. I—I thought you should know.”

Leif didn’t say anything, just watched the illuminated numbers count down. Five, four, three ...

“Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle,” quoted Severinsen. “He is my steadfast love and my fortress, my stronghold and my deliverer, my shield and He in whom I take refuge, who subdues people under me.”

Two, one ...

A bell dinged and the doors opened.

Leif looked at Kent. “Be on guard.”

And they moved out; out through the lobby and into the crowded Plaza; where glass lay shattered and fires burned, and three men (one of them in an orange flight suit—which was pretty hard to miss) stood dazedly on knee—bound, bloodied, humbled.

“Is this all of them? asked Leif, and was greeted by Aleister, his sergeant-at-arms, who was holding a rifle of the AR-15/M16 variety (in addition to his own sawed-off double barrel) and appeared haggard.

“It is, sir. All who survived, that is. They were armed only with knives—except the leader, who had this.” He handed Leif the AR-15. “Aircrew self-defense weapon—pretty standard issue for pilots and other airmen. But, ah, here’s where it gets interesting: Because his patches indicate he was part of the Astraeus Five Deep Space Mission.” He looked over his shoulder at the man. “The, ah, the Bluespace thing, sir. The one that went to Mars.”

Leif raised a brow and looked at Kent and Severinsen, who looked back.

“Also, his name is Hooper—Captain Glenn Hooper. It, ah, it says so right on his nametag.”

His name is Cain, hissed a voice—Leif was sure of it this time—a voice like the wind, like the rustle of reeds. He should be cut down where he kneels.

Leif paused, listening.

He is known to us; he has been marked, and will only bring woe. Just kill him and then crucify him; make of him a human sacrifice. Blood for blood is the way, the only way. The way to save your daughter.

He shook the voice away and nodded; guardedly, taciturnly. “Very good, Aleister. You’ve done well. Thank you. I’ll, ah, I’ll take it from here.”

Blood for blood. You know it’s true.

And he approached the prisoners.

“Well,” he began, after studying them for several moments, “Captain Hooper—may I call you Glenn? It looks as though you may have come a long way to be with us tonight. A long, long way. Is that correct?”

Hooper raised his lacerated head slowly and just looked at him, delirious from the blows he’d sustained, bewildered. “Why you’re just a child ...” He looked around the fountain area and the Plaza even as the blood seeped into his eyes and threatened to blind him. “All of you ... just children. What kind of camp is this?”

The crowd stirred; laughter and titters—as Leif tilted his head. “It’s the camp you attacked; to test our perimeter, I suppose.” He looked at the other men, who were in even worse shape than Hooper. “And what did you think? Of our humble perimeter? Was it satisfactory?”

Hooper just sneered, as if to say, touché. “You’re not going to get anything from me—or any of us—if that’s what you’re thinking.” He spat blood. “And that’s Doctor Hooper to you. Kid.” 

“Doctor?” Leif felt as though he’d been slapped across the face. “Doctor.”

He thought of Fiona but didn’t say anything, only glanced at the crowd, the mob, which seemed anxious, anticipatory. Uneasy.

They want their pound of flesh, he thought, and frowned. Some kind of quid pro quo for Kruger and McKnight. Some kind of payback.

I want it too, rasped the voice—even as the breeze stirred, the hedgerows rustled. Quid pro quo. His life for your daughter’s.

Leif looked at all the broken glass.

“Doctor, you say ...” He leaned down and picked up one of the shards, a jagged, arrowhead-shaped piece about six inches in length. “On top of being an astronaut ... that’s impressive.” He circled the man slowly, deliberately, methodically. “What kind of doctor?”

“Doctor of Medicine,” said Hooper. “Pediatric hematology-oncology—endocrinology. Since before you were fucking born.”

“Since before I was fucking born ...” Leif fingered the shard gently—almost sensually. “So you’d know a thing or two about, say, pneumonia.”

He paused and looked down at the man, gripped the glass shard tighter.

“A thing or two, yes.” He gazed up at Leif. “I take it one of your flock is ill. One of these children—one of these babies.” He scanned the crowd calmly. “Well, I can help with that. I’ve got all the skills and experienced needed. I’ve even got antibiotics. For a price.”

Leif hesitated, looked at Severinsen and Kent—who shook his head.

“You would bargain with me, astronaut? When I’ve got a knife held fast to your neck?” He wrapped Hooper’s hair up in his left hand and held the shard to his throat. “When I could slit your nape like a lamb?”

Do it. Offer up his blood and soul. Do it for Fiona. For your tribe.

“I would if it would mean my life and the lives of my men, yes. So go ahead; kill me and let he who is sick die also—if that is your will. Just make it quick. I’ve got blood in my eyes and I have to piss.”

And Leif hissed and drew back the shard—but paused, but hesitated. Then he lowered the weapon and regarded him calmly, collectedly.

“I accept your bargain—Captain and Doctor Hooper. Both you and your people will be safe with us.” He turned to Kent, who could only look on in disbelief. “Take his men to the lower ward, where they will be given food and clean clothes. Hooper; come with me.”

And they all went.

––––––––
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He was in that fugue state Rod Serling had called the Twilight Zone, that liminal space between sleep and wakefulness—just as northern Idaho was in the liminal space between night and day—when he first sensed it; someone or something rifling through their camp, sorting through their things, someone or something close by. Nor did he know with any certainty where they were at; only that he and Ank and Luna and Travis, the Marine, had stopped to rest somewhere near the Idaho/Montana border around 2 am, according to the moon, and must have fallen asleep shortly thereafter; which meant
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