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	Author’s Note


	 


	 


	These are stories of the Flashback, the time-storm that vanished most of the world’s population and returned the world to primordia, and thus are all connected. They are not, however, told linearly, but rather hop around the timeline at will (as is appropriate, perhaps, for a world in which time has been scrambled). Therefore, a certain nimbleness on the reader’s part is assumed. I hope you enjoy them as much as I enjoyed writing them.


	 


	—WKS


	 







It had all come down to this, thought Sammy; this, well, whatever it was—this nondescript black and yellow gate in a nondescript neighborhood near Lake Hollywood Park. This lazed-open wrought iron door with golden fog filtering through (the same weird fog that had rolled in as they approached from the Hollywood Freeway) and a heart-shaped placard secured to it which read, simply, Welcome to the Garden of Oz (and Magic Labyrinth).


	 “This is it,” said Miles from the back of Satanta’s blue roan—which snorted and flicked its tail. “This is the place. Oz. Home.”


	He dismounted and approached the gate. “My house is just around the corner.”


	“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Sammy used his feet to move his quieted Harley up alongside him. “Are you telling me that you used to live here?”


	Miles nodded. “Uh-huh. Right next to the garden. My—my bedroom opened directly out onto it. So did my parents’ room.”


	Quint and Jesse just looked at each other from the backs of their respective horses.


	“And I need to know if they’re okay. So, if you don’t mind,” He walked through the gate briskly. “Let’s get this show on the—”


	“Hey, wait a minute, kid—!”


	And Miles was repelled: just whisked off his feet and thrown backward—as if by an invisible force—just knocked halfway across the street even as a blue barrier shimmered briefly and electricity crackled.


	“Miles!” Quint and Jesse piled off their horses and scrambled toward him; slapped his face, sat him up—found him shaken but otherwise okay. “Jesus,” said Quint. “I mean—what in the hell was that?”


	Sammy looked over at Satanta and Galaren—both of whom appeared grave—then reached into his breast pocket and took out a box of Marlboro Reds. “Well,” he said. He shook the remaining cigarettes out and slid them into his pocket. “I’d say that what we have here is …” He tossed the box through the gate and it was repelled in a shower of sparks, even as the blue wall reappeared. “—some kind of force field.” He gazed beyond the treetops and powerlines as the blue barrier faded. “A dome, to be exact. A big one.”


	“Gramercy,” cursed Galaren, fighting to keep his horse steady. “Witchcraft!”


	“Well, now what?” said one of his knights. “Have we come all this distance just to be shut out?” He cupped the mouth-grill of his helm. “What, ho! Whoever—whatever thou art: Pray thee, open this door!”


	Satanta glanced around—at the hazy, fortress-like adobe house across the street and up and down Ledgerwood Drive, which was choked in mist. “An ancestor of mine once said: when you see a new trail or a footprint you do not know, follow it to the point of knowing.” He took a deep breath. “I say we wait. If anyone needs something to do, they can map the perimeter.” He looked at Sammy and Galaren. “Patience—is what I’m saying. The situation could be, shall we say, more acute.”


	And then there was a grumbling and a groaning—and a kind of snarling—as something shifted in the golden mist. Something elephantine, inelegant, massive. Something that was rapidly drawing near.


	“It’s more acute,” said Sammy, even as he unshouldered his rifle and the knights drew their broadswords. As Quint raised the Magnum and Miles and Jesse brandished their wooden spears.


	As the snarl became a rumble which became a thunder which became a roar—and the fog glowed white and red until two great lights coalesced abruptly and a massive machine materialized—and promptly slowed; its engine winding down, its brakes hissing. Until it had ground to a complete halt and they were all facing each other; after which a hatch popped open and a man appeared, who called down to them, “You have no quarrel with us, Dreamers of the Dream. Nor we, with you. We are all in this together.”


	Which of course would have gone over better if the .50 caliber machine gun (which was mounted directly beside him) hadn’t whirred about suddenly and aimed directly at them; no, not at them, Sammy realized, at it. The thing now standing in the doorway. The 8-foot-tall thing that was neither fully human nor (prehistoric) beast—nor even nub-horned demon—but rather an unlikely hybrid of all three. The creature, he suspected, that had been at the very center of the vision.


	“Fucking Livingston, I presume,” he said, marveling, and spat.


	∆My apologies for the mist; and for the shield, but they were—they are—completely necessary, as you will see.∆ The creature shook its head. ∆Alas, there is no time. Miles, Quint, Jesse, come with me. As for the rest of you: guard this door, this place, this garden—with your lives. And mind the sky. Because something is about to happen. And when it does—you must know what to do.∆


	Sammy dismounted his bike and stepped forward. “What? What’s about to happen?”


	∆For you, Sam of Zemlja; of Dharatee, and of Earth—nothing, or very little. For others, Everything.∆


	After which Sammy could just look on—disoriented, confused—as both the kids and the creature vanished into the mist, into the maze.


	 


	 


	Leif didn’t know how long they’d been there (‘there’ being the crossroads of Interstate 15 and State Highway 58, just outside Barstow—as a strange, gold fog rolled in), maybe five minutes, maybe an hour. All he knew for certain was that nobody had done much of anything yet; not he and his people (with all their idling, tricked-out Hondas and trunks full of fuel for the fire), and not them; with their pickups and chromed exhaust-stacks and blue Tucker flags drooped in the gloom. All he knew for certain was that no one had yet made their move—not since they’d faced off like mechanized infantries (although at a reasonably safe distance of approximately 100 meters); and also that his people were growing increasingly impatient, increasingly belligerent—revving their engines, blasting their stereos—which meant he needed to get them focused, needed to dial them in. Needed to kindle and fan the flames so that when the time finally came, they could burn.


	Burn the Garden of Oz, which was close enough now to taste.


	Burn the traitor and his machine; which were less than 80 miles away.


	“Aleister, I want you to use your scope and cover me—okay?” He opened his door and placed a shoe on the ground. “Because I’m going out there.”


	“Jesus, you can’t be serious. I mean, Leif—they’ve got guns pointed at us.”


	But Leif hardly paused, remembering Szambelan’s words: I will give you the power. Nor will you be alone, for our forces are gathering as we speak. 


	“Friend or foe—we have to know,” he said. “Just cover me.”


	He slammed the door and walked out: out across the gold-shrouded asphalt and past an empty Tesla; out to the dusty fork in the road where he stopped and simply waited—patiently, fearlessly, audaciously—even as a single truck left the group and brought with it a lone (and very large) man—who got out and faced him.


	“There are just two kinds that I know of so far,” said the man gruffly, and spat viscously upon the ground. “Those who got this, this vision, this hallucination, and want to go to L.A. because they think they can end the Flashback,” He tittered a little at the thought of it. “And those who didn’t, and don’t, but are supposed to go there to stop them.” He moved to within a foot of his face. “And what I want to know is: how is anyone supposed to get there through this fucking fog—this bean with bacon soup—this shit that seems to have just rolled in out of nowhere; and which one are you?”


	At which Leif just looked at him—and at his truck, with its angry grill and chromed stacks and America First sticker—its drooping, impotent flag, and said, “Now here’s a man who wants to get right to it. A real bootstrapper. A patriot. What my old man used to call a ‘High-Toned Son of a Bitch.’ And proud.” He sneered slightly. “All right, then, Mr. …?”


	“Colmes. Hannity Colmes.”


	“Is that some kind of joke?”


	“That’s my name … Sprout.”


	Leif chuckled. “‘Sprout’—that’s good. All right, then … Mr. Colmes,” Leif looked into the fog. “Let me show you what kind I am.”


	And then the glass shard was in his hand—just there, out of nowhere—and he’d slashed once across the man’s belly and once in the opposite direction—opening him like a sack of red snakes. Then the man was fondling his own innards and finally keeling over as the bullets punched through Leif’s body and he raised his arms in supplication; in praise—in worship.


	“Hear me, oh, mighty Prince of Hell,” he cried—even as the winds began to stir, the dust began to cyclone. “For I offer these entrails to you now in the hope that you will aid me—aid your faithful servant!”


	And the gunfire stopped—just like that. From both sides. Yes, he had their attention now.


	His wounds healed and closed over as he wandered further into the murk. “Clear a path for us, oh, Lord, if it be Thy will. Show us Thy power and glory—and show them so that they may follow us. Yea, if Thou canst surely hear me: Part for us this wicked brume!”


	At which the wind positively roared and the ground seemed to shake; and Leif was amazed to see the golden fog parting like a curtain, like the Red Sea itself—clearing Interstate 15 as though swept by a broom; opening a corridor they could follow all the way to Los Angeles—and to Oz. Bidding all those gathered—both the cars from Las Vegas and the trucks that had blocked them—to reorientate and head west—as a single column, a single armada.


	Lifting all the American flags and Donald J. Tucker banners and ‘Don’t Tread on Me’ standards so that they crackled on the wind.


	 


	 


	Ank basically knew what was coming from the moment Will dismissed the others: his excuse being that Luna was in danger so long as they remained out in the open—indeed, the San Gabriel Cemetery in South Pasadena was pretty exposed—and, also, that Travis (who’d been a mechanic in the Marines) should check the auto-hauler’s engine, which had been running hot since Modesto.


	But what he hadn’t expected was the sheer emptiness in the man’s voice, the nihilism. The sense of hopelessness that suffused him as he turned from the mound of moist, black earth (with its meager selection of flowers and crude, wooden marker) and said, blankly, “I’m not coming with you. But then, I suppose you already knew that.”


	They looked at each other through the gold mist, which swirled and churned.


	Ank harumphed. <You know what’s at stake. I know you do because I’ve heard you muttering in your sleep and can tell he’s been speaking to you, same as with me. And so you know that your only hope of ever seeing her again—the only hope anyone has to see loved ones again—is for us to get ourselves—and in particular, Luna—to Los Angeles. To this Garden of Oz. Because that’s where you’re needed now, Will. You and your gun—and your eye. You and your—>


	“It’s too late for that,” snapped Will, and planted the shovel. “Don’t you get it? I killed my wife, Ank—do you understand? I shot her like an animal. Am I supposed to just pull myself up by the bootstraps and forget that?” He knelt and touched the grave. “I killed it all—my only reason for living. The only thing that’s kept me going. The only fucking thing I ever did right.” He shook his head slowly, deliberately, morosely. “I’ll never squeeze a trigger again.”


	There was a distant rumbling and they both looked up; saw three dark masses moving through the haze—masses which were the same size and shape as the ships they’d seen cruising toward Montana, toward Barley—only heading south this time, toward Los Angeles.


	<Well, hello again—and that’s another thing. When are we going to talk about it? The fact that those things were heading for home last time we saw them and that, because you lifted a truck with no radio, we don’t even know if home is still there. The fact that—”


	“They would have hidden. They would have gone below—into the tunnels. Bella Ray isn’t stupid.”


	<Yeah? Well, what if they didn’t have time? What if they were busy building that armada right up until the last second; right up until the last breath? You know, doing their duty, Will. Doing their—>


	“Enough! I’m not going, and that’s final. That’s the end of it.”


	Ank shook his head and laid down—slowly, cumbrously. <Then they have already won … Look, you know how powerful the girl is, you’ve seen it with your own eyes. Can’t you see how important it is that we get her there, to Oz, and get her there safely? It could be the difference between reversing the Flashback or—>


	“It’s only a few more miles.”


	<That’s not the point, Will! What I’m saying is … what I’m saying is—is that I need you. Dammit, don’t just ignore me! I’m trying to tell you that I love you. And that I can’t do this alone. And that you shouldn’t ask me to.>


	“Yeah? Well.” He stuck his rifle into the ground next to the grave and hung his hat on it. “I am asking. And you’re going to have to.” He mopped his brow with his handkerchief. “You’re just going to have to, Ank.”


	And he walked away.


	 


	 


	“Nick? Come on, baby; talk to me. Tell me what you’re seeing.”


	But Nick could barely hear her—was scarcely even aware they were on a beach in Santa Maria, near the Four Seasons Hotel. All he knew was that the eyes were showing him something new, something frightening, and that each of them had focused on a different part of California—a different road, a different path, a different byway, and that on these roads and paths and byways, there was terror.


	“I see people and beasts; armies and entire herds, heading for L.A., heading for Oz—sowing destruction as they go. I see towns and cities being razed and plundered—burned to the ground—and places like Sacramento and Santa Rosa, Rancho Cordova, Santa Cruz, just ceasing to exist. Worse, I can see that the groups from Las Vegas and Carson City are already there; already in the hills surrounding the garden, and are drawing their plans against it.” He shuddered as he attempted to keep his composure. “And sometimes, just sometimes, I think I see the future, or what might be the future, and dear God, it’s too terrible; too awful—too tragic, too grotesque, and I … I …” 


	And then his legs were buckling and he was falling—falling to his knees in the sand and surf—even as Puck began slathering his face and Lisa tried—and failed—to help him up, growling, “This has got to stop, Nick. You can’t keep doing this to yourself. I’m just not going to be a party to it, do you understand? I mean, I’m not.”


	“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” mumbled Nick, focusing on the water. “What is that?”


	“What is what?”


	“That, way out past the buoys.” He climbed to his feet and shielded his eyes. “I mean, it almost looks like a ship, or maybe—”


	“It’s you, losing your mind. And mine too; thank you very—”


	“Jesus, it is a ship. Like, some kind of submarine. Like a nuclear fucking—” He began jumping up and down, waving his arms. “Hey. Hey!”


	“I don’t see any … wait.” She took a few steps into the water. “You mean that?” She pointed and looked back at him. “That’s a fish.  Or some kind of whale—an orca, maybe, or … look, it’s diving—”


	“That’s a sub, the one I saw with the eyes. The Sarpedon .”


	He was running back and forth now, like he was in some kind of dance with it, feinting and dodging, bouncing up and down. “Hey, wait. No, no. No-no-no-no …” He dashed out into the surf. “Wait a minute! Where you going? Hey!”


	But it was already gone, already out of sight. Lost to him.


	He turned to face Lisa. “I’m going back in. Back into the trance.”


	Lisa just looked at him. “No, Nick—please. Enough. I mean, look at yourself. Look at what this is doing to you. To your mind. To your face.”


	“I’ve got to try, Lisa. I’ve got to warn them. I’ve got to tell them that, that …”


	He trailed off, his mind racing. “Jesus. The Sarpedon. It’s a nuclear submarine …”


	“Actually, I think it was a whale—but so what if it was? A submarine, I mean. What difference—”


	He rushed forward and gripped her shoulders. “Oh, but don’t you see? Don’t you see it?” He gave her a little shake even as his fingertips ground into her upper arms. “Don’t you see what I’m driving at?”


	“You’re hurting me,” she said.


	“What I’m saying is—what I’m saying is that I’ve seen the enemy hordes, Lisa. I’ve seen where they’re at. And if I could just get word to The Sarpedon about their current locations, why, this whole thing could be over before—”


	She ripped away from him violently. “Okay, stop! I’m done with this. Just—just leave me alone. I’m serious.” She started pacing back and forth in the sand.


	Nick faced the ocean and raised his hand out before him, closed his eyes. “I’m going to reach out to the girl, to the deafmute—Pang In-Su. Going to reach out and push her; get her to communicate with the Captain. I’m going to end this right now. Will you help me, Lisa?”


	He concentrated as the eyes began to blink and reawaken; to focus, to see.


	“I’ll help you,” she said at last, softly, passively—as though she’d finally given up. “I’d do anything to help you. Even if it hurt me, terribly.”


	“That’s good, Lisa. That’s very good. Here, take my free hand …”


	He relaxed his fist, opened his fingers. “Take it. Please.”


	The ocean breathed and the wind buffeted his hair. “Lisa?” 


	And then the trance was over before it had even begun and he was opening his eyes and turning around—in time to see her swinging a large rock at his head and striking him in the left temple. In time to see her coming at him like a line-backer and bringing the pain and stars; and to feel himself spinning, stumbling, falling …


	Dropping like a bag of stones even as a gold fog rolled in and she hit him again—shutting him down completely. Painting the world black.


	 


	 


	And then there were four: four great ships moving toward them through the brume; through the sunlit haze—four great galleons casting spearheaded shadows like clouds, like creeping shrouds, and Galaren shivered. 


	“And when the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the fourth living creature saying, ‘Come!’ and behold, I saw a horse, pale, greenish gray. And the name of the one riding on it was Death, and Sheol was following with him, and authority was given to them over a fourth of the earth, to kill by sword and by famine and by plague and by the wild beasts of the earth. Amen.”


	“That was helpful,” said Sammy. He continued propping his rifle on the roof of the car. “I mean, I guess I expected something more like an army … or a mob. How are we supposed to defend against this?”


	And then nothing more was said as the juggernauts came grudgingly to a halt and Sammy wondered what was going on inside—inside the labyrinth—what they could possibly be doing in there that might make any difference at all; might give them some glimmer of hope.


	 


	 


	The Talon glowed—it burned like a green fire—as they all looked up. 


	“I don’t get it,” said Miles—as the talisman painted his chest, lit up his face. “Why aren’t they attacking?” He looked at Oonin.


	∆They wait for their armies to arrive; to encircle us, to make sure nothing escapes. For them, my own kind, it is an opportunity to finish what they started—to wipe you from the earth—while you are here, now, gathered in one place. It may also be that their forces have been distracted in the towns and cities along the way.∆


	Jesse squeezed between the boys. “But—what armies? I mean, are there soldiers who look just like you? Because I’ve sure nev—”


	∆The people and animals they infect and control; they and the demons, for they are allied. After all, they want precisely the same thing: which is for mankind to be eliminated. My kind because they want to replicate the circumstances by which they themselves evolved and thus create a master race; the demons because it was the invention of Man that caused them to rebel in the first place—rebel against Him, El Shaddai, and so be cast out.∆


	“But—why? And why have you gone against your own kind to help us?”


	Oonin paused and looked at her—at all of them. ∆Why did you and Quint accompany Miles—a boy you hardly knew—on his journey to find out what happened to his parents—when you knew what dangers it would bring? Or you, Miles—why did you decide to embark on such a journey in the first place? And how about you, Quint: Why would a being who’d experienced nothing but poverty and poor-example his entire life decide to risk himself again and again for two individuals whom—each in their own way—had known a love and security you could scarcely have imagined?∆


	Quint just fidgeted and looked at his feet, shrugged a little. “I don’t know. Because they were my friends, I guess. Because in spite of whatever differences we had, or how much we fought, we sort of came to, to …”


	“To love each other,” said Jesse, looking up at him. “To see the good in one another; and the courage.” She looked at Miles. “And the dependability.”


	∆Because you were friends—and because you loved one another.∆ He nodded his head slowly. ∆Alas, that is what has fascinated me the most. This capacity for ‘love,’ as you say. This ability to put others before yourselves even if it means your own destruction. Indeed, that is what stood out as I observed you through the Talon—which is what it was designed to do—and which led to observations of your species as a whole using other means, including studies of a great number of the people visited by the vision.∆


	He put his hands on their shoulders, or at least Miles’ and Quint’s. ∆And it is what has brought you here today; to place the Talon in its rightful place within the Sphaera Mobis—which are the obelisk and the spheres you see before you—and add its power to the array.∆


	There was a strange rumble and he looked up—they all looked up—saw the great ships starting to glow slightly, to turn a deep red. ∆Alack, they will not wait forever, of that we can be certain.∆ He looked at the glowing talisman. ∆Hurry, Miles—the Talon. It must be placed into the slot on the front of the obelisk. Do it now.∆


	And Miles took it off and did so—breaking it from its chain first—even as Jesse looked concerned. “I’ve been thinking about those approaching armies, all those men and beasts, as you say, and it’s sort of got me wondering,” She looked up at Oonin. “Whatever will become of our defenders when they get here? Of Sammy and Satanta, and Galaren? Of all those beautiful knights and their beautiful horses?”


	 ∆Because I have expanded the shield to include them, they should be safe from the largest hordes—at least for a time. And yet there is great risk: for it must also include any enemy that was close enough at the time of the expansion. More, it will keep at a distance all those who have received the Call but not yet fully arrived—and who are even now gathering amidst the slopes and hills around us—keep them at a distance and thus psychically muted; for when it comes to the Sphaera Mobis, proximity is key.∆


	“Oh. Okay,” said Jesse, still not looking satisfied. “But I’ve got one more question.”


	“Jesus, what are you,” sneered Quint, “Fucking Columbo?”


	∆It’s okay—she only wants to understand.∆ The alien’s inner eyelids blinked. ∆Yes, my child, what is it?∆


	“Yeah, this has been bugging me practically since we got here. I mean, okay, so there’s this shield in place—okay, got it. But then—that being the case—why are the defenders needed at all? It just seems, I don’t know, unnecessary. I know, stupid question.”


	But Oonin just smiled as if to say, Not at all, and then just as clearly frowned. ∆Because, just as nothing may penetrate the shield, so too may nothing escape it, and that includes the shaft of energy which will appear when the Sphaera Mobis reaches its full capacity.∆


	At which Miles and Quint and Jesse just looked at each other, even as Oonin clarified: ∆In other words, if the shield is in place, the Sphaera Mobis will not work.∆


	He gazed up at the ships, which had become a shade of vermillion the kids had never seen and were rippling with some form of raw energy—an energy which would eventually be directed at them, they knew. ∆Either way, my friends, there is only one thing at this point that could be considered certain: And that is that no matter what happens here today … none of us are getting out alive.∆


	 


	 


	The gold fog rolled and so did the water, foaming and frothing, revealing first the photonics mast and communications antennas, then The Sarpedon’s black, sea-slicked sail and forward fins, then its great, dark, parabolic bow—which breached the surface at an angle, like the plesiosaurs and ichthyosaurs and mosasaurs swimming alongside—until, still steaming forward, the ship was fully surfaced and its aft fins visible; at which three people—two men and a small woman with a bob haircut—appeared in the sail.


	“Jesus,” gasped Puckett, the engineering chief, as he looked at the beasts, which filled the water for as far as the eye could see (which nonetheless wasn’t very far, due to the fog). “If I hadn’t seen it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it. The sonar doesn’t lie.”


	Captain O’Neil was more circumspect. “But why, goddammit. That’s what I want to know. I’ve certainly never seen them migrate en masse like this—like Hammerhead sharks. What’s the reason?”


	Both of them had to shout over the crash and commotion of the waves.


	Pang signed excitedly at them as the wind chopped her hair.


	“What’s she saying?” 


	Puckett, who’d been working with her, paraphrased: “She’s saying, ‘What if they were called too—only in a different way?’” He watched as she continued to sign. “‘Or—considering the dream used sound and imagery instead of words—the exact same way?’”


	O’Neil looked at the marine animals as they lept and dove and swam powerfully alongside. Aye, but for a different reason, he thought.


	“Ho!” cried Chief Puckett suddenly. “The Santa Monica Pier!”


	O’Neil peered into the fog and saw the tiny silhouette of a Ferris wheel emerging from the gloom, then unhooked his mic. “Half ahead, revolutions 500—and mind the beasties.” He looked at Pang. “Yes, I’m going to send a team ashore. And no, you’re not—”


	And that’s when it happened: that’s when the pterodactyl flapped down like an oyster-white threshing machine and snatched her up by the shoulders—began rising. That’s when O’Neil drew his sidearm—even as Puckett grabbed her by the ankle—but couldn’t get a shot in through the pounding wings and Pang’s own flailing—until there was the briefest of openings, and he did fire.


	Until he got lucky and the bird fell and so did Pang—still being gripped by her ankle—so that she was flipped upside down and slammed against the sail—which her head hit like a rock. So that she was knocked unconscious even as Puckett and O’Neil held tightly and ultimately dragged her back into the conning tower.


	After which, drearily—for they were unable to wake her or get any sort of reaction at all—there was nothing to do but take her to the infirmary and monitor her.


	Nothing to do, frankly, but pray.


	 


	 


	“All right, now listen up!” shouted Deputy Firth into the bullhorn—even as Hodge slid a finger into the back loop of his belt so he didn’t fall off the water tower. “I’m going to want a quick and efficient rollcall starting with the group whose been here the longest and ending with the very latest to arrive; and I mean quick and efficient—no lollygagging or long-winded Oscar speeches. Just the names of the people in your group and where you’re from; not what you had for dinner of if you thought Donald Tucker was a good President—just the facts. I mean, you give some people a microphone and they think it’s a license to just ramble on about anything, know what I mean?” He tittered softly. “I mean, so long as that microphone’s hot they’ll just hold forth on whatever comes to mind. It’s funny, really. You know, back in my academy days we used to—”


	“Bennet,” clipped the Chief—Townsend was his name. “I’ll, ah, I’ll take it from here.”


	He took the megaphone and stepped up to the edge of the tower. “What my deputy here is trying to say is that because we still don’t really know what we’re dealing with on all this we should try to stay on point, which I think we can all agree with.” There was some muted laughter. “I’m Archie, by the way.” His voice was folksy and had a slight drawl. “Sandy Chain Police Departmen—”


	He flinched as the ships made a sound; like the sound a tuba made on its lowest note, but which then became higher and just lingered, as though the universe itself were brooding over some alien and inscrutable purpose. “But if … if someone …” He looked at Hodge and David-Hodge—both of whom he’d deputized—who only stared back gravely. “But if someone will just take the police megaphone we provided and introduce themselves; well, I reckon we’d be off to a fine start. There you go. And you are?”


	“Preston Stokes,” said the young man concisely, and squared his shoulders. “Camp Holy Cross, Spokane, Washington. This here is Alexa …” He indicated a third person, “And Diller, our pilot.”


	He handed the bullhorn to the man in front of him, a fiftyish man in a black T-shirt and round sunglasses, who said, “Cooper Black—but friends call me Coup. Albuquerque, New Mexico. This here is Tess Baker and Miguel Francisco—of Nogales, Mexico.”


	He passed on the megaphone.


	“Paul Barrett; Omaha, Nebraska. With Harry Hawkins, Caleb, and Maria.”


	“Lou Reese, Sylvia, Professor Pratt; New York City, New York.”


	“Nick, Selena, and Katrice Lee. The Palouse, Washington.”


	“Chris, Linda, Penny and Fred. San Francisco, California.” He indicated the ape-like humanoid hunkered next to them— which reminded Archie of Cha-Ka from Land of the Lost. “And Kong.”


	And finally:


	“Rex Whitmore—Plymouth, Massachusetts.” The young man tipped his cowboy hat. “And this little bugger in my backpack is Dessi. He’s a microraptor.”


	“Well, it that don’t beat all.” Archie looked around at all the vehicles: at the midnight-blue Barracuda and the green and white helicopter; the black and silver Harley-Davidson, the customized land rover. “Looks like we’ve got a regular block party going on,” he said, and smiled. “Alas, I don’t reckon you’ve come all this way just to hear me prattle on from the top of a water tower in the sunny—or foggy, as it were—Hollywood Hills; so, I’m going to get right to it.” He took off his Sheriff’s hat and fidgeted with it before continuing. “Because the fact of the matter is, don’t none of us really know just why we’re here, other than that we all dreamed the same dream at some point and that we’ve dreamed since then that it has something to do with ending the Flashback.” He looked at the ships—or the ghostly impressions of the ships. “And so now here we are; locked out by this—this forcefield, and wondering just what it is we’re supposed to do. Now here we are beneath these …”


	 


	 


	Aleister peered through the binoculars—having no trouble seeing them even from their basecamp on Deronda Drive—and smiled.


	“I count about twenty-three; a lot of ‘em armed, but a lot of them not. I mean, they’re just, like, gathered right out in the open.” He lowered the scopes. “There’s never going to be a better tim—”


	“Forget it,” said Leif from inside the cargo van, the windows of which were rolled down. “They’re outside the shield—meaning they’re not a real threat. Instead I want you to check on everyone in the column and make sure they’re ready to go; and then—” He grunted coarsely, gutturally, as though experiencing great pain. “Then I want you to find the highest hill and wait for the beasts—which are in hiding amongst the trees and houses, but should start appearing within the hour—and alert me when you see them.”


	Aleister looked at the open window and wrinkled his nose; resisted the urge to gag.


	Jesus, he thought. It was like someone—something—had died in there. Like vomit mixed with excrement mixed with brimstone.


	“The beasts, Leif? You mean, like, an approaching herd, or—”


	“Just do it,” came a voice like acid—like boiling blood. “Do it and keep me informed.”


	“Yes, yes, sir! I—I’m sorry. I just meant … I’ll alert you when I see them.”


	And then he was gone; gone down Deronda Drive and the winding column of vehicles—the occupants of which were growing impatient. Gone into the gold mists, which eddied and swirled like smoke. 


	 


	 


	He’d been here before—right in this very position. Right in this very state of mind. He’d been here a couple of times: once at the military installation in Montana—where Ank had saved him from actually doing it; and again outside Edmonton—where Ank had saved him once again. And yet this time was different, he knew. This time Ank wasn’t around or even close—for they’d surely reached the Garden of Oz by now—this time there’d be no last minute intervention to stop him. This time his aim would be fatal and true.


	He pressed the sidearm against his head.


	“We die as we lived. Together,” he said.


	And he started to squeeze … slowly, surely, knowing he only had one chance; knowing he could still screw this up—when there was a sound, a rumble. When the ground shook ever so slightly and he sensed something coming—something huge, something heavy.


	Something which appeared through the fog like a freight train and just as abruptly stopped—shook itself off; which communicated to him, bluntly: <Travis got the radio working—don’t ask me how. And Radio Free Montana is still on the air—it’s still broadcasting. But … but there’s something you need to hear. Something which could change—well, everything. Come on.>


	And then he lumbered back into the fog and Williams followed.


	 


	 


	“Okay, here it comes,” said Travis (as everyone gathered around the cab of the truck), and quickly turned it up. “It’s about to repeat.”


	They all listened:


	“… and may God be with us all.” There was an emergency tone which lasted about twelve seconds and then cut off abruptly. “This is Radio Free Montana and I’m Bella Ray, with an important message for our advance team and indeed anyone else who may even now be on their way to L.A.” She took a deep breath as well as what sounded like a gulp of water. “The message is as follows: on Friday May 09, at approximately 1500 hours Mountain Time, the encampment at Barley Hot Springs near Paradise, Montana was attacked; the result of which, save for those in the tunnels, was the death of everyone in the fortress—accomplished via an unknown weapon that burns living tissue but not material, not buildings …”


	They world seemed almost to spin as they all turned to look at each other.


	“… none of which is so important as what happened before the alien ships attacked, which was that the parameter was set on fire so that we should be trapped—not by any action on the aliens’ part but by plain old Homo sapiens sapiens, who could be seen on the tops of gasoline trucks and even fighting amongst themselves. All of which is to say that your enemy may not be who or what you expect; and to beware. And, also, that it is up to you—the forward personnel—to carry the fight; that you are our last, best hope, and that, as always, may God be with you. May God be with us all.” At which the emergency tone sounded and the message began again: “This is Radio Free Montana and I’m Bella Ray, with an important message for our advance team and …”


	And then Travis turned the radio off and they just stood there; there in the San Gabriel Cemetery in South Pasadena in May, in the swirling gloom, in Year Seven of the Flashback/Dinosaur Apocalypse. There by the grave of Williams’ beloved wife and so many other beloveds—lost in the cathedrals of their thoughts, silent.


	 


	 


	“What have you done, Lisa?”


	Nick was livid, unable to focus—literally unable to focus due to the pounding in his skull, the blurriness of his vision. He squinted as a green and white roadside sign passed: HOLLYWOOD BLVD—(SOMETHING) MILES before it was gone behind them and he could just hold his hammering head. “Don’t you understand, I have to get through to Sarpedon—to Pang In-Su. Everything depends on it.”


	“You need to rest first, get your energy back. Look, I’m trying to help you, Nick. I really am. But I’m not going to watch you destroy yourself in the process. We’ll try again when we get to the Gard—”


	“Pull over,” snapped Nick.


	“We’ll pull over when we get to the Garden. For now you just need to—”


	“I said pull over, I’m sick.” He reached across himself with his left hand and gripped the doorhandle.


	“Alright, alright—hold your spew,” She slowed and steered for the shoulder, for the edge of the Hollywood Freeway, even as Nick opened his door and just fell—stumbling, collapsing, rolling to a stop. As Lisa shrieked and Puck barked and they both came running—even though he was already on his feet, already extending his hand.


	Already looking through the eyes, which blinked and oozed.


	“I see a great, black, cold thing; a submarine, The Sarpedon, floating off the L.A. shoreline, floating off Venice Beach. I see Pang In-Su inside it—in the infirmary; in a coma—as though covered in a black sheet. And I see something else: a ghost, a spirit—a thin, pale man with a dark coat and a haunted face—and dear Lord, I think he’s me.”


	“Never mind that right now and just go to her, Nick,” urged Lisa—shooing Puck away, “Go to her and place your hand upon her; show her the people and the beasts and the entire herds. Show her where they are at and where they’re going, the roads and byways they are taking …”


	“Wait a minute—there’s something else now; something else in the room. Something ghostly, Legion, multi-eyed, like myself. Something that means the girl harm; means for her not to wake—”


	“Get out of there,” snapped Lisa abruptly—and started shaking him like a ragdoll. “Get out of there right now. Forget touching her; forget communicating with her. Just get out of there and wake—”


	“But I am touching her—I’m touching her right now. I am merging with her essence; communicating through her skin. More, I am trying to jar her—to jolt her—to stir her from her hibernation. But the Other is close, so close; he’s focusing on me even as I—”


	And then Lisa was pulling on him violently and pulling him down; causing them to get tangled up, making of them a heap in the middle of the road. Then they were scratched and bruised and sweaty and akimbo—not to mention being slathered by Puck—when, realizing the absurdity of it, they both began to laugh; to chuckle and hold their stomachs. Then they just looked at each other tiredly, exhaustedly, dirtily, until Lisa asked, still tittering, “I think you got her—I think you did it. So, are you done with this now? Are you finished?”


	But he just smiled and shook his head. “No, there’s one more thing.”


	He gazed north over the highway’s retainer wall and beyond the tall, skinny palms to the Hollywood sign, which glowed ghostly in the fog.


	“I gotta get up there.”


	 


	 


	“There, it just happened again,” said Puckett, and looked up from the binoculars. “Do you see it?” He passed the scopes to O’Neil. “Three o’clock.”


	O’Neil peered through the viewfinders, adjusted the focus. “I don’t see anything. Beyond the ships and all this damnable fog. Wait a minute.” He worked the adjusting ring. “You mean that? That blue glow when the sparks fall? Like—like they’re bouncing off something, some kind of dome?”


	“Yes, yes, exactly,” said Puckett. “But it’s only visible when the sparks hit—like in The War of the Worlds. Look, there it goes again.”


	“Then that’s our destination,” said O’Neil, and reached for his mic. “Reed, McIntyre, Berger—I want to see you in the mess right away. Also, Davidson and Navarro.” He turned to Puckett. “And I want—”


	But Puckett only looked past him at the hatch; at where Pang had emerged wearing a crewman’s parka and white as a ghost. Where she stood holding a scrap of paper which Puckett gently took from her and handed to the captain—and which he studied for several moments before speaking. “Chief, I want you to secure the pier and await further orders. I need to speak with the Mouse alone.”


	 


	 


	They watched, their faces bathed in the deep red glow of the ships, as the massive sparks fell and were incinerated against the dome. 


	∆It’s possible their armies have been stopped or are running late, and so they’ve decided to act—I do not know. All I know is that it must be now, before they can mount an all-out attack on the shield.∆ He indicated the spearhead-shaped obelisk. ∆We must encircle it and join hands—only in this way can we engender the type of exponential synergy that will be required. Hurry, before it is too late.∆


	The youths just looked at each other and then back at the obelisk.


	“Exponential synergy,” repeated Jesse, and frowned. “But what is it?”


	Oonin appeared to think about it. ∆Water lilies,∆ he said at length, and blinked. ∆Like the kind in this very garden. Say that lilies could grow in a day and that when I arrived here I saw that what you call the bird bath had in it a single water lily; one I decided to monitor to see if it would reproduce asexually—which it did, and rapidly, so that the next day there were two, and the day after that four, and the day after that eight—meaning each lily was reproducing at least once per day and soon the bath was choked with them. So it is with the Sphaera Mobis and those in close proximity to it; that each double is doubled and each quad—∆


	But then the great sound came just as it had come before, like the sound of a tuba at its lowest note, the sound of a black hole if not for the vacuum of space, and Oonin held out his clawed hands.


	∆It is time, oh children of Zemlja and of Dharatee, and of the Flashback itself. Time to undo that which should never have been and bid begone its changes and travails; to slip the bonds of this war-torn earth and meet by chance at the Banquet of the Gods.∆


	And once more they just looked at each other: Quint at Miles and Jesse at Quint—for she realized in that moment that she didn’t just love him but was in fact in love with him; with his pluck and his courage, his fucking attributes. And also, that no matter what happened with the ships or the hordes or the defenders or the Sphaera Mobis, she’d never look upon him—or this better version of herself: this truer, braver, relentlessly unwavering self; this fierce and fiery phoenix, which had come only after the Flashback—again.


	 


	 


	You could hear Jamie’s watch ticking; that’s how quiet it was, as everyone sat in their chairs and peered out the windows, peered into the fog. As Gargantua sat in the middle of Rodgerton Drive—behind and just northeast of the Garden—with her lights out and engine off. As Lazaro manned the .50 cal—at last—and Nigel loaded his sidearm and Jamie, Eagleton and Black Mr. Fantastic brooded.


	“‘And so, as kinsmen met a night,’” said Eagleton softly, “‘We talked between the rooms. Until the moss had reached our lips,’” He breathed in slowly, haltingly, “… and covered up our names.’”


	Jamie just looked at him. “I don’t recognize it. Is it from a—”


	Eagleton shook his head. “No-no. Emily Dickinson. I Died for Beauty. 1862.”


	Jamie nodded soberly, thoughtfully, then gazed into the fog.


	“I’ve got one,” he said at last, and pushed back in his seat. “It’s from Gravity’s Rainbow, by Thomas Pynchon. It goes, ‘It’s been a prevalent notion. Fallen sparks. Fragments of vessels broken at the Creation. And someday, somehow, before the end, a gathering back to home.’” He looked out his side window. “‘A messenger from the Kingdom, arriving at the last moment. But I tell you there is no such message, no such home, only the millions of last moments, nothing more. Our history is an aggregate of last moments.’” He swivelled to look at him.


	“Is that what you’re afraid of? That none of this will make any difference?”


	Jamie just shrugged.


	“And yet it may, Jamie. We may just find, before the end, that it may.”


	 


	 


	O’Neil brooded, looking at the Santa Monica pier but not looking at it; hearing the seabirds cry but not listening. Rubbing the note between his fingers.


	Bakersfield, Barstow, Escondido …


	He thought of Robert Oppenheimer and the Bhagavad-Gita— he supposed it would have been impossible not to—tried to recall how it went:


	 


	If the radiance of a thousand suns


	Were to burst at once into the sky


	That would be like the splendour of the Mighty One …


	 


	He looked at the cold, dark water and wondered: How many people in those cities? How many souls? And what if he acted and the Flashback was not in fact reversed—as the dreams suggested it could be?


	But he knew the answer. Knew the dreadful, cold equation and terrible arithmetic of it—the awesome responsibility; the damnation if he were wrong. Enough that he crumpled the note in his fist out of sheer frustration, sheer anger.


	 


	I am become Death,


	The destroyer of worlds.


	 


	And then he put it on the gunwale, in the middle of a spiral he’d etched on the morning of the vision, where it wobbled, and went below.


	 


	 


	Sammy frowned as he inspected the lines: It wasn’t going to be enough. Not if they’d marshalled the kinds of forces Galaren had predicted, and certainly not if they were equipped with automatic weapons (as opposed to the mounted knights’ lances and polearms, which were canted like punji sticks all along the perimeter). No, the best they were going to be able to do was to slow them down—give the Architect and the kids time. The best they were going to be able to do was to pave the way back from the Flashback with their lives—even if none would ever thank them for it or even know what they accomplished.


	Not even ourselves, thought Sammy, and squinted along his rifle.


	And something zipped past him: something which split the air with a little whoosh, fhwipped like a dart from a blowgun. A thing which smote the leaves behind him and seemed to hit wood; to burrow deep. A thing, Sammy realized, which had acted a lot like a bullet.


	He gripped the rifle and listened.


	Nothing. Just the sound of armor clinking and the rattling of weapons—of horses snorting and sparks sizzling against the shield. Of the knight next to him lowering his faceplate and drawing his sword—and of his own heart beating.


	“Easy, easy. Hold your position.”


	And the man did; held his position, that is. Even after the sound came again—right between them this time; right beside their faces—and Sammy knew: Someone was shooting at them. Just firing blindly with a silenced weapon—poking the hornet’s nest—even as the knight next to him screamed and was snatched clean from his horse—just lifted into the fog, vanished without a trace. As he caught a fleeting glimpse of a great, leathery wing and a spaded tail before the crunching noises started and the man fell like a stone; like a car crushed at the junkyard. As the horses went crazy and the ground shook and the enemy came—hundreds upon hundreds of them—screaming like Comanches, brandishing their weapons. As a cloud of dinosaurs appeared out of the mists like a tidal wave, like the sandworms of Arrakis, and thundered toward their lines.


	 


	 


	∆Yes, I hear it too, but we mustn’t faulter, mustn’t allow the Mobis to lose critical capacity, to, to—∆ But its green fire was dying even as he spoke; as they held hands around the obelisk and focused on it to the exclusion of all else—or tried to; as Oonin finally released them and simply hung his head.


	∆Alas, it is no use … without the added energies of the men and women in the hills, we are, how do you say it, ‘dead in the water’ … and will never reach the level of power needed to reverse the Flashback.∆ He listened to the sounds of battle outside the maze. ∆I am so very sorry. I truly thought it was possible and that—∆


	“Whoa, whoa, whoa—now wait just a hot damn millisecond,” interrupted Quint, appearing red in the face. “You mean to tell me that that’s it? That we came something like a thousand fucking miles —on bicycles—just so you could roll over and play dead? Is that what time it is?”


	∆I am sorry, Quint. I truly am. But without the proximity of the others—or at least some way to focus them in on this location, and all at once—then the battle would appear to be lost before it’s even—∆


	“No. No, that’s bullshit. Give me your—your claw, or whatever.” Quint held out his hand. “Just take it, Oonin. Jesse, Miles, you too.”


	And they did so, slowly, reluctantly.


	And then they tried again—once more, with feeling. Then they focused their minds on the Sphaera Mobis even as the great ships prepared to rain hell and their new friends fought and died outside.


	 


	 


	The first thing Nick saw as they smashed through the gates of the Mount Lee Communications Facility (and the Compies scattered) were the missiles; just blasting up through the mists like shooting stars, only in reverse, just rocketing through the southwestern sky (toward Bakersfield and Barstow and Escondido) like fireworks—like spears.


	“And they’re on their way,” he said—and exhaled. He pointed through the windshield. “We can park over there. Right above the letters.”


	Lisa steered for the edge and brought them to halt—ratcheted the brake.


	“Can you walk?”


	“I think so,” He threw open his door. “With a little help. But we’ve got to hurry …”


	And then they were out, out and shuffling down the dusty slope (even as Lisa steadied Nick and Puck nipped at their heels), all the way to the Hollywood sign where they stopped to rest between an ‘O’ and the ‘D.’


	“Okay, okay. This’ll work right here.” He leaned against the sign and gazed out over the hills; over Hollywoodland and Beachwood. “But I’m going to need absolute quiet; and for you to keep Puck away. Because we’re only going to get one shot at this. Can you do that?”


	“But you haven’t even told me what this is about, or what it is you’re—”


	“Look, all I know is that the array is failing and that we need to find some way for everyone to focus on it—and at the same time. That we need to create a convergence, of sorts, a singularity—don’t ask me how I know that, I just do. And that I think I can rely on the eyes in my hand to do it—which is to say, if we can use them as a sort of unifying lens, a prism, we should be able to concentrate everyone’s energy to a fine point. But there’s no time to—”
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