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	Author’s Note


	 


	 


	These are stories of the Flashback, the time-storm that vanished most the world’s population and returned the world to primordia, and thus are all connected. They are not, however, told in a linear fashion, 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


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 









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.


	 


	 


	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.


	 


	 


	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 ...


	 


	 


	“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.


	 


	 


	“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.


	 


	 


	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.


	 


	 


	“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.


	 


	 


	“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.


	 


	 


	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.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	To be continued in:


	 


	For a Devil Has Fallen from the Sky


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 




 


	

	 


	OTHER TALES FROM THE FLASHBACK


	 


	

	 




THE DEVIL’S TRIANGLE (2021)


	

	 


	Because our days were so exhausting, I was usually out the instant I hit the pillow, entering a deep and perfect sleep the dreams of which I could not recall; on other days, the work continued—the only difference being that in the dreams I flew over the island like a hawk (rather than search it house by house, or, just as often, beach café by tiki bar); and was able to spot a bread crumb even while soaring high enough to see most of Alice Town (though not so far as Bailey Town). And always, always, I returned to the Bimini Big Game Resort and Marina, with its ruined, capsized boats and broken, shattered docks (now undulating against the seawall); its multiple floors and long, red roof—which, only weeks before, had been the only thing standing between Búi and I (and Amanda, too) and the tsunami. Nor did I merely revisit it in my dreams, for it was where I started and ended each day’s search regardless of how much of the island we’d cleared (we’d reached Resorts World Bimini—the approximate halfway point between Alice Town and Bailey Town). It was where I was at, looking at Búi’s many half-filled water glasses, when I heard Amanda’s voice crackle suddenly, startlingly, over the walkie: “Sebastian, I’m a few houses past Resorts World—on the state-side of the key. And, ah, you’re going to want to see this.” She quickly added: “It’s not a body, nothing like that. It’s nothing to do with Búi. Just—get over here.”


	I stared out across what was left of the marina; at the crystal clear water and the reddening sky—in which a solitary pterodactyl whirled—and the golden clouds, like heaps of fleece pillows. Her tone of voice had given me pause. “Sure. I—I was re-checking the Big Game. The Bar and Grill. I’ll … I’ll head up right now.”


	And I went, hurrying to where the Jeep was parked in front of the Sue and Joy General Store and laying the flare gun on its passenger seat—before turning the ignition and heading up Bimini Bay Way, staring between houses as I drove and peering into their tall windows (although for what I wasn’t sure; we’d already checked them for Búi and their original owners had long since vanished in the Flashback). It was easy to do; driving so carelessly—there weren’t any other drivers or pedestrians to think about; only the Compies scattering before you like flightless gulls or the occasional newspaper or plastic bag. That’s how it had been since the Event; and, as a consequence, you tended to get to where you were going quickly and effortlessly, before the melancholy of the place could really sink in (it was the seeing of it all at once that did it; the sheer totality of all that emptiness blurring past), something I was immensely grateful for as I turned left on Queen’s Street and jounced onto the beach—and saw Amanda’s Prius parked next to the overturned truck and custom boat trailer; next to which lay, well, whatever it was. Because it looked like a kind of miniature submarine, only shaped and painted like a shark, replete with rows of sharp teeth. It even had a dorsal fin.


	“What the hell is it?” I asked, getting out, then hurried to help her as she shouldered her rifle and gripped the thing by a fin.


	“Seriously?” she asked. The sand loosened and slid from its hull as we pulled the object upright. “It’s a Seabreacher.” She stood back and dusted her hands. “Sort of a jet ski, only enclosed. It—people use it to dive under the water … then breach the surface, like a dolphin.”


	I stood and looked at it—at the Seabreacher. “Okay. Great. And this helps us—”


	“Don’t be obtuse.” She moved forward and tried the hatch handle, which turned—then opened the cockpit, slowly. “Seats two. Might even be able to slip in a third. Knew a guy before the Flashback, said he could pilot his all the way to Miami. That’s what I meant by, ‘Don’t be obtuse.’ It means we’re not stuck here.”


	I must have looked—unenthused.


	“That’s a good thing,” she said. “In case you were wondering.”


	“A good thing,” I said, and looked back the way I’d come.


	“Yes, a good thing.”


	I focused on the small church further back along the beach—Gateway Outreach Ministry—which we’d already checked. Except for the sacristy, which had been locked (this had been before we found the rifle). Wasn’t it at least possible she’d taken refuge inside it?


	“Sebastian …”


	The answer, of course, was no. She’d have responded when we called out (and we’d called out a lot). But what if she were sick, or wounded— unconscious, even? What if she’d been unable to hear us, or to respond even if she did? What if she’d been too debilitated to reach the door? Was it really magical thinking to suppose—


	Amanda exhaled, defeated. “Sebastian … what can I do?”


	I turned to look at her as she shrunk down in the sand, looking more tired than any twentysomething had a right to—more haggard, her eyes vacant and puffy, her cheeks sallow. “I mean, how long do you think they’ll last? One small, overgrown grocery store … and a mini food-mart? (by ‘overgrown’ she’d meant the ubiquitous moss and vine—presumably prehistoric—which had come, along with the Compies and the pterodactyls, immediately after the Flashback) Six months? Couple of years—if we’re lucky?”


	I scanned the nearby homes. “Longer than that. Plus there’s the bars and restaurants—not to mention all the houses.” I looked at the darkening horizon. “It’ll be light for a while. We should keep searching.”


	I felt her eyes follow me as I walked toward the Jeep.


	“Sometimes I don’t know what you want from me,” she said.


	I paused before climbing in. “I want you to help me find my wife,” I said.


	After which, realizing how cruel that had been, how unfair (for she’d been helping me tirelessly), I added, “You should get some rest. It’s—it’s going to be dark. I’ll push on from here; okay? Don’t wait up.”


	And I put the Jeep in gear.


	 


	 


	The first thing I noticed when I got home to the duplex—it must have been around midnight—was that Amanda’s unit was dark while mine was illuminated; something quickly explained when I swung open the door and saw the burning candles, not to mention the tinfoil-covered plate and half bottle of wine; or, for that matter, the greeting card-sized envelope—from which I withdrew a letter that read, simply, Happy 50th, S.B. We’ll find her.


	I guess I must have smiled.


	“S.B.” —Sebastian Adams. She had a memory like a steel trap.


	I lifted the tinfoil and peeked at the dish—a fusilli pasta topped with white marinara sauce—but wasn’t any hungrier than the last time she’d cooked; and merely re-covered it. I looked around the table. That wine, though.


	I snatched it up and fetched a glass (funny she hadn’t left me one) and then went out onto the deck—startling a Compy in the process, which leapt from the round table next to my chair and strutted—its little head bobbing, its tail jouncing—across the planks; into the cycad bushes.


	“Boo,” I said.


	Then I settled in: propping my feet on the stool and looking out at the Atlantic, purposefully ignoring the little framed picture of Búi; disregarding the spilled peanuts and disturbed water glasses, some of which had been knocked over and some of which remained standing, but all of which contained or had contained small amounts of water, because now I was doing it (wasn’t it funny, how couples could rub off on each other?). 


	 “Tomorrow we’ll do Resorts World,” I said, still not looking at the picture. “If that’s okay with you. I mean, it’s like I’ve always said: You’re the boss. No, no, that’s how I want it. You should know that by now.”


	I took a drink straight from the bottle, which Amanda had left open, and exhaled. Then I tipped it again and drained the entire contents. “Well, honey, you wanted purple yams, remember? But it looks like your dinky dau sense of direction finally got the best of you. So you lost your way and mistook north for south; and now you’re probably on the other side of Bailey Town—alone, confused, and terrified, I’m sure.” 


	I looked at the sky—just a vast, black pit, mostly, like the ocean—but didn’t see any lights, nor the prism-like jewels that had hung there since the Flashback—the time-storm; whatever—I suppose because of the clouds.


	“Or … have you disappeared to somewhere else; like everyone else on this island? Another time, another place, another epoch ...” I lolled my head against the backrest, woozily. “What the hell is this Flashback, anyway? I’ll tell you what I think; I’m afraid Time itself has somehow been changed so that half the planet never existed. I’m afraid the first wave took the others and the second wave brought the dinosaurs and a third wave, well, a third wave took you. Because, honey, I’ve searched … and searched … and you just don’t seem to be here. Not fucking anywhere.”


	A moment came and went; a moment in which I might have shattered, a moment in which I was capable of anything. But, as I said: It came … and it went.


	And then I did look at her picture; at her round, youthful face (although we were both precisely the same age), and her large, straight teeth. At the big brown eyes I’d often joked would eventually outgrow their sockets (to just dangle from their stalks, I’d said), and her ability to smile for the camera even after a terrifying ride in Miami (with a drunken boat captain) had almost ended our vacation—and our lives. At the girl from Bình Du’o’ng Province, South Vietnam, whom I’d married 7 years prior and experienced the initial Flashback with—as well as the meteor-caused tsunami which had happened immediately after—but who had then vanished without a trace on a trip to get purple yams. And chia seeds.


	I laughed a little at that in the warm, bitter darkness, wondering if she’d ever found them.


	“I bet you did,” I said, my faculties beginning to fade, the wine beginning to kick my ass, before reaching out and laying the picture face-down on the table. 


	And then I slept, and eventually dreamed; of the island as seen from the heavens and of floating through a kind of limbo, a kind of purgatory. Of passing over Alice Town and Bailey Town and on to the open sea, which was infinite. Of being joined by another so close that our wings brushed, and flying—not like Icarus, not like Daedalus—but purposefully, fearlessly, without regret, into the ancient, seething, fire-pit cauldron of the sun.


	 


	 


	Of what went through my mind when I saw the turkey-sized predators congregating at the end of the jetty (or rather the start, for we were heading back toward shore from the ferry terminal), I have no memory; other than to say I’d felt suddenly good, suddenly content, while striding along beside Amanda over the lapping surf (and laughing at some joke), and that, when I saw the predators, all of that just went away, just drained from the world, like the sun going behind a cloud.


	Because it had been a good day; the first since Búi had disappeared. Nor could I put my finger on why, exactly: maybe it was simply because the weather had been so agreeable; or because the company had been so good. Maybe it was because we’d cleared an entire block of houses as well as the ferry by late afternoon and I’d been reminded of just how many places—safe places—she could still be. Or maybe it was because I’d forgotten, however briefly, that the world was a necropolis: a windswept graveyard, and that we—Amanda and I—were likely the last living souls.


	Until we were coming back along the jetty from the ferry, that is. Until the slim, lithe predators with their long, dark tails and blue-gray coastal-patterns; their white, unblinking eyes, their little, undulating mohawks comprised of blood-red feathers, saw us.


	“Are those—what did you call them? Comp—compsognathuses?” asked Amanda. “They don’t look the same, for some reason.”


	I peered at the animals—just animals—through the shimmering heat: the three of them having become four, the four of them about to become five (as yet another emerged from behind an abandoned SUV) … no, six.


	“No,” I said, absently. “I don’t think so. They’re too big.”


	I watched as the things seemed to focus on us, one of them shaking off while another used a foreclaw to scratch itself behind the ear. “Plus, they’ve got longer arms. And those toe claws; they’re extendable—you can see it from here. More like a deinonychus (I had a dinosaur encyclopedia back at the duplex), or a—”
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