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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




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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	To burn, and burn brightly.


	To burn, and to be burned.


	 


	 


	“Leif? Yo, dude. Wake up. You’ve spilled your drink.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	“But still no radio contact?”


	He shook his head.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	And then they left; the trinity that had brought the Change, the Awakening. The father and his two converts—both of them sinners; both of them killers. The father and his two proudest sons.


	 


	 


	Nick moved to speak but hesitated—it wasn’t every day you met one of the Architects of the Flashback—then raised his right hand slowly. “These eyes tell me you are Oonin, the, ah, Keeper of the Clock—and weaver of our collective vision.” He stared at the being: at its horizontally slit eyes and tapered, reptilian head; its devilish nubs, its pale, squamous skin. “Would this in fact be you?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	But Oonin remained knelt, passive, his eyes firmly closed. And when at last he spoke he said only: ∆Three youths and a talisman changed my mind, Nick of Zemlja; of Dharatee, and of Earth. A talisman forged to observe but which will now be turned toward war.∆ And then he added: ∆If they make it, Nick. If they make it.∆


	 


	 


	They had a problem: a big one, and not just because both US Highway 101 and State Highway 92 were hopelessly jammed; but because the San Mateo Bridge (their only alternative route) was broken in two—just cleaved down its middle like a log (a casualty of the early Flashback, no doubt, in which meteor strikes and earthquakes had been common), just festering like a wound beneath the roiling night sky and the Flashback Borealis—which was reddish-orange tonight, tempestuous, angry.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	And they waited for it—staying sharp.


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


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


	Everyone listened.


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


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


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


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


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


	 


	  


	“The glass statue of Michael has been shattered,” said Kent. “Destroyed by gunfire in the fighting. I—I thought you should know.”


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


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


	Two, one …


	A bell dinged and the doors opened.


	Leif looked at Kent. “Be on guard.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


	Leif paused, listening.


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


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


	Blood for blood. You know it’s true.


	And he approached the prisoners.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	Leif looked at all the broken glass.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


	And they all went.


	 


	 


	He was in that fugue state Rod Serling had called the Twilight Zone, that liminal space between sleep and wakefulness—just as northern Idaho was in the liminal space between night and day—when he first sensed it; someone or something rifling through their camp, sorting through their things, someone or something close by. Nor did he know with any certainty where they were at; only that he and Ank and Luna and Travis, the Marine, had stopped to rest somewhere near the Idaho/Montana border around 2 am, according to the moon, and must have fallen asleep shortly thereafter; which meant that whoever or whatever was in their midst had had hours, not minutes, to scope them out and pilfer them—which roused him at last even as someone vanished into the trees with their arms laden with supplies and their black hair flying.


	“Hey!” he shouted—and to the others: “Someone’s in the wire! And they’ve got our bloody supplies!”


	And then Will was up—up and reaching for his gun—even as Ank stood and shook himself and Travis sprung to his feet and Luna tossed and turned. Then they were pursuing the thief through the trees like banshees—like hounds on a scent—Ank thundering along behind them; until a gunshot echoed and something shot past: something which split the air itself, split reality—split sound, and everyone hit the dirt.


	“Hold!” belted Will, even as he hid behind the dirt-caked root structure of a fallen pine tree. “They’ve taken a position and are going to try to pick us off—just hold tight, and use your sights.” He peered through the scope of his rifle. “Right there, I think. Behind those basalt columns. Do you see it? See the footprints?”


	“I got nothing,” shouted Travis, “I’m too hedged in. It’s gotta be you.”


	“Damn …” Williams sighted the edge of the rocks, where he thought he saw a fall of black hair—it was difficult to tell in the early-morning twilight. “Now listen up; all we want is our supplies back, do you understand? There needs be no quarrel between us. We’ll even share, to the extent that we can. But first you’re going to have to—”


	Crack! Ka-crack!


	He ducked as the bullets hit the stump and caused wood to explode outward. Jesus!


	Whoever it was, they knew how to shoot—could shoot, in fact, as though they’d been trained by the best. He peered through the scope and waited.


	And then it came: then the person leaned out to take a shot and Will fired—instantaneously, instinctually—hitting them in the neck, in the carotid artery, causing blood to spurt and spray. Then they were falling and dropping their rifle and Will and Travis were rushing up—rushing their attacker—kicking the person’s gun out of the way, rolling them over. Rolling them over to reveal a filthy but beautiful Asian woman that Will instantly recognized as his wife.


	 


	 


	And then it was done and Leif was alone, on the sky patio, with his Pesquet’s parrots and a potted apple tree, having watched Hooper make his diagnosis—bacterial pneumonia, probably—and sent him (along with Aleister and a security detail) to fetch the antibiotics (for they still had not heard from Race). Then he was watching as the sun crept over the horizon and the shadow of the apple tree lengthened across the tiles—lazily, languorously. As he looked out over the necropolis and finally back to the shadow —he wasn’t sure why—and realized it had become misshapen, malformed. That it had now taken the form of a man—however hulking, however distorted. And that the tree itself seemed to burn with a ghostly blaze.


	Do not trust him, came the voice—like the scraping of cinders, the rustle of dry leaves. Hooper, that is—the Marked. Trust no one;


	not even your closest advisors. Especially your closest advisors.


	Leif looked at the shadow and back at the tree—suspiciously, skeptically. “If you would have me believe you exist—and are not just some ghost of my imagination—why don’t you show yourself? Who are you?”


	There was a sound like bubbles in water only thicker, oilier, mucosal. To everything its season, my sweet, sweet child. What you see is the form you were ready for; and that I am ready to reveal. As for who I am, I have gone by many names: Abaddon and Belphegor, Paimon, Pazuzu—but in this realm I am usually known as Szambelan, Patron of the Architects and Walkers of the Skies. The Prince of Eyes.


	“Abaddon … Pazuzu …” Leif fingered his crucifix. “A demon, then ...” He stood straight and crossed himself. “But I am Born Agai—”


	You are nothing, hissed Szambelan—even as the crucifix flew from his neck, glinting. You are a child who murdered his mentor and then took his place and would even now kill again if he thought his power was in any sort of danger—so let’s just vomit it out and have done with it!


	“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still wat—”


	Do you really think that He could be so forgiving and so mild; so compassionate, so humane? The Son of the God who drowned the world and bested the Nazis by about 190 million dead? The Son of the God who created flesh knowing its very existence was contingent on suffering? No; your mistake is in assuming you were ever redeemable—even before you murdered Calvin and burned him alive on the White House lawn. Your mistake is in fearing for your soul when the only thing I’m interested in is what you can do for me, what only Calvin’s killer can, for that was an act of nihilism which pleased us, and which brought you to our attention. Yea, we thought, here is a rising star! I care not about your soul. I care that you restart the Burn and destroy them, the humans, who deserve to be destroyed. I care that you go to Montana and encircle their encampment and cut them off, so that we can kill them from the skies. And that you then go to L.A. and do the same—for a traitor among the Architects is trying to reverse the Flashback, and that must not be allowed to happen, ever. Do these things for me and I shall restore your daughter’s health. Fail me and she shall surely die.


	And then Leif looked down and realized he’d taken one of the parrots from the cage and had been preparing to wring its neck; to offer it up to Szambelan. Then he realized the full extent to which he had been influenced—hypnotized—and still he could not resist, could not decline, but only mumbled, “But how will I do it? I am just a youth, just a teen. I haven’t that kind of power.”


	I will give you the power. Power even to control the winds, make a storm of hail  … The power to do as I ask and save your daughter. Nor will you be alone, for our forces are gathering even as we speak; gathering in legions and columns and herds of beasts; gathering like a storm, the likes of which the world has never seen.


	At which Leif found himself gazing west at the tempestuous clouds—even as a white, hairy arm settled on his shoulders—feeling as though he’d been reborn (yet again); feeling as though he might soar—when the baby cried from inside the Presidential Suite and Marigold called out to him, anxiously, urgently, breaking the bond between them like a vase. Severing the cord between them like a knife.


	“Refuse,” he said, shaken, and exhaled. “I refuse your offer.”


	And when he looked again the shadow on the tiles was that of a tree, not a monster, and the darkening sky was flickering and electric. After which he put the black and red parrot back into its confines and went in—but not before the hail started falling like stones on the tiles and on the tables, on the umbrellas and chairs, and on the metal roof of the birdcage, which rattled and chimed.


	 


	 


	The fact was, she wasn’t going to make it—Williams knew it, and she knew it. Everyone knew it; even though the bullet had exited and they’d stopped the bleeding via some bandages from the First Aid kit (carried on Ank’s mighty, armored back). No; now was the time for comforting and for grace—not healing; for saying hello but also goodbye; for holding on and letting go. And this of course was precisely what they did, all four of them (even as Ank brooded over their shoulders like a cloud); there amongst the pines near the Idaho/Montana border, in a hardscrabble clearing, beneath a gray and roiling sky, on a day which, in any other time and place, and before the Flashback, would have been Wednesday.


	And then the wind blew and the trees rustled and she was gone, just gone, even as Williams looked up with tears in his eyes and saw three great ships, like massive spearheads, moving through the clouds, through the buttermilk and brume. As he studied their contours and a great shadow fell and he knew not only where they were going but what they would do when they arrived—for they were moving, every single one of them, toward Montana.


	They were moving—every single one of them—toward Barley. 


	 


	 


	It had all gone to hell, and quickly.


	Firstly, it had been almost three days now since they’d started the antibiotics, and virtually nothing had changed—if anything, she was worse; meaning it had been viral all along, not bacterial. More than that, Aleister was now reporting troubling signs of unrest amongst the broader populace; all the Children of the Burn who could no longer burn—all those formerly feral youth who, at Kent and Severinsen’s urging, had been yoked to Christianity and thus tamed, subjugated, emasculated. And to that the fact that Marigold was slowly going insane, and you had a firestorm that had driven Leif further into himself and further out onto the patio; isolated, alone. Enough that he had something of an epiphany while staring at the birdcage, the door of which he’d forgotten to close—which was that, despite it being open, the birds had not flown out. They had not escaped. And the reason for this was abundantly obvious; they thought they were shackled even when they were clearly free. 


	He took a drink and looked at his wrists by the orange light of the firepit: nor was he shackled, nor fettered in any way. Nor was he bound.


	He listened as Fiona cried and Marigold grunted her hurt and frustration.


	Szambelan, he thought, draining his glass completely, Why have you forsaken me?


	But then Szambelan was there, in the flesh and fur. Then he was standing by the birdcage and staring back—all 7 to 8 feet of him. Staring with his multitude of eyes and his white-furred ram’s head; his spiked, deformed shoulders—which also had eyes; his sinewy arms. Rise and kneel before me, Leif of the Burn and the Blaze, and of the Inferno. Kneel before your savior and your god.


	And he did, stumblingly, drunkenly, collapsing at the demon’s feet, rising to his knees even as Szambelan placed a clawed hand on his head and reality itself seemed to melt and become warped, to bleed at the edges, to shimmer and undulate, like a mirage. At which Szambelan vanished into green smoke and he was suddenly alone, suddenly sober, even as the darkling parrots fluttered free of their cage—which had itself melted and become warped—and promptly took wing, promptly disappeared. Even as Fiona fell silent and so did her mother and she appeared shortly after with the baby in her arms—just rocking it gently, her face round and glowing. As Severinsen appeared behind her and crossed himself.


	At which Leif only stood, feeling like a new man, feeling completely invigorated, and said, “Indeed, now we will have our celebration—our observance of Burn’s End. Tell Kent to make it happen. But first,” His tone became cold, serpentine. “Bring me Hooper.”


	 


	 


	When Nick was finally up and about—after no less than three days in and out of sleep—the first thing he did was to corral Lisa in the RV’s cramped kitchenette and tell her that they had to go, now, just disconnect the truck and leave, and get to Los Angeles —which didn’t go over so well, especially considering she hadn’t even had her first cup of coffee.


	“Are you fucking insane? Seriously? Wake up on the crazy side of the bed today, much?”


	“Listen, I know it sounds—well, yeah, insane—but I’m telling you; you don’t know what I’ve seen, what I’ve experienced. What I know now. We have to go, and we have to go right now, do you understand?”


	She tore away from him and burst out the door, began walking down the beach.


	“Lisa—Lisa!”


	He caught up to her and turned her around even as the wind surged all around them in a gale. “Okay: okay, okay, so—I’m crazy, fine. Whatever you like,” He held up his freshly-bandaged hand. “But this isn’t crazy, Lisa. This is as real as you or me, or, or Puck. And I’m telling you right now … we have a chance to fix this, this thing. This Flashback.” He gestured expansively, “This whole fucking thing; this apocalypse, this Big Empty. We go to California—and if we succeed—well, guess what? It all goes away; every last stinking bit of it: the dinosaurs, the lawlessness, the lack of medical care—the hopelessness—all gone, just wiped clean. Just erased from the sands of time, like the untold billions lost in the Flashback, who, by the way, will all be alive again, just as alive as you or me.” He stepped closer and gripped her shoulders, firmly, gently. “We’ll be alive again, and not just surviving, not just—what? What is it?”


	And she backed away from him: dizzily, it seemed, horrified.


	“I take it you haven’t exactly thought this all the way through,” she said, still seeming to reel, then gathered herself. “Okay; so just say it was possible—I mean, it isn’t, but just say it was—say the time-storm was reversible … well, what would happen to us? I mean, us now, right here, talking on this beautiful beach … where would we go?”


	He thought about it, the wind buffeting his hair. “We’d … we’d cease to exist, I suppose. Just sort of fade away to nothing.” He brightened as though he’d just thought of something. “But we’d rematerialize in the past; before the Flashback ever even happened, before …” He trailed off as though lost in thought.


	“It’s still a kind of death, Nick. A kind of total annihilation.” She plopped down and looked out at the sea. “Would you really wish that on anyone? On a child born after the Flashback, say? My God, Nick, it’s been seven years. Doesn’t that child deserve some kind of shot at life, too?”


	He looked down at her soberingly, then sat down next to her in the sand.


	“Well, what about all the seven-year-olds lost in the Flashback? Or, for that matter, all those born just before? Or still in the womb?” He put his arm around her and gazed out over the ocean. “That’s what happens when someone,” He glanced at the lights in the sky, “something, decides to play God. Others have to play God, too.”


	And then neither of them said anything more but just looked at the sea and the lightening clouds—at the sun which was starting to come out—at the pterodactyls swooping and diving for fish.


	 


	 


	Father Severinsen tapped the mic, cleared his throat.


	“And so, my children, my, ah, my former children of the dark,” he said. “Here we are: gathered on the Fountain Plaza as we did in the days of old … gathered in the name of the Father, the Son and of the Holy Ghost, and in peace. Let’s start by giving ourselves a round of applause, shall we? For having come so far and in so little time; and for having the courage of our convictions to pick ourselves up from where we once stood so sinful and proud and begin anew, begin like lambs! And for commemorating, at last, Burn’s End. The day we finally ended the Burn and all the destruction it had caused and accepted Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior.”


	At which everyone whistled and applauded—it would have been rude not to—but the truth of it was it was spiritless and subdued compared to gatherings of the past.


	“Now I know who you really want to hear from; I know, I know, and I promise you I will give him the floor momentarily, so fear not. But first, first—in honor of and gratitude for the child Fiona’s miraculous recovery—I’d like to lead us all in a final prayer; so that it may not be said that we were in any way indifferent to His Grace.” He looked out over the crowd. “Are you ready? Let us begin. My dear Lord Jesus, I come to you now to be restored in you, renewed in you, and to receive from you …”


	But Leif wasn’t listening, having found himself drawn to the waterfall mirror nearby even as the lights changed from green to blue and he saw in it—somehow—the encampment in Montana; a camp which was being presided over by three great ships even as its people tried to escape and a ring of flames ignited around its perimeter set by Hooper himself—who watched from atop a fuel truck as the inhabitants huddled in clusters and the ships loosed their fire, loosed death. Who watched indifferently as they were burned alive and curled in upon themselves and turned to smoke and ash—until he himself was set upon by the youths who were with him and beaten and stabbed until he fell dead upon the ground.


	“I honor you as my Sovereign, and I surrender every aspect and dimension of my life totally and completely to you. I give to you my spirit, soul, and body, my heart, mind, and will. I cover myself with your blood …”


	Leif looked on as the water rolled down the mirror and the lights changed from blue to yellow; saw Hooper’s men in the guest ward even as the doors were kicked in and open barrels rolled in, put to the match. As they struggled and danced and finally succumbed—writhing like snakes, melting like paste. As a darkling parrot looked on and twitched and blinked its firelit eyes.


	“Heavenly Father, thank you for loving me and choosing me before you made the world. For you are indeed my one true Father—my creator, redeemer and sustainer, and the true end of all things, including my life. I love you, I trust you, and I worship you. I give myself over to you fully …”


	As Kent went into a trance while watching from the sky patio and began climbing over the rail—even as another red and black parrot presided—and finally leapt from the top of the tower like a dove, like a blind hatchling, tumbling and cartwheeling his arms as he fell, smashing into the pavement like a cantaloupe full of gore.


	“I renounce all other gods, every idol, and I give to you the place in my heart and in my life that you truly deserve. This is all about you, God, and not about me; you are the Hero of this story, and I belong to you. I ask your forgiveness for my every—”


	And then Severinsen was choking and gagging and coughing up blood even as Leif jerked the shard and viciously rent his bowels; as he pulled him against himself in order to seat the glass deeper and the man gasped and died and fell sprawling at his feet.


	As a silence settled upon the Plaza like a shroud and Leif at last approached the mic.


	“And then there were no more to resist us; none to sway us from our path, no one to make of us lambs for the slaughter; and lo, we did what we will. For we have a new, dangerous enemy in the west—one we must burn as we burn everything; one we must devour like wolves in the night.” He paused and gazed out at the crowd. “And it will be, it will be, for we have a bold new patron to support us …” He looked at the bodies of Kent and Father Severinsen. “—for which these two corpses shall be an offering.”


	And then he raised his arms high and wide, still gripping the shard, and shouted, “Blood and souls for the Burning! Blood and souls for Szambelan!”


	And everyone cried at once: “SALUD!” —even as the lights turned red and he looked into the watery mirror; and thought he saw, for the briefest of moments, a bent, winged, ill-formed thing—a broken, pitiful thing, really—which stood in the place of himself. 


	 


	 


	Miles knew only one thing as they looked on from the Hollywood Freeway in Hollywood Dell, between the Capitol Records building and the Church of Scientology Celebrity Centre, and that was that this was it—the place they’d been summoned to; the place where they’d find the Garden of Oz. Right here, beneath the Hollywood sign itself and the sheltering sky—the green and brown California hills—the thin and absurdly tall palms. This was where they were supposed to be; the center of gravity, the middle of the labyrinth.


	“It feels sort of weird,” he said, “—actually being here, I mean. Like something from a dream … or a movie. I can’t quite figure it.”


	“Yeah,” said Quint. “It’s like that scene in Close Encounters of the Third Kind where they see Devil’s Tower for the first time and feel all, like, I don’t know, mystical and shit.”
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