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THE DREAMING CITY (2021)


	

	 


	We would have been quite the sight had there been anyone left alive to see us, rumbling up N. La Brea Avenue in Gargantua One—we’d disengaged the electric motor and were running the 16.1-liter diesel only, but that’s another story—the expedition vehicle’s stainless steel hull glinting back at us from the shop windows and its parabolic antenna whirling; its great pistons rattling.


	“Rollin’ down—the Imperial Highway, with a big, nasty redhead at my side,” Sam sang along with the stereo. “Santa Ana winds blowin’ hot from the north, and we were born to ride …” 


	“Jesus, not again,” moaned Lazaro. He reached past her toward the deck but she batted his hand away.


	Nigel, meanwhile, had to shout over the music: “You want to follow La Brea all the way to Hollywood Boulevard—then hang a right. We’re looking for Gower Street.”


	“Looks like it’s going to be smooth sailing,” said Sam. 


	I glanced out the side window as we passed Pink’s Hot Dogs—the awning of which was covered with moss and vines—saw startled Compies scatter like mice. “Let’s hope Roman’s mission is going as well.”


	Black Mr. Fantastic—please; he’d nicknamed himself—was skeptical. “At a big base like Lewis-McChord? I doubt it. That place is one big Army surplus store now. You really think he’s going to just waltz in there and fly out with an Apache?”


	“Hard to say,” I drawled. “But I do know this: If he succeeds, and if we’re successful in securing Eagleton’s bunker, nothing will be able to touch us again. That is, if it’s still, how shall I say it? Available.”


	“It will be,” said Nigel. “Because nobody knows it’s there.”


	“Except you,” sneered Lazaro. “His former lawn guy. Isn’t that it?”


	“Ya, mon—that’s right. I told you: he showed it to us while we were working. Just rolled up in his 1947 Packard one day and started jabbering like we were best friends. Nice guy—sharp as a whip. I knew it was him right away because I’d seen him on The Tonight Show; and because he was wearing those same tinted glasses he likes so much.”


	“Well, what if he’s there?” asked Sam.


	“He won’t be. He never actually lived there, as I said. It was just one of his passion projects—like this rover was for Steve Dannon.” He fell quiet as though in deep thought. “Ain’t it a shame. All those luxuries—the swimming pool, the indoor park, the gourmet galley—not to mention the food stores and hydroponics—all of it just sitting there, collecting dust. Meanwhile, there’s people living in cardboard boxes.”


	“Or was,” said Sam.


	“Yeah, but, he gave, too. Like, a lot,” I said. “I went to college on one of his scholarships. Read him all the time when I was younger—he was kind of a hero to me. Never thought I’d be barnstorming one of his homes.”


	“You never thought you’d be running from dinosaurs, either,” said Sam. She reached over and wiggled my cheek—roughly. “And now look at you go.”


	“Okay, here it is,” said Nigel. “Take a right.”


	I took a right—swinging the giant rig onto Hollywood Boulevard, watching the big streetlights pass absurdly close to the windshield. “It won’t be long. We’re going to want to—”


	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Mr. Fantastic, having noticed the thing—its startling blue, its clean, perfect white—even before I did. “Slow, slow, slow. Go back.”


	I left off the gas and applied the brakes—which hissed and squealed, like scythes—bringing us to a complete stop. Then I backed up—the different torque causing the gears to rap and wind—until we had drawn alongside the banner and the cycad trees supporting it.


	At last Sam said: “Okay, Batman, riddle me this. What’s stranger than a Donald J. Tucker banner in the middle of L.A.?” She turned to face Mr. Fantastic.


	We all turned to face him—our very own Reed Richards; the Nutty Professor to our Desert Isle. Our Dr. Zarkov.  


	“How about a Donald J. Tucker banner that was put here recently; as in, after the Flashback,” he said—and nodded at the trees. “Because those are cycads—bennettitales, to be precise, from the Upper Jurassic—not palms. And what that means, kids, is—we’re not alone.”


	 


	 


	We drove on in silence, Sam having killed the music (The Best of Randy Newman, as I recall), past the TCL Chinese Theatre—where a pack of raptors were picking over the corpse of a diplodocus calf—past the Capitol Records Building (whose round, spired roof was crowded with seagulls and pterodactyls), then left on N. Gower Street and up to Scenic Avenue—which would take us to Beachwood Drive and on to the Hollywoodland hills. That is, had its shoulders not been choked with cycads and its roadway blocked by a black allosaurus (we were all pretty much experts on dinosaurs now): which had simply lazed over in the middle of the asphalt as though it were sunning itself—its long, sinewy legs stretched luxuriously and its tail straight and unfurled, its great, blood-red crests glistening.


	“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I said—and brought us to a gradual halt.


	I honked the horn—taking note of the dead triceratops in the reeds (which was partially eaten), as well as the allosaur’s obviously full belly—but there was no response.


	“Just go, man,” said Lazaro. “It’ll move. And if it doesn’t, so what.”


	“He’s right, Jamie,” said Sam. “I don’t think we have time for this.”


	I put it in gear and inched forward—revving the engine even as I laid on the horn, moving to within a few feet of it.


	Still it did not move—only twitched a little as though it were dreaming; maybe flicked its tail once slightly.


	“Jesus, are you kidding me?” I was beginning to lose my patience. “Let’s go! It’s time to pick ‘em up and move ‘em out.”


	I inched still closer—until one of the thing’s outstretched feet vanished beneath what passed for the hood. Then it did move, rearing its head and gnawing at the push bar—only gently, playfully, like a cat disrupted from a nap—before getting up suddenly and shuffling aside; at which I stepped on the gas and we lurched forward—turning wide as we passed through the intersection; rumbling up Beachwood like an out-of-control freight train; breaking off heavy branches like twigs.


	I looked into my sideview mirror even as Sam did the same, saw the thing bounding after us like a leopard, like a wraith, gaining rapidly.


	“What is it?” snapped Mr. Fantastic. “What’s going on?”


	I glanced between it and the road, accelerating rapidly. “It’s chasing us. Fuck. Better get up into the Crow’s Nest, Lazaro. Just don’t get trigger-happy; we’re gonna need the ammo. Nigel, I’m going to need you to—”


	“It’d be best to just let it go,” said Mr. Fantastic. “I mean, what’s it going to do—bite through solid steel?” He put a hand on my shoulder, comfortingly, reassuringly. “Save the ammo, Jamie. It’ll give up before we get there.”


	I looked around the cockpit: at the banks and banks of instrumentation, the suffocating array of dials and switches—before focusing on a glowing blue toggle; and flipped it. “I don’t know about you, Doctor …” There was a thump-thump-thump as I turned to face him. “But where I’m from—they call that ‘borrowing trouble.’”


	And then the smoke grenades had detonated and we were crashing through their clouds—at which I hit the brakes hard and hung an immediate left, skidding onto a side street, and whereupon we quickly circumnavigated the block to burst back onto Beachwood. Where we instantly realized—just before swinging north—that we could no longer see the street south of us; nor, for that matter, any evidence whatsoever of a pursuing allosaurus—black with red crests or otherwise.


	 


	 


	I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t already felt uneasy—even before we rounded the bend and saw the big pickups. Deronda Drive was that kind of road: the kind that started normally but then began to twist and turn, and to narrow, climbing all the while, so that the houses on both sides (some nearly palatial while others seemed little more than glorified hippie shacks) closed in all around us. Add to that the fact that we’d run out of places to turn back, and you can imagine how on edge we (already) were when we saw the crashed gate and the occupied vehicles beyond it.


	Nor had those occupants taken long to train weapons on us—about 4 seconds, by my count—snapping them out through side windows and an open door even as the men in the payloads (one of which was equipped with a large-caliber machine gun and the other some type of rocket launcher) did the same.


	And then there we were, faced off like the Hatfields and the McCoys—only we weren’t ready—there beneath the sun in the Hollywoodland hills with the Santa Ana wind blowing and Gargantua idling and their blue and white Tucker flags fluttering, proclaiming “Keep America Great” and “No More Bullshit.” As though there was still somehow a recognizable government—a recognizable enemy; something they could project all their fear and loathing and frustration onto, just as before. As though nothing had changed since the Flashback at all.


	I reached up for the targeting goggles slowly, knowing the new windows were tinted but not wanting to take any chances, but didn’t put them on. “Nobody get excited,” I said. “It’s just … it’s just a precaution.”


	“Oh, Jesus,” whispered Sam.


	“No, he’s right,” said Mr. Fantastic. “Because—see that rocket launcher?” He pointed at the truck furthest back—a black Dodge Ram with pig ear exhaust stacks and a custom lift. “That, my friends, is what you call bad news. Now, I don’t pretend to know what that is, exactly, but what it reminds me of is the French MILAN …” He got out of his seat and crouched in front of the windshield. “Okay. Yuh. See that dome just inside the barrel? That’s the warhead. Big, right? Nasty, right? That’s because it’s an anti-tank weapon.” He looked at Sam suddenly—to make his point, I guess. “It kills tanks, see. Stops them dead in their tracks. They’ve even been confirmed to have taken out a U.S.-supplied Abrams—that’s the main battle tank of the U.S. Army—in Iraq, in 2017, during their conflict with the Kurds.”


	He turned to me before making eye contact with each and every one of us. “And you better believe it when I say, people, that that thing will cut through this hull like it’s tinfoil. So Jamie’s doing the right thing; providing he keeps his focus on that missile launcher. The question is, do we shoot first and eliminate the threat preemptively—by taking out the operator and anyone else who dares to go near it—or do we try to talk to them? Reason with them? Convince them we’re not a threat?”


	“But we are a threat,” said Sam—softly, gravely. “We’re here for the bunker. And so are they, obviously. Or they’ve seized it already. I mean, look at what we’re driving. There’s a machine gun on the roof, for—”


	“I say we shoot first,” interjected Nigel—after which he seemed shocked that he’d actually said it. “She’s right, I mean—S-sandahl. Sam. We are a threat; and there’s no point in trying to deny it. So are they. I mean, come on. You saw the banner. If that’s not a territorial claim, I don’t know what is. And they’re white trash, anyway, mon. Stupid and dangerous on—”


	“Yo, pound sand!” snapped Lazaro. “I voted for Tucker, too, you know, and I’m not some crazed redneck you can just …” He trailed off suddenly and looked around—as if for approval—but nobody said a word.


	“—on the face of it,” finished Nigel, succinctly. He looked at Mr. Fantastic and then at me. “And you know it as well as I do.”


	I looked out through the long, narrow windshield: at the armed, thickset men—most of them were at last partially overweight—and their dirty, dark-colored trucks; at the poised rifles and trained, glinting machine gun, the rocket launcher with its big, tank-killing warhead.


	Mr. Fantastic, meanwhile, had gotten back into his seat. “What’s it going to be, Jamie?”


	I unbuckled my harness and leaned forward, elbows on my knees—began rubbing my temples.


	At last I said, “And this is the only way in? The only road that can be used?”


	Paper rattled as Nigel shifted. “Mount Lee Drive, that’s right. Winds all the way up to the City of Los Angeles Communications Facility, which is right above the Hollywood sign.”


	“And beneath it? The sign, I mean? That’s our bunker?”


	“About 50 yards down from it, that’s right. Only accessible by air or on foot from there, since the private road from below was removed.”


	I peered out at the trucks, which shimmered in the heat. “How in the hell did they find out? That’s what I want to know.”


	“Does it matter?” asked Mr. Fantastic. “Besides; we don’t actually know that they have—we don’t know anything, really. Not why or how long they’ve been here, nor how many of them there are, we don’t even know if—"


	“That’s bullshit, mon. We know it’s a train because that’s how they roll; and we know there’s more of them—probably up there rooting around because they’ve never actually been here and don’t know what they’re looking for. No, scratch that—they’re probably on their way here, because these assholes have already radioed them while we sit here and have a goddamn debate about—”


	“Nigel.”


	“About—”


	“Nigel. Shut the fuck up.”


	“But …”


	“Here.” I handed the targeting goggles back to him. “Put them on. Shut the fuck up. And put them on.”


	“Wait, what?” Lazaro just glared at me; it was almost as though I’d stabbed his mother. “Is this a joke?”


	“I know, you’re checked out on the internal gun control. But let’s be honest, Dwayne. You don’t want to hurt these people. Hell, they’re like family, right?” I clapped him on the shoulder briskly. “Just one, big, happy Tucker Train. One big tent from Cabela’s. Isn’t that right?”


	“What the hell are you talking about?”


	“Sam, get the ramp,” I instructed, and watched as she flipped the toggle—reluctantly.


	“Because we’re going to go meet your friends with our hands up,” I said. “And you, sir, are going to do all the talking.”


	 


	 


	“Ready?”


	I looked at Lazaro and he looked back. “Ready.” He squinted at me suddenly. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


	I shrugged. “No reason.” I took a deep breath. “Okay. Remember, hands in the air.”


	He put his hands in the air.


	Then we moved out; stepping into the sunshine from the cool shadow of the expedition vehicle, raising our hands as though we were surrendering.


	“Easy does it …”


	There was a rattle of arms as they noticed us and hurriedly re-trained their weapons.


	“Halt! Who goes there?”


	Both of us froze. “A-Americans. Two of us,” said Lazaro. “We want to talk.”


	The wind blew; the sun beat down. Nobody said anything.


	“Daryl,” snapped one of them at last—after which a skinny blonde dude stepped out (he couldn’t have been more than 17) and seemed to hesitate; looking at us over his rifle, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, before shuffling forward quickly and giving us a pat-down—briefly, hurriedly. “They’re good,” he said.


	The man who’d directed him to frisk us—he looked like John Goodman, I swear—motioned for us to come forward.


	“That’s close enough,” he said, after we’d closed the gap. “Trent, Brady, Mitchell—cover us. Everyone else, hold your positions.” He seemed to relax—slowly, grudgingly. “Americans, you say.” He handed the skinny guy his weapon—some kind of long rifle, who knows. “That doesn’t really feel complete to me. You say you’re Americans. Which one?”


	Lazaro and I glanced at each other.


	“Both of us,” said Lazaro, and straightened a little. “Born and bred.”


	Jesus, I thought, and rubbed my brow.


	The man stiffened. “Hands in the air.”


	I raised my hands—after which he seemed to lighten, and just chuckled. “No, I mean: Which America?”


	I looked at Lazaro, who hesitated. “The—the only one,” he said. “The only America. Tucker’s America.” He feigned confusion. “What other is there? I mean; since the Flashback, that is?”


	The man didn’t say anything, only glanced at the skinny kid, whose face was a wreck of pimples.


	That’s when we heard it: the sound of diesel engines—lots of them—coming down the hill, coming down Mount Lee Drive.


	He snatched the radio from his belt. “We’re over here—in front of the trucks. We’ve got two of them,” he said.


	And then the trucks began to appear, rumbling down the service road like a cavalry, like an armored support column, black smoke billowing from their exhaust stacks and Tucker flags flying; their huge, aggressive-looking front grills gleaming, the radio and C.B. antennas whipping—until they’d made a parking lot of the base of the hill and their drivers had begun getting out—many of them wearing red hats and loud shirts, campaign buttons, red, white and blue leis—and all of whom headed our way and partially surrounded us; at least, until a singular personage—a towering man in blue jeans and a black T-shirt, who wore a strikingly-sculpted beard and a gleaming white Stetson—parted them like the Red Sea: the MAGA Nephilim, the “No More Bullshit” Moses, and joined our little drum circle.


	“They say they want to talk,” said the first man, “but I wanted to wait until you got here. We, ah, we don’t know anything yet.”


	The man in the Stetson just looked at us, his hands on his hips. Then he took a few steps toward Gargantua and paused, his great, broad back facing us.


	His silence seemed to make the first man uncomfortable. “What do you think? You, ah, ever seen anything like it?”


	The towering figure didn’t move, didn’t budge, only continued staring at the stainless steel vehicle, which gleamed beneath the sun.


	At length he said: “Devin tells me you want to talk.” He paused to clear his throat. “That you—that you got something to say.” He reached up slowly and stroked his beard—thoughtfully, meditatively—before turning to face us. “So say it. Talk. You can start with your names. I’m Denton.”


	We both just looked at him, unsure how to begin.


	“I’m Jamie,” I said, and held out my hand. “Jamie Klein. This here is Lazaro.”


	He looked at my hand as though he was uncertain what to make of it. Then he gripped it; gently at first, but then squeezing suddenly and briefly, crushingly—if only for an eyeblink. Message received, I thought. 


	He shook hands with Lazaro.


	I chose not to waste any time: “We’re here for one of the parabolic antennas,” I lied. “From the Communications Facility. Our engineer thinks he can use it to replace our existing one, which is malfunctioning.”


	Denton raised an eyebrow—as though that wasn’t what he’d expected. He glanced at Gargantua and then back to me. “For that?”


	I nodded, saying nothing.


	“I see,” he said. He raised his chin abruptly. “So you’re not—affiliated with anyone? FEMA? Red Cross? The United Nations?”


	I shook my head.


	“NATO? EUFOR?” He looked us up and down, first me, then Lazaro. “No. I don’t suppose you are.” He indicated Gargantua again. “And the rig?”


	I told him the truth: that someone in our group had known about it before the Flashback, in Seattle, and that after the time-storm we’d stolen it. And that that was all—


	“Seattle?” exclaimed the first man, ‘Devin,’ incredulously. He harrumphed. “I thought you said you were Americans.”


	Denton suppressed a smirk. His eyes had lit up at mention of Seattle too. “That where you’re from, Jamie Klein?”


	I could see where this was going. “Originally—yes. But we left the shithole to seek a warmer climate, a southern climate.” I looked him directly in the eye. “And better people. Loyal people. Like you.” I looked around at the others. “Like all of you.”


	He followed my gaze, seeming to appreciate the sentiment (although it was hard to tell, really, because he was squirrely, this Denton: a sidewinder dressed as a straight-shooter). “Well, I’m glad you feel that way, Jamie. I really am. But we’ve got a problem—several of them, actually. The first is, we can’t let you do that: take the antenna. As part of the Array, it’s got to go—it’s got to be destroyed. Second, we’re not currently accepting—which is to say, if you’re looking to join our train, we can’t take you. And the third is—we’ve already claimed this land. Hollywood, that is. Everything from Beverly Hills in the south to the Santa Monica foothills in the north—it’s, ah, it’s ours now. I’m thinking you probably noticed our banners. Oh, yeah. And the fourth.” His blue eyes met my own, piercingly, unflinchingly. “You’re trespassing. And you need to leave. Like, now. Also—if we see you again,” He shrugged, real cute-like: “We’ll execute you.”


	I looked from him to Devin and onto the pimply kid. “So that’s it. No discussion, no compromise; not even a reason why.”


	“There’s a reason. It’s because there’s important work that needs to be done.” He half-turned to face the others. “Isn’t that so? Isn’t there important work to be done?”


	“Important work,” said a woman in a foam campaign hat, and smiled. “American work.”


	“To end the Chinese Flashback,” said someone else.


	“And detonate the charges,” said another. “To knock down the Array.”


	I must have looked confused. “I—Okay. What’s the Array?”


	He raised an eyebrow sharply. “You mean you don’t know?” He looked from me to Lazaro. “Neither of you?”


	“Yeah, I know,” said Lazaro. “It—it’s a secret high-power, high-frequency transmitter … said to be somewhere in the U.S.” He looked at his shoes as though vaguely ashamed. “Some say it’s Chinese. Others say deep state. You know … conspiracy stuff.”


	Denton just looked at him. “Conspiracy stuff,” he said. He began pacing around us. “Well, let me tell you—Lazaro from Seattle—we’ve been up there, to this so-called ‘Communications Facility,’ and there ain’t nothing normal about it; all right? Fact is, it’s been designed to look like just another antenna farm, that’s how it’s stayed hidden all these years. Another fact is: it’s home to the second High-frequency Active Auroral Research Program, or HAARP², which just happens to be what caused the Flashback.”


	He circled back around to face us and paused. “Got it? That’s what started it all, see. That’s what brought hell down upon us.” When neither of us said anything, he added, “They were messing with the ionosphere, man, don’t you get it? That’s what let Them in …” He indicated the lights in the sky, which hadn’t been particularly active since we’d left Seattle. “That’s when They became aware of us. When They—how did H.G. Wells say it? ‘Drew their plans against us.’”


	Everyone seemed to look at me, I have no idea why.


	“You’re fucking crazy,” I said. “You—you’ve totally lost it.”


	“Have I?”


	“It’s a fucking antenna farm, Denton!” I glanced around us at the throngs of people. “I mean, is that what you people actually believe? Christ, did it steal the election, too? Is that what kind of bullshit you’re trying to pass off?” I glared at Denton. “We’re done here. Let’s go, Lazaro.”


	“Now wait just a fucking—”


	And he lunged at me—which was followed by the sound of Gargantua’s .50 caliber swinging around, locking into position. Which was followed by it ratcheting down, down, until it was trained on Denton alone.


	“Nobody move!” he shouted, splaying his hands, even as there was a riot of shifting arms. “Is that clear?”


	But nobody did; move, that is, not even when Lazaro and I walked back the way we had come and ascended the ramp into Gargantua; where I gave the order to retreat and go back down the hill and Sam did, operating the rover like a champ—even though she’d only driven it twice before—backing into a driveway (one I hadn’t even noticed) to reverse direction, taking us all the way to Rodgerton Street and beyond.


	 


	 


	“Wait, that’s Hollywood Park?”


	I looked out the windshield as Sam pulled over on Canyon Lake Drive and killed the engine, which dieseled and rattled, briefly. “It’s a park, what did you expect?”


	Lazaro cupped his eyes, peering out the side window. “I don’t know. Like, a statue of Marilyn Monroe; or somethin’. You know, with the wind all up in her shit and—”


	“That’s Palm Springs,” said Nigel. “‘Forever Marilyn,’ on Museum Way. You’d like it.”


	“How the fuck would you know what I’d like?”


	“It’s an up-skirt. Just your speed.”


	“Hey, fuck you, Jamaica. Why don’t you just—”


	“Alright, knock it off, both of you,” I said. “Nigel, let’s have a look at that map.”


	We all gathered around as Nigel spread it between himself and Sam.


	“I’m afraid it hasn’t changed much,” he said. “There’s still no road other than Mount Lee Drive. And you saw the terrain; Gargantua can’t handle that.”


	“What about on foot?” I circled a tangle of residential roads with my finger. “So we know these are blocked; what if we headed northeast straight from the park and just circumnavigated the whole mess?”


	“Could work, but it would take time, and we don’t know what’s in those—”


	“Hills, precisely,” interjected Mr. Fantastic. “Look, see these? All these peaks and valleys? It’s like a great big washboard, right? Well, see, that’s precisely the kind of terrain welterweights like Utahraptor and Phorusrhacos love, because it allows them to herd prey into the lowlands and trap it there.”


	He looked at me gravely, solemnly. “In other words, we’d be walking straight into a kill box.”


	I sat back in my seat and exhaled, wondering why Roman had put me in charge in the first place, why I’d accepted. Why I’d made the decisions I’d made. Why we’d come over a thousand miles on such a fool’s errand. What I was going to tell the others back in Issaquah …


	“If we could … if we could just move faster, maybe,” I said. “Get there before anything could triangulate us.”


	Mr. Fantastic only shook his head. “No, man. No. You’re smarter than that. Turn us around, Jamie. Turn us around … and let’s go home.”


	I took off my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose.


	At length Sam said, “I can drive—if you’re not up to it. I don’t mind, really.”


	I must have nodded. All I remember for certain is hearing the engine start and Lazaro grumbling before Nigel said, unexpectedly, “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. The Ranch.”


	“Forget it,” I said—irritably. I didn’t want to hear it, whatever it was.


	“Holy shit, I forgot all about it.” I heard the map rattle as he tapped it. “The Ranch. The Ranch, mon, Sunset Ranch.”


	Lazaro cursed as he swiveled in his chair. “What the fuck are you even—”


	“What do mean, ‘Sunset Ranch?’” I glanced at the map and quickly back to him. “Talk to me, dammit!”


	He only shrugged, carelessly, nonchalantly. “It—it’s a tourist attraction, sort of a barbeque joint, but with a riding stable and a corral full of horses. It’s right here.” He indicated a spot on the map. “Yuh, see, there’s even a trail, here, which intersects with Mount Lee Drive.”


	“And follow that right into an ambush?” Mr. Fantastic harrumphed.


	“Horses,” I muttered. “Holy Christ.”


	I slouched over the map and pointed. “If there’s horses left alive we could follow the trail to Mount Lee Drive and then cross it—right here, then cut through the hills north by northwest until we come straight to the bunker.” I looked at everyone one by one. “Not only that, but if we get attacked … they’ll go for the horses. Not us.”


	I tried to smile as Sam glowered at me. “More meat,” I said, and shrugged.


	The cockpit fell silent as everyone thought about it.


	“I’ve never even rode a horse,” said Mr. Fantastic. “How the hell am I going to—”


	“You’ll stay with Gargantua,” I said. “And cover us with the .50 cal for as far as you can. How about the rest of you?”


	“4-H Blue-ribbon, Poulsbo State Fair,” said Sam. “2007.”


	“Used to ride ‘em right there at Sunset,” said Nigel, “when we were working for Eagleton.”


	I looked at Lazaro, who seemed to hesitate.


	“Of course I’ve ridden a fucking horse,” he grumbled. “I’m from Idaho.” He added: “What about you?”


	“Never in my life,” I said, and looked at Sam—I don’t know why. “But I’ll manage. Don’t worry about it.”


	I looked at Mr. Fantastic, who just shook his head.


	“Okay …” I breathed. I held my hand out to the others, palm down. “Who’s in?”


	And Sam slapped her hand over mine, after which Nigel slapped his hand over her’s—and Lazaro topped us all off.


	“Great,” said Mr. Fantastic, disappointed. “All right …” He picked up the targeting goggles. “Let’s hope there’s some horses.”


	And then we were off, making a U-turn in the middle of Canyon Lake Drive and rumbling toward Sunset Ranch—all of us, I think, wondering if we were really up to it, and if we could actually pull it off. All of us, I think, frightened out of our wits.


	 


	 


	As it turned out, there were horses: fourteen of them, to be exact, all of which were healthy and had been well-maintained—thanks to a woman named Shawna, who lived at the Ranch. Nor had our meeting been a confrontational one, in part because she’d been riding out in the field when we’d first rumbled up and had hardly been in a position; but mostly because she was a woman of singular grace and beauty who wouldn’t have hurt a fly—even if her life and wellbeing had depended on it. In this case, fortunately—it hadn’t.


	“Well now, if that isn’t a posse,” she said, and took the picture—even as our horses grew restless and mine most of all: nickering and neighing, clearly wanting to go. “The Apple Dumpling Gang rides again.”


	She waited as the Instamatic developed the snapshot and pushed it out—humming in the silence, groaning as though its batteries were low. “Ah, see?”


	She quickly approached and handed it to me. “That’ll be a buck ninety-eight.”


	I took it but didn’t look at it yet, smiling down at her from “Rusty,” liking the way the sun fell on her face and hair. “Just add it to your Lifetime Protection Plan,” I said, and glanced at Gargantua. “You’re going to like having that parked here, I think.”


	“If it means I’ll be seeing you again, I will,” she said, and beamed up at me, earnestly, unguardedly. She seemed to grow somber. “Take care of my horses, Jamie. Bring them back safe.”


	I looked at the picture, which showed the four of us mounted in front of the trailhead, our rifles slung across our backs—and smiled. “I will do everything in my power, Shawna. I prom—” I left off, feeling as though a cold hand had gripped my heart. “Oh, no.” I looked from the picture to the trail. 


	“What is it?” Her previously lilting voice had lowered an octave. “What’s wrong?”


	I gripped the reins, dropping the picture—even as Rusty whinnied and squirmed—wanting to reach back and unsling my rifle; wanting to have some kind of defense. But it was already too late; too late for fight or flight. Too late for anything but to hold perfectly still. “Shhh,” I whispered, “nobody move. And don’t reach for your weapons. Don’t even breathe.”


	I indicated the trail—the horses snorting and shuffling about—even as Shawna followed my gaze, and gasped.


	“Oh, my God.”


	“Shhh ...”


	We didn’t budge, didn’t blink, as the allosaur approached: its leg muscles working beneath black and pebbled skin; its blood-red crests gleaming (for, indeed, it appeared to be the same one we had encountered earlier in the day).


	“No way, man,” moaned Lazaro—quietly, unsteadily. “No fucking—”


	I waved him to silence even as Shawna worked the horses—stroking their manes, rubbing their snouts; trying to calm them—as I recalled something about horses and predators in the wild, something I’d read: which was that they didn’t fear predators so much as the act of predation—meaning, I suppose, that those who hadn’t encountered dinosaurs before (which these hadn’t, according to Shawna) would have no reason to fear them—unless, of course, they (the dinosaurs) behaved in a threatening way. Which, curiously, this one wasn’t doing.


	I carefully reached behind me and pressed the emergency button on my radio. “Here’s where we find out if Mr. Fantastic is right …”


	I glanced at Shawna, who looked back at me questioningly.


	“About their vision,” I said. “Predatory dinosaurs. About it being movement-based.”


	To the others I mumbled: “I just alerted Mr. Fantastic; we gotta give him time. He’ll hear it and then arm the .50 cal. Just hang on. And keep your horses steady.”


	“Here it comes,” said Sam, indicating the allosaur.


	And it came—but did not attack; striding instead to a nearby trough (or rather a bathtub on blocks) and beginning to drink—deeply—before plopping down in a cloud of dust and beginning to yawn and stretch … after which it laid its chin flat and just stared at us—as though we were friends. As though we were one big, happy family.


	I exchanged glances with Shawna, who smiled earnestly, unguardedly, even as something whirred—Gargantua’s .50 cal, which swiveled and lowered, training itself on the allosaur.


	I shook my open palm, indicating he shouldn’t fire.


	“Shawna,” I said—breathlessly, tensely—eyeing the animal carefully, “Walk back to your house. Don’t be afraid. Just … walk. Slowly. Non-threateningly. Go.”


	“Oh, my God, Jamie. But—”


	“Do it,” I said, feeling for my rifle, touching its wood stock. “We’ve got you covered.” I gripped the weapon and brought it around—slowly, non-threateningly—saw Sam and the others doing the same. To them I said: “Don’t fire unless I tell you to.”


	Lazaro harrumphed, sneering. “What should we do, then, introduce ourselves?”


	I looked at the allosaur: at its golden eyes, which were entirely free of the glow—"the Color,” as we often called it, the mysterious light by which we always knew an animal had been affected, been swayed, by them, by the Others—which seemed almost passive, meditative.


	“Easy … He’s not a threat.” I watched as Shawna went, cautiously, reluctantly—then motioned again to Gargantua.


	Do not engage, I repeated, staring at its tinted windows. Hold your fire.


	“This is ridiculous,” cursed Lazaro, and pumped his long gun—slowly, smoothly, with hardly a sound. “Are we going to leave it? What—so it can come after us the moment it starts to feel hungry? Are you kidding?”


	But I’d already decided; the allosaur would be spared.


	We weren’t going to butcher it—even if it meant facing it later, and increasing our risk. Because it was important, somehow—keeping it alive. It was … I can’t explain it, not really—I couldn’t then and I can’t now. I just knew that we couldn’t kill it. That it—had a purpose, somehow. A mission. Just as we.


	“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I said, and patted Rusty’s shank, encouraging him forward. “Now let’s move.”


	And we moved, trotting up the orangish-tan clay like Chieftains, like a posse, our rifles in one hand and the reins in the other (the allosaur closing its eyes and seeming to doze as Gargantua’s cannon hummed and realigned, following us as we went), Shawna watching safely from her window.


	 


	 


	It was at once garish and sublime, hipster and gauche, a burnt-orange relic of a bygone era with a tip of the hat to Frank Lloyd Wright and a debt to Googie architecture—a thing as righteous as it was ridiculous, which sat amongst its desert like an outsider, an intruder, as out of place as the transplanted palms and piped-in water, as artificial as L.A. itself. 


	“They weren’t kidding when they called it the Lost Aztec Temple of Mars,” I said, as Rusty fidgeted and nickered, and shook flies from his ears. “But what’s with all the high fencing and concertina wire—only to leave the entire front-perimeter open? There’s just a hedgerow. No fence at all.”


	Nigel sat up in his saddle and looked on, the sweat beading along his forehead. “Be damned if I know; it wasn’t like that before.” He looked around the area—skittishly, I thought. “Maybe he had it removed when they took out the road. He was like that, you know. All about the visual.” He pointed at the house itself. “Wouldn’t have been a problem, though, even if it were there—there’s a man door in the fence just beyond that breezeway.”


	I held out my arm as everyone started to move. “I—hold up. I—ah, I don’t like this.”


	I scanned the overgrown yard and the cosmetically-placed boulders (some of which were the size of moving vans); looking for traps, looking for threats. “It doesn’t feel right.”


	Lazaro got off his horse and approached the hedgerow—then turned to face us, splaying his arms. “What? You heard Jamaica; dude was all about the visual. Probably figured there was no need—once the road was taken out. For a front fence, I mean.” He let his arms slap to his sides. “Now are we going to go check it out, or what? Or are you all just going to sit there all day?”


	And there was a growling noise, a deep-throated snarl, which sounded from behind one of the rocks even as a shadow fell across the knee-high grass—at which a great cat padded out which was easily the size of a pickup, and hissed at us: its huge pallet showing pink and pale, its black lips stretching, its whiskers and curved fangs—which were like tusks—gleaming in the sun.


	“Lazaro, don’t!”


	But it was too late; he’d already drawn his pistol and squeezed off a few rounds—which went pop, pop, pop in the late afternoon sun and echoed along the hills; which reverberated across the valley like the sound of a car backfiring.


	“Goddammit, man,” I cursed, even as my horse and everyone else’s leapt up in a panic and started to bolt; as Lazaro’s trotted into the scrub and didn’t look back, as the saber-toothed cat advanced several yards toward us—and stopped.


	“You—you just let that entire army know we’re still here; and exactly where we’re at,” I snapped, having wrestled my horse back around along with everyone else (although Nigel was still struggling), and finally climbed off, tossing the reins into the scrub. I looked at the cat, the Smilodon, which paced back and forth furiously. “Now just back away, slowly. And hold your fire. It’s not advancing. Come on!”


	But he didn’t; back away, that is—all least not right away; choosing instead to creep closer … advancing several feet before pausing in front of the hedgerow and leaning forward—looking down.


	“Yo, Jamie! You got to see this!” He turned to face us, his face lit up like a child’s. “Come on! It’s completely safe.”


	I looked at Sam, who got off her horse and looked back at me—tentatively, hesitantly. And then we moved forward, Nigel having gained control of his steed and dismounted and quickly run up to join us.


	“It’s a moat,” said Lazaro, “like the kind they have at Woodland Park. Check it out.”


	I looked into its depths, amazed at its cleverness and ingenuity; at its ability to follow form with function.


	“A perfect illusion,” I said, shaking my head, and added: “Leave it to a sci-fi writer, I guess. To come up with something like this.” I peered through the breezeway at the house, which seemed wide open to us now. “My friends … it is time.”


	I looked at the others and then to Sandahl—to Sam. “Let’s go check out the world’s most well-appointed basement, shall we?”


	“It’s more than that,” she said, and beamed; our beautiful and only female (in the away team, that is, since we’d lost Joan); our very own Heather Locklear. “It’s home.”


	And then there was a burst of gunfire and she fell—just slouched face-first into the dirt; and we all followed the sound to the Hollywood sign where an array of trucks had fanned out above and behind it—all along the ridge—trucks with blue and white flags flying from their beds.


	After which we scooped Sam up by her armpits and scrambled for the nearest rock formation: where Nigel and Lazaro began shooting back while I leaned over Sam and the blood poured from her mouth and down her cheeks. Where it trickled into the orangish-tan clay even as she looked up at me—trying but failing to form words; trying to tell me something but wholly unable—and pooled around her head like dark, red wine.


	 


	 


	“Jesus, Jamie, look.” 


	It was Nigel—catching his breath with his back to the rocks, peering beyond the hedgerow. I followed his gaze to where the cat had begun backing up—crouched low like a puma, swinging its hindquarters. Focused on us like a laser beam.


	“Jesus, shoot it!” I snapped, cradling Sam’s head in my arms, unable to do it myself. “Hurry, before it—”


	But it was too late—the Smilodon had already launched itself at the moat: clearing it but only barely, snatching the hedgerow in its forepaws, fighting its way up and over.


	And then we were pinned: Nigel and Lazaro firing at the Tucker train as I cradled Sam and the Smilodon approached; as the Communications Center exploded and there was a tremendous fireball—which rose, curling, into the clear, blue sky—as the cat hunkered down yet again (as if to pounce) but was disrupted by a hiss and a snarl from behind me; from behind the rock formation, at which the black allosaur stalked out and crouched low—its foreclaws splayed, its eyes rolling back in its skull—and launched itself at the cat—like a cobra, almost, or a barracuda—the force of it spinning the tiger in the dust and pushing it onto its back, where it thrashed and snapped its teeth—but quickly rebounded.


	I snatched up my radio and toggled it: “Gargantua One this is Mobile, do you copy?”


	Sam stirred as I waited, reaching up and touching my face, trying desperately to speak, as guns crackled all around us.


	“Gargantua, go ahead.”


	“Listen up: We are pinned down at the bunker and are taking heavy fire. I need you to double-time it back to the gate and engage those targets. Engage them—and then move right up the road, all the way to the Communications Center. Use your smoke screen; it’ll disorient them. But you need you to hit ‘em with everything you got, understand? Gargantua. Do you copy?”


	I heard it across the hills even before he acknowledged: the rapid-fire of Gargantua’s Gatling gun—tearing up targets, hopefully taking out the missile operator.


	The radio hissed and squelched. “I heard it and I am already there, and engaging,” said Mr. Fantastic. “Stand by.”


	I put my hand over Sam’s own and held it against my cheek, holding her as tight as I could, rocking her gently. “Hang in there, kiddo. We’re going to get you to that medical bay, you just wait and see. But you’ve got to hang in there.” 


	I watched as the animals spun around in a deathmatch, kicking up orange dust, causing clouds of it to overtake us, growling and gnashing their teeth.


	“It’s no good, mon,” said Nigel. “I’m down to my last clip.”


	“Here,” said Lazaro, and tossed him a fresh one. “I brought extra.”


	But Nigel was right: We weren’t going to last, much less get Sam to a medical bay—not the one in Gargantua and not the one in the bunker. I just didn’t see it happening before—


	Before—


	And there was a sound, very faint at first but growing, intensifying, coming closer. Getting louder—and I mean exponentially. Chopping the air like a string of firecrackers, like a machete, seeming to eclipse everything as a shadow passed over the ground and I peered skyward—following the thing as it briefly blotted the sun, tracking it as it pounded toward the Hollywood sign.


	A helicopter. An Apache. The most beautiful thing I had ever seen, before or since. Our own Roman Malone—Black Stringfellow Hawke, as he jokingly referred to himself (in deference to Mr. Fantastic and that old TV show, Airwolf). Our Eye in the Sky—who had gone into Fort Lewis and come out with a tiger in his pocket. Who had somehow managed the impossible and brought it all the way here—to save us in our most desperate hour; to save Sam before she bled out.


	“Well hello down there,” came his familiar voice over the radio—followed by a loud burst of static, which crackled and popped. “Looks like you’ve made some friends here already …”


	I watched as he circled the mountain: being a good Eye in the Sky, taking in the lay of the land. “Is that something I might be of assistance with? We got rockets.”
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