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Prelude: The
Accident 

 

 

Jack incessantly turned the dial, trying to find something
decent, annoying his Dad.

“Will you please just pick something already?” Martin said.

“But there’s nothing good on,” Jack whined. “I wanna hear
something good before my lesson.”

“Well if there’s nothing good then just turn it off, okay?” But
Jack hadn’t heard him; he found what he was looking for. The dry,
scratchy drawl of Kurt Cobain echoed through the speakers of the
Pathfinder and Jack, turning it up, sang along to “Come as You
Are”.

They were cruising east down the Trans Canada Highway leaving
Banff, Alberta–a small ski resort town nestled in a valley of the
Rocky Mountains. The sun shone brilliantly in a white and blue
swirled sky, and the Rockies dominated the rear-view of the
Pathfinder like rows of smashed out teeth. A torrid river ran
through a glacial valley to their left, draining off the melted
snow of the winter so nearly passed.

Martin smiled as his son got into the song. Who knew that Jack
would love music so much? After struggling to find him an
appropriate extracurricular, they finally had. Martin had wanted
his son to play hockey of course; after all, he had played in
various leagues himself until he was eighteen. And when Jennifer
had been pregnant with both Jack, and his older brother James,
Martin couldn’t help but dream of having a son play in the NHL.

James, now twenty and seven years Jack’s senior, had done pretty
well in his time, but he was grown now and serving in the armed
forces; Jack on the other hand, just wasn’t much of an athlete, and
Martin couldn’t help the disappointment he felt. He pushed it for a
few seasons though, forcing Jack to try, to Jennifer’s chagrin and
Jack’s protests, but in the end there had been a huge fight and
Jack had ended up resenting him. So finally he had asked his son
what he wanted to do–which is probably what he should have
done in the first place.

“You need to do something after school,” Martin had said. Jack
was playing with a pair of dinosaur toys in front of the TV.
“Television, Nintendo, and dinosaurs don’t cut it. If you don’t
like sports then what do you like?” Martin knew his son had a
penchant for dinosaurs, but there weren’t any after school programs
that catered to such an interest. Besides, what good would
dinosaurs do him anyway? There wasn’t much future in that.

Certainly not a professional sports career.

Jack had paused, seeming to think about it, but Martin had an
idea he was feinting.

“Well,” Jack had said slowly, “I saw this older kid at school,
he was playing a guitar… ”

Martin had raised his eyebrows in surprise. Guitar? Now
that was something he had not anticipated; but the more he thought
about it, the more he liked it. He had always been a music fan
himself. Not of that new grunge crap on the radio nowadays, but the
classics–Zeppelin, Sabbath, Cream, Hendrix–now that was music. He
didn’t exactly approve of the songs of that dope-head Cobain that
his son loved so much, but then he had heard Jack playing a
coherent song for the first time only a week after his first guitar
lesson, and was willing to forget all about it.

The song was Sunshine of Your Love.

“Where did you hear that one?” Martin had asked. He didn’t think
his son knew any classics.

“Older kids at school, they showed me,” Jack had said, “pretty
sweet, huh?”

“Yeah bud, that one’s a classic.”

“Did you know that Eric Clapton got the idea for it after going
to a Jimi Hendrix concert?”

“Wow, no I didn’t. That’s pretty cool, son.” Martin was
genuinely amazed.

“Maybe someday we can go to a concert, huh Dad?”

“Maybe,” Martin had replied, and he smiled. That day had been
only five months ago, and by now Jack was getting good; really good
in fact, and only ten years old. His son had found a niche and
Martin was proud.

Coming back to the present, he said, “So what are you gonna be
learning today, son?”

“Well, last time Frank told me to work on the solo from Sunshine
of Your Love. He thinks I’m ready to start soloing.”

“Cool,” Martin replied.

“But I’m not that good yet. I heard this song the other day
called Freebird–”

“By Lynyrd Skynyrd!” Martin interrupted then blushed foolishly.
“Sorry, go on.”

“And the solo is just amazing. I want to learn that!”

Martin couldn’t remember the solo from Freebird. It had been a
while since he’d heard it. “Well just practice son, and you’ll get
it eventually.”

“I hope so,” Jack said.

Jack’s guitar teacher, Frank, lived in Canmore, about a twenty
minute drive east of Banff and they had been driving for nearly
ten. Martin glanced at the speedometer and saw he was going the
limit. He set the cruise control and they rolled along, listening
to Nirvana in silence for a few moments, until a large black semi
truck and trailer began passing the Pathfinder on the left, just as
the road began to gently grade upward through a mountain pass.

Martin cursed.

He hated these big trucks–the drivers were crazy–always passing
at insane speeds on hills or whenever they could–all for just a few
extra seconds off their delivery schedule. He tapped the brakes
lightly to let the truck get by before the passing lane ended at
the top of the hill. As the trailer came by his window he saw
stenciled in bold black letters on the side:

Royal Tyrell Museum,
Badlands, Alberta.

Dinosaurs, again, Martin thought, recalling Jack’s love for
them. He was surprised Jack didn’t say something. He turned to his
son.

“So, pretty interesting day at school huh?”

Jack’s eyes widened. “It sure was! That earthquake was insane!
The whole school was shaking and Mrs. Tamblyn told us to get under
our desks. It was scary and cool all at the same time!”

Cool was not the word Martin would have chosen, but scary?
Yeah.

An earthquake.

In the confusion it had caused at Jack's school, Jack had ended
up missing his bus to Canmore, which he usually took to his guitar
lessons. Jennifer, his wife and a teacher at the school, had called
Martin to tell him what had happened–that everyone was okay, but
Jack needed a ride as things were still in disarray and she’d be
staying long to help out. Martin, a Park Warden in Banff, had been
on the road at the time of the quake, patrolling the Trans-Canada
Highway for stray wildlife in his Pathfinder. He had quickly gone
back to town and picked Jack up.

Martin had heard of earthquakes in the Rockies before, but
usually small ones, and generally not in populated areas. This one
wasn’t incredibly violent by any means, merely cracking a few
foundations and knocking loose objects from walls, but something
about it left Martin disturbed. In his forty one years of life, he
had never heard of a quake in Banff itself, and he’d lived there
twenty three of those years. There was a first time for everything
he supposed, but something about it just didn’t sit right with him.
And he supposed that was becasuse something funny had happened
during the quake–something he had not yet been able to reconcile.
Just before the quake, when he had been driving, something at the
wildlife fence that lined the highway caught his eye. It could have
almost been a shadow, except that it had seemed to leap
over the barrier–an eight foot tall fence–and into the trees. What
it was, he had no idea, so he pulled over and just stared into the
spot where he thought he saw it, moving over to the passenger side
of the vehicle.

He waited five minutes.

That was when the whole world began to shake and he
instinctively took cover on the seat of the Pathfinder. Looking up
from where he was, Martin could see a bald patch of rock in the
side of a forested hill, leading up to where the mountain proper
began with a near vertical scarp. The world was shaking with
varying degrees of ferocity and so his vision blurred, but Martin
swore he saw a dark figure, dashing across the rock patch and leap
up the cliff face…

 “I think a lot of kids were scared,” Jack said, bringing
him back, “but I wasn’t. I stayed calm the whole time.”

“Wow, that’s great son, I’m proud of you,” Martin said. He was
distracted, still thinking about the quake.

And the dark figure.

In the stress of the quake he must have imagined it. No one
could leap fifty feet straight up. But then again, he thought he
had also seen something before the quake. How could he have
imagined that? Something about this just wasn’t right, but he
couldn’t put his finger on it, something–

“DAD, LOOK OUT!”

 Martin had been in a daze and was not paying attention to
the road. He quickly focused to see that the transport truck and
trailer that had passed them earlier was careening wildly on the
road ahead.

It tipped over.

In a screaming fit of twisting metal, the trailer slid sideways
on the highway, shooting sparks up like a fireworks display. Martin
slammed on the brakes but knew they were too close. He cranked the
wheel to the left as hard as he could and the front passenger side
of the Pathfinder struck the underside of the trailer, the whole
vehicle skimming sideways, jamming into it. The impact gave the
trailer extra momentum and it continued to slide, dragging Martin
and Jack with it. Martin looked over to see his son slouched down
in his seat, blood gushing from a wound on his forehead.

Jack wasn’t wearing his seat belt.

Damn it Jack! He thought as panic set in. He reached
over the unconscious form, trying to get the belt on, but the
Pathfinder rocked profusely, making the task impossible. Sparks and
metal showered him hotly through a broken window and Martin found
himself praying for absolution.

With a tumultuous screech, they ground to a stop.

Thank god…

Martin breathed a sigh of relief and turned his attention to his
son. Jack was bleeding but he was still breathing. It was all
over…

The last thing Martin Pennywise heard was the blasting
horn of a transport truck.

The second last thing he saw was the shadow of said
truck, bearing down on top of them, striking the overturned trailer
and the Pathfinder in a confused explosion of metal, flesh and
screams.

The last thing he saw was his son, Jack Pennywise, as
he was ejected out of his seat and through the windshield.

 

 

TWO

The world was black. He couldn’t see anything in it.

It had to be empty.

There was no light, but it smelled like smoke–acrid burning
smoke. It made his lungs blaze and his eyes run. His head pounded
fiercely. He rolled onto his side and felt broken glass crunching
beneath him, poking him. Something dripped into his mouth and it
had a weird coppery taste. He spit it out, but it kept dripping
back in. He brought his hand up to his face and felt it slick with
a warm, sticky fluid. He moved his fingers along the bridge of his
nose, between his eyes, up his forehead until he felt pain and the
ragged edge of a hole in his flesh and he knew without a doubt that
the liquid was his own blood. He felt around him, trying to get his
bearings; the smoke was thick and he still could not see.

He felt something beside him, hard, yet light and almost hollow.
He grasped onto it, not knowing what it was, and so he crawled,
away from that smoke, and the world slowly grew lighter. He could
now see white pieces scattered all around him, like warped
snowflakes, and he looked at the object in his hand.

It was a tooth.

He knew it was a tooth because he had seen one before just like
it, six inches long and pointed.

It was a dinosaur tooth.

He threw it away in confusion and dismay, not knowing what to
make of it. He forced himself up on his feet but quickly fell back
down on his butt, feeling dizzy, and so cradled his knees into his
chest, not knowing what to do. His head hurt but otherwise he
seemed fine.

What had happened? Where was Dad? He couldn’t remember. He
turned on the spot and he saw a huge skull, six feet long, with
huge openings for eyes, brain, and nostrils.

A tyrannosaurus skull.

Many teeth were missing from its mouth. He stared at the skull,
confused.

Where had it come from?

After a few minutes the smoke around the skull began to shimmer…
and then it parted. A figure approached him–dark, shrouded. The
shroud hid most of its face, but something about it seemed
familiar. He felt like he’d known this figure all his life. They
just stared at each other until the man started to laugh,
uncontrollably almost, and then, in a grizzled voice that sounded
long and tired, he said, “This is how it all started Jack. Amazing
isn’t it?” He paused, staring at Jack, perhaps waiting for a reply.
“You won’t remember this in twenty years anyway, but… this is how
it started. I just had to know. I couldn’t remember it myself. All
this time, and I couldn’t remember this one thing.”

Jack said nothing, only stared. The man smiled one more time and
then vanished into the smoke.

Jack rubbed his temples.

He was getting a headache.

 

 

 

 

PART I:
GARDEN

 

“We all live in a snowglobe,
baby”

–Vox Populi

 

 

 

 

1. Crash

 

 

The soothing sound of waves, crashing on a beach, lapping
peacefully at time worn and sun baked pebbles under a lavender
sky.

That’s where it all starts, but he doesn’t see any of it.

He hears the waves, accented by the occasional call of a
seabird, and the sounds are peaceful, but he has no point of
reference for them. Why would he be hearing waves? No, not just
hearing them–feeling them as well. He can feel the waves, lapping
at the cuffs of his jeans, splashing in five second intervals, like
a lick-happy puppy.

He had been dreaming, but what about, he could not recall.
Everything is black, eyes are closed–if only he could get them to
unglue. He must have been out for a long time. He probes the depths
of memory but finds only fog, wintry and grey. Or maybe it’s
smoke.

Something hits his foot with a dull thud but he ignores it. For
now. His head hurts too damn much to care. And so he just lies
there, trying to feel something other than pain. That annoying
something hits his foot again, and this time it’s accompanied by
one of the strangest sounds he has ever heard:

Eeeep… eeeep… eeep…

He snaps his eyes wide open, revealing cobalt irises stark with
shock. He doesn’t know why, but that sound instills great fear in
him. The waves continue to splash warmly against his feet. He is
lying face down on black sand, bathed in warm, fading light. He has
seen pictures of black sand beaches before in his life, though he
has never been to one. He knows that for a fact, yet he can’t
remember his own name. Black sand beaches are not uncommon. They
are the result of volcanic activity in the area. Somehow he knows
this. Palm trees and leafy bushes edge the beach, just like what
you’d expect to see on any beachscape. The dark sand is lined with
white washed up debris from the ocean–leaves, sticks, logs,
people.

People?

There are other people on the shore. Two are sitting up in the
shadow of a tree, holding each other, staring out at the ocean, in
shock. Two women; both with cherry coloured hair, spiked with
vanilla, outlining what he could see would normally be cherubic
faces. Normally. Now those faces are streaked with blood and dirt.
Twin faces. The women are twins, identical. He thinks he knows
them. He thinks about calling out to them, but then that sound
comes again.

Eeeep…

He flips over onto his back to face the source of the sound.
It’s a fish–about the size of a small dog–with eyes protruding from
short stalks that rest atop a broad flat skull, like an alligator.
Its wide mouth forms a grin that would have been almost human if
not for the numerous teeth, spiky and crooked, spilling from the
edges in uneven rows. Its body is elongated and scaled, ending in a
finned tail. Tiger stripes line it in a mottled red and brown. It
pulls itself toward him on large flat fins that are boned and
muscled, like primitive hands. It nudges his booted foot again.

Eeeep…

He panics as his adrenaline boosts and he quickly scrambles
backward, away from the thing in an awkward crabwalk.

Eeeep…

With a speed that belies any preconceptions he had about the
creature, it rifles forward, mouth agape, teeth flashing. It takes
a huge bite from one foot, blood flowing immediately, but he does
not scream or feel any pain, not then. The thing starts whipping
its head from side to side convulsively, attempting to tear flesh
from bone. Adrenaline pumps his heart like a piston, holding the
pain back.

Flailing his arms, more from fear than from hurt, his right hand
slaps across a worn and pitted rock. Gripping it tightly, he swings
wildly, smashing it across the thing’s skull. It yelps in surprise
more than pain, and with that offsetting speed lets go of his foot
and disappears into the ocean.

The pain arrives.

He screams, the adrenaline overcome, his foot frozen with fire,
and he cries in rhythm to the ache. He thinks he hears voices,
maybe people, coming to his aid. He looks away from the ocean
toward the tree line and a man is standing there, naked, from the
waist up. Half his body and face is decorated with a series of
strange lines and dots, like a circuit board diagram. He reaches
out to the man, but the man disappears into the jungle. He thinks
he hears the voices again but before he can know for sure…

… black.

 

 

TWO

Hey, hey, you alright? Jack, can you hear me?”

Somebody was shaking him. He opens his lids to find his sight
filled with the biggest aquamarine eyes he has ever seen, framed by
cherry red hair. Black spires of lashes outline those globes,
accentuating them. A small, slightly hooked nose runs between, and
he follows it down to a pair of even lips, glossy and

rosy.

Je t’adore…

An image of those lips speaking en Francais flashes
through his mind and he remembers her name. “Andie,” Jack said
thickly, his tongue feeling like a lead pipe. “What–”

“You’re alright now,” Andie said. “The bleeding’s stopped.”

“The bleeding?” What was she–

Jack Pennywise sat up. He was lying on a bed of palm fronds on
the dark sand near the tree line. The pain in his foot ratcheted up
instantly, and it all came back to him in a torrential flood:

Waking up on the beach, seeing Andie and Andrea–the
twins–under a tree… and that fish monstrosity…

It was a “fishapod”.

That’s what some evolutionary theorists called the first
fish to walk on land… fishapods.

There was something else too… I saw something…
someone?

Jack stared up at Miss Andie Lee Vibert and for a wonder, she
was smiling. He looked at his foot. It was completely wrapped in a
ragged shirt, blood soaked into every stitch.

“How bad is it?” he asked cautiously. Andie immediately looked
away and Jack knew the worst was coming.

“You lost three toes,” she said sorrowfully. Jack’s eyes widened
with unbelieving horror. “I’m sorry. Scott says you’re lucky to be
alive though. You lost a lot of blood.” She reached over and hugged
him.

“Scott?” Jack said confused. Andie pointed down the beach to the
tall, well built, Italianesque, forty-something man. He was wearing
a pair of torn and faded jeans and a short sleeve plaid shirt, wide
open.

Scott Bon.

Jack was suddenly agitated and tried to get on his feet, but
Andie pushed him back down with surprising ease. He said, “I should
fucking kill him.” Andie scowled. “Or maybe you forgot he’s the
whole reason why we’re here? Why this happened to me,” he gestured
to his foot, “him, and your ex-boyfriend, Vedder. Assholes number
one and two respectively.” Andie said nothing. Jack, seeing the
look on her face, sighed and said, “Is he even a doctor?”

She frowned, and said, “Not really. He was a med school dropout
before becoming a physicist. He didn’t say much when he treated
you, but at least he dressed your wound. Said he couldn’t believe
how fast the bleeding stopped. Then he moved down the beach to see
to the others.” She paused for a moment. “So far, it looks like you
were the only one injured in the crash.”

“Crash?” Jack said bewildered. “What crash? Did we make it
back?” He was still staring at Scott Bon, who was bent over two
women who were lying side by side on the sand. Jack recognized them
from Cassé-Horlage, CH, the secret laboratory in the Rocky
Mountains where this all began. One was a skinny, Scandinavian
blonde–Diane Patrick. The other was a slightly plumper brunette of
Asian descent. Her name was Lisa Cho.

There were also two men: Brian Goodwin–the sandy-haired and
bearded CH security guard–and Jason Vedder, Andie’s ex, asshole
number two. Vedder looked like an aging Abercrombie and Fitch
model. Other than Vedder he had never spoken to any of the others
formally, only seen them from a distance during the… the what?
The incident?

Andie looked at Jack intensely. She said, “You don’t remember it
either, do you?”

Jack shook his head. Crash? “When I woke up I couldn’t
even remember my own name. It wasn’t until you woke me up the
second time that it all came back,” he said ruefully.

“The second time?” Andie echoed.

“Oh, well, I actually woke up on the beach earlier. I saw you…
and Andrea, staring out at the ocean. I figured you were both in
shock and that’s when… ” Jack paused, deciding how to approach the
oddity of what had happened to him. “I wasn’t injured in the crash…
or whatever it was that happened. Something… bit me.”

Andie stared at Jack dumbfounded. “Something bit you,” she
repeated. It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah, I know how it sounds, but it makes sense. We obviously
didn’t make it back to our timeline after the raptor attack, right?
We’re back on the beach. I didn’t recognize the species, but some
prehistoric sea reptile came out of the ocean and bit my foot off.”
Jack laughed to himself nervously, but it was the truth, no matter
how stupid it sounded. But Andie’s expression was far from
amused.

“Jack,” she said in a monotone, “this is a completely different
beach.”

Jack looked around and realized immediately she was right. He
hadn’t had much time for sightseeing since waking up, but he still
felt dumb for not noticing: the beach sand was black. The beach
they had just left had been white.

Andie looked on the verge of tears. She said, “And we are in the
present.”

“What?”

“Jason and Scott said they both checked the Egg’s computer
before we entered innerspace. According to them, we are in
2005.”

Jack’s eyes bulged. It was bullshit. Had to be. He had just been
attacked by a prehistoric sea reptile. How could this be 2005? He
said, “If this is the present, then where are we? On Earth I
mean.”

“I don’t know,” Andie replied almost scornfully. “Although none
of us remember it, it seems the Egg crash landed, falling out of
orbit instead of porting down and landing. We’re likely
somewhere on the Pacific Ocean. This place looks like an
island.”

Jack continued to argue. “How do you even know that we crashed?
I mean, I remember waking up on the beach but, I dunno, maybe the
Egg just, you know, teleported into the water, or ported,
or whatever it’s called. I assume that’s where it is right, in the
water? Maybe the Egg teleported into the water, ejected us out and
we washed up on shore. I mean, I don’t remember how I got on the
beach. Do you?”

Andie locked eyes with Jack. “No, I don’t remember that. But I
do know that we crashed.”

“How?”

“Turn around.”

“What?” Jack asked, confused. Andie didn’t reply, just waited
for Jack to comply. He slowly turned his body, careful not to
aggravate his damaged foot. Jack finished the turn, expecting to
see jungle, but that is not what he saw. Instead there was a gap,
fifty feet wide where the jungle should have been. It began about
halfway up the nearest tree and continued on at a slowly rising
angle through the foliage. He knew what it was immediately: a crash
vector. Something had fallen from the sky and had blasted its way
through the forest. He followed the vector to its logical
conclusion, turning his head back around to face the ocean.

Holy shit…

He didn’t say anything for a long time, just kept turning his
head back and forth along the vector because he knew there was
something wrong about it. Something you would expect to see at a
crash site…

There’s no smoke, no fires…

Neither a tree nor leaf in the jungle was ablaze, things
reasonably synonymous with an aircraft crash. There was no
wreckage.

That was no aircraft we were in though…

The trees were sheared cleanly in a clear cut circular shape–no
burns, no torn bark or scars. The insides of the trunks were openly
visible. It was as if they grew that way. The funny thing was, he
had seen this exact same type of damage before.

Jack’s jaw dropped.

 

 

THREE

“You do know what that looks like right?”

Jack could tell she didn’t want to answer, and she didn’t, for a
while. And then she said, “Yeah, Cassé-Horlage, after the other
Egg…exploded…for lack of a better word.”

 “Exploded sounds about right, although I was inside it at
the time thanks to your boyfriend–” Andie shot Jack a daggered look
that shut him up immediately. He said, “I mean, Vedder, asshole
number two. I don’t really know what happened but this looks to be
the same damn thing.”

Andie nodded agreement.

He said, “What happened back at CH anyway? Why did the other
Egg…do that?”

Andie frowned. “I don’t know, Jack. Everything that happened
after you arrived at CH…I don’t know.”

Jack smirked. “Ha! Arrived. I like your choice of word
there.”

Andie glowered at him but Jack didn’t back down. After all, this
was at least partly her fault. Jack looked down at his foot again.
He was still more concerned right now with how he lost
those toes rather than the actual fact.

This couldn’t be 2005.

Couldn’t be.

The reality of having missing toes had not yet sunk in for him.
Probably wouldn’t until he attempted to walk again. He cringed at
the mental image of himself, stumbling with only two good toes on
one foot.

Rhino would probably laugh his ass off…

Jack’s eyes bulged and he blurted out: “Rhino! Tyler! Dr. Crane!
Where are they? Are they okay?” Andie opened her lips to answer but
someone else did before she got a chance.

“What the damn hell is going on over here?” The voice, a
familiar and pleasing baritone floated to Jack from the gap in the
jungle behind them. Jack turned, a little too quickly, but the pain
in his foot that resulted was worth it to see the faces of his
friends, alive and whole. Ryan “Rhino” Knowles, Tyler Brown, and
Dr. Jonathan Crane emerged from the jungle, avoiding the large gash
in the trees. The three newcomers all wore troubled smiles as they
approached Jack and Andie.

“How’s the foot, Jack?” the burly, muscular, Rhino asked as he
slunk down in the sand, slapping Jack hard on his injured
appendage, brushing his other hand through shaggy, sandy brown
hair.

Jack nearly screamed. “Ow, watch it asshole,” he half-heartedly
chastised his friend and the two locked hands. Tyler mirrored
Rhino, plunking down on Jack’s other side, adjusting his thick
glasses and smiling awkwardly as he often did. “Ty,” Jack said and
embraced Tyler as he had Rhino.

“What? No Weinerboy?” Tyler asked mockingly and Jack merely
shrugged.

“Thought I’d give you a break today but don’t worry, I got
plenty more derogatory nicknames up my sleeve.” Jack grinned
devilishly and Tyler groaned.

Jonathan Crane, fifty-five years of age, short, portly, and
steel haired, came around Jack and stood at his feet, looking
forlornly at not only his best paleontology student, but the son he
never had.

“Why the long face, Dr. Crane?” Jack asked.

Crane didn’t answer immediately, just kept looking Jack in the
eye, then at his injured foot. Finally he said, “I’m sorry Jack.
This is all my fault.” Jack was taken aback by the guilt his
surrogate father was obviously feeling. But Jack didn’t fault Crane
in the least.

“Hey Dr. Crane, I don’t blame you–you did what you had to.
Besides, you didn’t force us to come to Cassé-Horlage, your brother
did that. Vedder, your so-called brother, he’s the asshole. Him and
Scott Bon, they’re the bad guys in all this. Right?”

“I guess,” Crane said, hardly satiated. “In any case, I’m done
with Jason. I should have known when he showed up at U of A that
day that he hadn’t changed. He just needed me. Needed to use me,
and I should have seen that but I didn’t, and now… ” Crane trailed
off momentarily. “In any case, I’m through with him.”

Crane paused reflectively before addressing the group again. “I
spoke to Andrea a few minutes ago.” Andie snapped her head up
instinctively at the mention of her twin, and Jack thought he knew
why. Andie and Andrea weren’t really twins; they were actually the
same person, from parallel timelines. A result of the incident at
CH. They both preferred to be called Andie, but to avoid confusion,
everyone had started calling one by her full name: Andrea.

Jack really knew very little about either of them, but enough to
know that there was an unspoken tension between them, all stemming
of course, from Jason Vedder–Andie’s ex. Andrea seemed to have
latched onto Vedder since the incident.

Crane went on: “Andrea spoke to Jason, and both he and Scott are
certain we’ve arrived back in the present. We’re just not in the
same place on Earth that we left from.”

Jack and Andie exchanged a concerned look. Jack knew she would
keep his seemingly insane claim that he was attacked by a dinosaur
fish a secret, but that was hardly comforting. He still
knew what had happened to him. At least I think I do.
What if I imagined the whole thing? What if the shock of being
injured in such a way combined with all the stress of the past few
days manifested itself in a waking nightmare?

“Where we are, they don’t know,” Crane continued. “Everyone
seems to have blacked out before the crash. They hope to retrieve
some data from the Egg, but they don’t know yet how far out in the
water it is. Once they do that, they can call for help and get us
rescued and we can put this all behind us. I think it’s safe to say
that Jason now realizes the dangers inherent with time travel..” An
uneasy silence descended over the group, and Crane went on. “Well,
it doesn’t matter to me either way. As far as I’m concerned, after
this is all over, Jason and Scott are deader than shit to me.”
Crane paused to sigh, realizing he was getting too worked up. He
took a long breath and his heart rate slowed. “At any rate,” he
said more easily, “I think the eleven of us should be out of here
by tomorrow afternoon.”

Jack looked away from Crane and locked eyes with Rhino. They had
never heard Crane talk so coldly about anyone before in their
lives. No words were exchanged between them but there didn’t have
to be–they each knew what the other was thinking: this isn’t
over.

 

 

FOUR

Less than an hour later, the newly reunited group of five–Jack
Pennywise, Andie Lee Vibert, Rhino Knowles, Tyler Brown, and
Jonathan Crane–sat around a campfire they had built near Jack’s
“hospital bed” and watched the sun disappear below the watery
horizon in its never-ending game of peek-a-boo. Rhino luckily had
had a zippo in his pocket, making the job of building the fire that
much easier. To their right, a dozen feet down the beach, were
another two fires, with the rest of the time travelers divided
between. At the furthest fire, Jack observed Scott Bon, Jason
Vedder, and Andrea. It looked like Vedder and Andrea were holding
hands, but Jack couldn’t be sure. Around the other fire sat Brian
Goodwin, Diane Patrick, and Lisa Cho.

Jack had still not actually met Goodwin or the women. As far as
he was concerned, they were with Bon and Vedder, which made them
the enemy.

A tap on Jack’s shoulder brought him out of his thoughts and he
looked up to see Andie smiling at him, her teeth a study in snow
capped peaks. “Look,” she said cheerfully, and pointed out across
the ocean. The sun was saying a brilliant farewell to the day,
slipping between the watery horizon and a multi-hued canvas of
cloudless sky. Jack smiled back at her, eyes locking in a serious
gaze. He wanted to kiss her. She was in love with him–he knew that
for a fact because she had told him less than a minute after he had
met her–and it frightened him and exhilarated him both at once. She
was gorgeous, but he barely knew her, and really, she didn’t know
him–

With an odd wink, the sky became instantly black, like a light
switch had bee flipped off. It took Jack a moment to register what
had happened. Normally, after the sun fully dips behind the curtain
of the Earth, the last rays of the day linger and paint the sky
crimson, pink, and violet. Here, that didn’t happen. When the sun
was gone, so was the light.

“Did you guys just see that?” Rhino asked so loudly that others
down the beach could hear.

“Yeah,” an answering baritone came from one of the other fires.
It was Goodwin. “It was like somebody turned off the sun.”

There were agreeing murmurs from everyone on the beach. Many
were now on their feet, pointing and panicking at where the sun had
been.

“What the fuck?” Jack said to himself. He was half lying down on
his back, propped up on his elbows, trying not to move his injured
foot, facing the ocean. Tyler, Rhino, Andie, and Dr. Crane were
animatedly talking but Jack wasn’t listening. The night seemed too
dark. Now that the sun was gone, the night was total; the only
thing fighting back the enveloping dark was the campfires, and yet,
Jack felt the darkness was pressing in just a little too hard. He
tilted his head upward. The night sky was blacker than any he had
ever seen, obsidian and oddly ominous. As he had more times than
he’d like to count since waking up here, Jack felt something was
not right; it seemed to be the theme of this whole adventure.

It’s just a little too dark…

It came to him. He hadn’t noticed at first because over the
course of his life he had become so accustomed to seeing them that,
when they weren’t there, he almost didn’t notice. His mind tried to
make up for them by ignoring them, but really, it couldn’t.

There were no stars in the cloudless sky.

“Holy shit,” Jack said in a half panicked tone. “They’re
gone!”

“Wh-what?” Tyler asked, looking hard at his friend. The whole
group quickly saw Jack looking upward and so followed suit.

“The stars,” Jack said. “There’s no–”

He cut off in mid-sentence for at that exact instant, they
flashed on, the Milky Way exploding into milky brilliance, like the
universe’s gaudiest Christmas display.

“Tell me you saw that,” he said hysterically to no one in
particular, thinking again of the ocean monstrosity
(fishapod) that (maybe) attacked him. Suddenly
anything seemed possible.

“Yeah, I saw it,” Rhino agreed in an elevated pitch that crossed
three octaves. “That was fucking weird.”

There were nervous mutterings of agreement and some panicked
tones coming from all around the makeshift camp. More people were
on their feet, and then the shouting began, yelling and argument,
curses and counter-curses. Utter chaos was about to break out. From
his campfire down the beach, Jason Vedder stood up.

“Okay!” he yelled in the loud, confident tone of a natural born
leader. “Just calm the fuck down!” He paused to let everyone do it.
“Obviously it’s been a trying day. I know just as much as you all
do, but we’re stranded here. Panicking helps nothing. Now, tomorrow
we need to get ourselves together and work out some sort of system
for survival, food and water, until we can get out of here.” The
fire light danced on Vedder’s face and made him look sinister,
making Jack hate him more. “Does that make sense?” There were
muttered agreements from the entire camp, but Jack was sure he
heard an undercurrent there too. It seemed to whisper: “Who
died and made you leader?”

Vedder continued. “Good. After we get that done, I’m going out
into the water to look for the Egg. At the very least, there may be
supplies onboard that we can use. I suggest we all try to sleep
now, we’re going to need it.” And with that he sat back down. Most
of the camp still stared at him, maybe expecting him to say
something else, but he just lay down on his back and closed his
eyes.

“Well,” Rhino said, “I guess that makes him our tribe
leader.”

“Well, I’m definitely not surprised,” Dr. Crane said in a hush.
“Jason always needs to feel like he’s in control, but at least he
seems to have survival in mind, if only his own.” He sighed
longingly. “I suggest we take his advice and try to get some sleep.
Like he said, we’re going to need it.” The group muttered agreement
and after hastily exchanging goodnights, all lay down.

Andie lay down beside Jack, closing her eyes, and squeezing his
hand. Jack did not squeeze back. He fell asleep staring at the
stars.

 

 

 

 

2. Ice Cream
Headache

 

 

The water poured in from cracks in the outer metal, pressing
hard against her body. She expected it to be cold and almost found
it a relief when it was not.

Almost.

 It still didn’t change the fact that something bad had
happened. They had hit something. The trip through innerspace had
gone off without a hitch; it was when they had come down for the
landing that all hell broke loose. It had all happened so fast, but
she remembered that at least half of the inner wall had crumpled
inward.

There was blood, mixing in with the water, which was coming
in faster now as the Egg sank further. She panicked and fumbled to
undo her harness, taking her more than a try to get it. Almost
everyone was out of their seats now–some had escaped through the
biggest crack. Two people were still seated–women. One was
unconscious, the other was screaming as the water rose past her
chin; she couldn’t get her harness undone.

She fought through the rising surge over to the helpless
woman, ducking her head below the surface and forcing her eyes open
to focus on the troublesome buckle. She had always hated opening
her eyes underwater, and the sting of salt water did not make it
easier. It turned out there was nothing wrong with the buckle; it
opened easily. The woman wearing it–Diane was her name–had been in
such a dread that she lost the motor control necessary to get it
undone. She quickly got the harness off, and with a yelp was gone
out the crack into open water.

She turned now to the unconscious woman, and as she did,
there was a dry thunk as the Egg struck ocean bottom. She took a
final gulp of air before the last of it was overtaken by water and
swam down to unstrap the woman. She had no idea how long she could
hold her breath for, but she thought that a minute might be a
generous estimate.

She reached the woman and found that her buckle had already
been undone–someone had attempted to get her out but then had
bailed to save themselves. She cursed the cowardice of that person
and yet praised the fact that she didn’t have to release the buckle
herself. The woman was held down only by the straps of the harness.
She quickly got them off and hauled the woman off the seat. Then,
with an aching terror, she realized she had no idea how she was
going to get the woman out of there. Even underwater the woman was
heavy, and she was quickly running out of air.

She had no choice: she had to go to the surface for
help.

With regret she turned away from the woman whom she had
tried to save, and eased herself up through the sharp tear in the
Egg’s shell. She could see the light of the surface but had no idea
how far away that was. All she could do was swim for it.

Suddenly she was pushed aside by strong hands and even in
the murk she could tell it was Jack. They locked eyes for a moment
and he pointed upward, motioning her to get to the surface, then he
disappeared into the crack, his bare feet the last thing she saw of
him going inside.

The need for oxygen suddenly overcame all else in her
consciousness and she bolted for the surface, the light at the top
getting closer but still seeming so far away. She began to see
stars before her eyes and she was quickly losing focus. Losing
consciousness. Nothing really seemed that big a deal. Any second
now she would simply start sucking in water…

Her lungs flooded with oxygen as she broke the surface, her
breath coming in massive, fantastic gulps. It took her a second to
gain her bearings–she had to turn around–but then she saw them, the
rest of her crew, floating in the water…but not going toward the
terrible light on the beach…

And it was a terrible light.

It shone with the concentrated intensity of the sun’s core,
and burned her retinas with acrid heat. She tried to turn away, but
then it was gone.

The light shot out into all their heads and bloomed as a
universal migraine.

They all screamed before the black. 

 

 

TWO

Andie Lee Vibert shot upright, rigid as a tombstone, screaming
like an air raid siren. The pain in her head was not letting up;
she placed her palms upon her temples and pushed hard inward. If
she could crack her skull open even just a little bit, the pain
would escape. She was sure of it. She had to relieve the pressure.
Maybe she could find a sharp stick…

She stood up, stumbled a few steps in the sand and fell back
down; the pain was just too great. She finally turned her head up
and took in what was happening around her. Everyone around the
campfire was sitting up too, and at first, with horror, she thought
they were mocking her, and then she realized they were screaming as
well…

No wait, not everyone.

Jack was sitting up, trying not to aggravate his foot. The look
on his face was pure confusion, not unbearable pain. Rhino, Tyler,
and Dr. Crane were all holding their heads and blaring. Jack
finally turned his gaze her way and immediately he got up and came
over to her. She saw that he was able to walk on his bandaged foot
without any trouble. His first step was awkward as he was unsure
how to proceed on it, but after that, it seemed he was not in any
pain and hobbled over to her easily.

Tears were now coursing down her face in rivulets and her only
wish was that the hurt would end. She had experienced a migraine
headache once in her life, and that had been after she had had her
wisdom teeth removed when she was seventeen. That pain had been
bad–she had barely been able to move for two days–but this new
migraine made that one feel like an ice cream headache.

Jack was over to her now. He was saying something but she
couldn’t make it out over the ache and screams. He placed his palms
over hers, still clutched to the side of her head, and pulled them
away.

It was gone.

She wasn’t sure if it was a coincidence or…or had Jack done
something?

She felt no more pain but there was
still…confusion…inside her head–a conflict. Everyone else
at the campsite had stopped screaming too. She looked up into
Jack’s eyes and he was frowning. She found she couldn’t keep her
gaze locked there for too long, but she didn’t know why…

… because he’s not supposed to be here…

Andie looked to the right, down the beach to the campsites of
the other time travelers. She could see they were disheveled too.
Some still clutched their heads, but they were not screaming
anymore.

… none of us are supposed to be here…

There was a commotion and Andie turned to see Jack standing over
them, equal parts fear and concern painted on his face.

“Jesus Christ, what the hell is going on?” she heard him
ask.

But before any of the others could speak, Andie stood up, the
conflict in her mind growing with each passing second.

“We’re not really here,” she said.

 

 

THREE

The sun had broken completely free of the ocean and had begun
its daily rise to the top of the sky. The pain was just a memory
now, and even that dull confusion had subsided somewhat, but Andie
Lee Vibert still felt more wrong than she ever had in her entire
life.

Scott Bon was making rounds of the rest of the headache victims.
He hadn’t seen Andie yet, but he would be coming soon. Jack came
back with a bottle of water–it had washed up on shore with some
other debris from the Egg.

“Thanks,” she said gratefully as Jack handed it to her and sat
down. She quickly gulped a few mouthfuls and then handed the bottle
over to Tyler and Rhino who were sitting next to her. Dr. Crane was
off speaking with Andrea–her time twin. She still found it weird
referring to herself in the third person. Although, she felt
increasingly that she and “Andrea” were not the same person at all,
despite essentially being exact copies of each other.

Of course, Andrea hadn’t been through what Andie had. She would
have though, had this whole thing not happened, and the timeline
interrupted. Andie almost felt sorry for her. Andrea would now
never fall in love with Jack and dump that asshole Jason, like she
had. In fact, Andrea seemed to have latched onto Jason harder than
ever.

Which is creepy because he was mine first…and Jason doesn’t
seem to mind at all…

Well, maybe Andrea would somehow come to her senses and ditch
Vedder, given time, but unfortunately Andrea didn’t have Jack to
fall back on to help her do that…

Do I even have Jack to fall back on? Is he really the same
Jack I fell in love with?

She wondered that now. After everything that had happened, how
did Jack feel about her? She wanted to ask him, when they had a
moment of privacy.

“How’s the head?” Jack asked her genuinely.

“It’s okay now, no pain, but I still feel…wrong somehow.”

Tyler perked up his ears at this and adjusted his glasses. He
said in his characteristic stutter, “M-m-me too! I, I, I can’t
explain it but, I feel like I’m not supposed to be here, at all. I
feel like I, uh, shouldn’t exist. Does that make sense?”

Andie shook her head. No. That was not how she felt at all, but
before she could say so, Rhino was talking.

“Yeah, that’s it exactly. My mind keeps asking me the same
question over and over.” He paused dramatically. “Was I even born?
I mean, it’s weird. Obviously I know that I was, but there’s times
where I can’t even remember my parent’s faces, my own name, even
Calgary. Sometimes I think those things were never real.” Tyler
nodded in solemn agreement. “What about you Jack?”

Jack shook his head. “No. I actually did wake up with a bit of a
headache this morning, but that’s not unusual for me,” he pointed
to the scar at the edge of his forehead and scalp. Tyler, Rhino,
and Andie all nodded; they knew about the accident from his
childhood. The accident that had killed his father.

“That’s so weird,” Tyler intoned. "I mean, uh, I’m obviously no
expert, but it would seem this headache we all experienced had
something to do with time travel because we all got it right? But
why would we all get it and not you Jack?”

Andie had a strong sensation of déjà vu. This wasn’t the first
time Jack remained unaffected by sensational circumstances. She
said, “Maybe it’s the same reason why he was unaffected by the
Night Terror Virus.”

It suddenly felt like everyone within earshot was taking a
collective breath. A look of massive anger slid over Jack’s visage,
turning it beat red. Andie immediately regretted having spoken, but
the next thing Rhino said changed her mind.

“She’s right, Jack.”

Relief flooded over her; if Jack was going to be mad, at least
the anger would be divided between her and Rhino. Jack concentrated
his burning gaze now fully on Rhino, who returned it without
hesitation.

“I mean, c’mon Jack,” Rhino said warily. “You have to admit,
there’s some messed up shit going on here and none of it seems to
be affecting you.”

Jack flared up, pointing to his foot. “I guess losing half my
toes doesn’t fucking qualify?”

Rhino frowned. “Okay, sorry. You’re right about that, but that’s
not what I was getting at.” He started to count off points on his
fingers. “First of all, not only do you not get sick from
a disease that no one else on Earth is immune to, despite
having the disease in your bloodstream, you are also the universal
cure for it! Second of all, every one of us who travelled through
time has now got one fucked up, mind bending headache, except for
you! I mean, Jack–are you sure you don’t know something that we all
don’t?”

A shadow suddenly descended over the group. Andie turned quickly
to see Scott Bon standing there, the newly rising sun behind him.
The group fell quiet.

“Sorry, am I interrupting?” he said artificially sweet. “I just
came over to see how your heads are and,” he turned to Jack, “check
on your foot.”

Jack, his face still red, stood up defiantly, hobbling only
slightly on his injured appendage. “My fucking foot,” he said, “is
just fucking fine.” And, balancing on his uninjured limb, Jack
lifted the bad one up to his hands, reaching down and clawing the
bandage off.

Andie screamed in dawning horror, “Jack no!”

Bon went over to Jack quickly, his face bunched up. He said, “No
Jack, you need to leave it!” But Jack pushed him away hard.

The red rag, once soaked, now dried and stiff, unwrapped with
little difficulty and Andie saw Jack shore himself up for the pain
of hardened scabs being peeled and torn from the freshly healed
wound. She expected a scream. But it never came. In fact, it looked
like there was no pain at all. The gasps and shouts of everyone
around Andie, advising Jack to stop what he was doing were quickly
silenced when he finally removed the make-shift bandage. His foot
was covered in dried blood–there was that much evidence left to
suggest that Jack had indeed suffered a trauma. But that was all
there was.

He scraped some of the caked blood off, looking certain there
had to be a gaping wound under there somewhere, but he didn’t find
it. All he found was soft pink flesh–new flesh–the kind that forms
in the hole left by a nasty gash.

But that wasn’t all.

Poking out of that flesh, were three stubby, stumpy, digits.

 

 

FOUR

Jack was ambling alone down the coast, getting used to his new
toes. He was getting further and further from view, but Andie could
clearly see that walking was becoming less and less awkward for
him. She sighed longingly and tried to put her mind onto something
else. She was alone. After Jack threw that fit, Rhino and Tyler had
gone off to gather up some firewood, and Dr. Crane was with Andrea.
Andie had volunteered to stay and keep an eye on Jack, just in
case. The truth was, she hoped he would see her alone here and come
to her. So far he hadn’t seen her. She sighed again.

For the first time, she really took in the landscape beyond the
beach. There was the jungle of course; a thick wall of green palms,
ferns and cicadas, beautifully tropical. Beyond the jungle, black
cliff faces rose, maybe three miles from camp, made of the same
dark obsidian as the beach sand. It occurred to her that climbing
one of those mountains might not be a bad idea–they could likely
get a view around for miles and just maybe see some sign of
civilization. Or rescue. Though she didn’t like to admit it to
herself, they were indeed in a survival situation; stranded
somewhere on some ocean island and needing rescue.

Well, we assume it’s an island.

For all they knew, they could simply be on the coastline of some
tropical country somewhere–although she doubted that were possible
without their arrival here being seen by someone: coastlines tend
to be heavily populated. Someone surely would have noticed a one
ton, time travelling, metal chicken Egg hurtling through the
atmosphere, crashing and hatching out eleven people. Suddenly the
thought of hiking up those black stone edifices seemed like an even
better idea, especially if a plane were to fly over them, though
they needed a way to signal it, be it a fire or sign of some sort.
Maybe she would suggest it to Jack.

If he ever decides to talk to me again…

She turned back longingly to Jack, who was now becoming a mere
dark speck on the dark beach, blending into obscurity. Every now
and again she saw his silhouette lurch sideways, as he lost his
balance on his new toes and she laughed at the thought of him
trying to hike up those mountains. He could do it, she had no
doubt, he’d just have to be extra careful. He’d likely end up on
his ass more than once. She giggled again. The last time they had
hiked together, it was she who had ended up on her ass
unexpectedly…

 

 

FIVE

Andie gasped at the view from high above the valley,
catching her breath from the long hike. The ultra modern
Cassé-Horlage compound was nothing but gobs of silver paint on a
green backdrop below, bisected by the blue ribbon of the Kootenay
River and dotted here and there by the brown of the old cabins of
the mountain resort that had once prospered here. It was amazing to
think that she had been here for nearly a year and had not so much
as given the mountain upon which she now stood a second thought. CH
was bounded by peaks and she never considered how beautiful they
really were. And Jack climbed up here roughly every day. Jack, who
truly knew how to appreciate his surroundings.

She turned around to see him sitting on a flat stool
fashioned from a chain sawed tree trunk; a second stool stood a few
feet beside his. He was putting the finishing touches on their
campfire–chopped pieces of dry wood placed in a rough pyramid
shape–and stuffing strips of peeled birch bark and kindling into
the open spaces beneath the firewood. The fire was clearly built
over the bones of other, older fires, amid a circle of round, baked
rocks. Not only did Jack hike up here often, it seemed he also
camped here as well. He looked up at her from his work and gave her
a gentle smile. He wore a faded and torn pair of jeans, a rock
t-shirt with the “I Mother Earth” logo on it, and a cowboy hat. He
certainly didn’t dress like a paleontologist.

“Do you ever stay the night up here?” she asked.

“Oh, only about once a week.” He grinned at her reaction.
“It’s a great place to be alone. It feels like home. I’m actually
from Banff, just a few mountain passes over. Did you know
that?”

“No,” she replied truthfully. “But I assumed you were from
Alberta at the very least. The cowboy hat gives it away.”

Jack looked upward at the hat’s brim and smiled. “Alberta is
the Texas of Canada,” he laughed. There was a momentary silence
before he said, “I think you try to hide it, but I’ve caught a
whiff of an accent in your voice here and there. You’re French,
right?”

Andie was taken off guard and though she didn’t know why,
was slightly ashamed. He wasn’t wrong; she did try to hide the fact
that she was French-Canadian, but he wouldn’t understand. Sometimes
it was just easier to forget.

“I’m from Montreal originally,” she replied finally, “but I
haven’t been back since I was eighteen. I’ve lost my accent since
then.” It was more like, suppressed the accent, but what was the
difference? It didn’t matter. She didn’t care whether he bought
that story or not.

“I see,” Jack said thoughtfully and he smirked.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just one thing we have in common I
guess,” and he smirked. “I haven’t been home since I was eighteen
either. That was seven years ago. I guess we’ve both got nothing to
go home to.”

Andie almost gaped at his perceptiveness. It was true; she
hadn’t been back home because she had no reason to. No need to
relive the past. He must have experienced something similar. She
suddenly felt very close to Jack. Though she had only known him for
three weeks, they had only really begun to talk in the past five
days or so, and in that time, well, she had (happily) forgotten all
about Jason. It was crazy to think, but she thought she might be
falling in love with Jack. Crazy, but true. She smiled
broadly.

“What is it?” Jack asked, returning the smile.

“Nothing really,” she replied. “Just figured out I’m a year
older than you, that’s all. For some reason it strikes me
funny.”

His smile now matched hers in width. “Why don’t you come sit
down?” he asked and gestured to the empty stump-stool beside
him.

“In a minute,” she said. “I’m still taking this all in. I’ve
never been somewhere like this before.” Jack nodded and returned to
setting the fire. Andie faced the Kootenay Valley once more and
watched the sun slowly gliding behind the peaks opposite. Had she
ever in her life taken the time to watch a sunset? Maybe when she
was a kid, but even that was doubtful.

She wasn’t allowed outside much as a child…

The tuneful melody of a finger-plucked D-chord floated to
her ears from behind and she turned to see Jack, sitting by a
rapidly growing fire with an acoustic guitar in his lap, the
fingers of his respective hands plucking and shaping chords on the
fret board. Her mouth was agape in a half smile. She had no idea
that he played.

He must have snuck that guitar up here, after that first talk we
had about music.

She blushed profusely. She had told him she found guitar
players to be unexplainably sexy. Jack had really seemed to enjoy
that remark, and now she knew why.

There was just something about a man and a guitar…

Jack was still plucking the same tune and suddenly she
realized that she recognized it. She knew the tune, but it wasn’t
until he started to sing that it really hit her.

“Goodbye my dear no need to fear… ”

She couldn’t believe it. It was the tune she had been
humming in the hallway–the tune that had brought them together.
That was only a week ago. She had just left her lab and was headed
toward the cafeteria. Jack had appeared out of nowhere at the other
end of a hallway and she had been mumbling the song to herself.
Just as they were passing, they had nodded to each other and she
had been half singing, “Goodbye my dear no need to fear… ”

And right away he had returned, “We’ll be back together
soon… ”

They had immediately stopped in their tracks, hardly knowing
each other at all and laughing hard.

“Good song,” Jack had said. “You a Vox Populi fan?”

“Great song,” she had replied. “And yes, they’re one of my
favorite bands.”

“Cool,” Jack had said. “Andie, right? We haven’t had much
time to get to know each other. I don’t see you much at the
briefings. But you are on the team, right?”

Andie had nodded. “Yeah, I uh, I kinda do my own thing. I’m
a microbiologist. I just tag along on some of the trips and take
samples. Boring stuff really.”

“Vedder’s your boyfriend, right?”

She had frowned at the mention of Jason. They were having
big problems. “Yeah, I’m pretty much here because of him,” she
replied honestly.

Jack had just stared at her for a moment, not sure what to
say, she assumed. “Well,” he finally spoke, “I’m headed to the caff
for lunch, so unless you’re headed there too… ”

Andie had giggled at that wholeheartedly.

“What?” Jack asked confusedly and she pointed back the way
he had come.

“The caff’s back that way, and yeah, I’m headed there
too.”

He grinned. “Shit. Well that’s good, ‘cause it looks like I
need a guide. This place is a goddamn labyrinth,” and they both
laughed at that. “Maybe we can discuss music over some really bad
fish sticks.”

“Sure,” she had said, genuinely delighted.

That was five days ago…

Jack continued to play out the remainder of the song at the
campfire, high above the Cassé-Horlage compound in the Canadian
Rockies. Andie was transfixed the entire time. He had a great
voice; it was truly surprising. When the song ended Jack looked up
at her for the first time since he started playing and registered
the look of shock on her cherubic face.

“Holy shit,” she said finally, and she started over towards
him, not sure what she intended to do, but it didn’t matter anyway,
because she never got there.

In typical, Andie Lee Vibert fashion, she felt the world
slip out from underneath her as her shoes came into contact with
some slick, mossy soil. She was on her ass immediately, laughing
hysterically. Jack was up and over to her in a flash, concern
written all over his face, his arms extended.

“Are you okay–” he started to say, but, still laughing, she
had taken hold of his offered arms and tried to pull herself up
only to slip again, and taking Jack down on top of her.

And then they were both laughing, and then kissing, and
then…

 

 

SIX

“You okay?” came a golden voice to Andie’s ears.

She came back to reality and realized she was standing stock
still at the edge of the beach, staring out over the water, not
moving, completely lost in thought. She turned and there was Jack,
smiling complacently.

“Yeah,” she said, facing Jack, “I’m fine. Just day dreaming I
guess.”

“You haven’t seen my boots have you?” The question caught her
off guard and she realized she had forgotten completely about his
foot. She looked down covertly, trying not to be obvious but making
a bad job of it. He smiled and stuck his foot out so she could see
it. Jack had washed the dried blood from it and she could clearly
see the newly formed toes now, complete with nails. It was
unbelievable.

 “Uh, yeah” she said, “Scott removed them when he dressed
up your, uh, injury.” She lowered her voice a smidgen. “How is it
anyway?”

“It’s a miracle. Feels like I never lost them,” he said without
conviction, wiggling the new toes. “Look, I’m sorry about earlier,
it’s just, this is a whole lot to take. Are the others still
weirded out by me?”

Andie smiled, glad just to be talking to him. “I think Rhino
still is. He and Tyler went off somewhere.” There was an awkward
pause, Then she said, “No offense, but really, who can blame him? I
mean Jack, after everything that’s happened, none of it seems to
affect you… ”

Jack nodded. “Are you?” he asked sheepishly.

“Am I what?”

“Weirded out.”

“Oh.” Andie looked uncertain but just shook her head. “No.
Whatever happened to you, I think it’s not your fault. It’s this
place…wherever the hell we are. I mean, stars that blink on and
off, fish that bite your feet off… ”

Jack’s eyes widened. “You believe me?” he asked incredulously.
“About the thing that attacked me I mean?”

She looked Jack in the eyes and said, “Well, yeah. It occurred
to me that if you had been injured in the crash, and with the
severity of your wound, you would have bled to death before you
regained consciousness.” Jack was about to speak up but she cut him
off. “Yes, we don’t know how long we were unconscious for, but it
must have been at least a few hours because when I woke up on the
beach, my legs were still in the water and they were almost
completely buried in sand… ”

Jack saw where this was leading and marveled at the acute
observation she had made.

“It would have taken hours for your legs to get buried!” he said
excitedly. “The surf was pretty mild yesterday.”

Andie smiled, nodded and said, “That’s right. But I haven’t told
anyone else. I figure there’s no need to get them all freaked out
more than they already are.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Jack said, trying to keep his
voice from escalating. “Nobody knows about the fish thing besides
us right?” Andie nodded and Jack came closer to her, staring
intently. “Are you alright?” he asked. “You don’t look so
good.”

“I…I…” she began and blood suddenly shot out of her nose with
alarming force. The conflict was rising in her mind again. “I’m
getting a headache,” she said woozily.

 …something went wrong…we never made it back…

As quickly as it came, the conflict passed. Jack was holding her
now and she looked up into his eyes.

“Jack,” she said, “we need to talk. I think this headache…
whatever it is…it’s affecting me differently than everyone else. I
don’t–” She suddenly darted to the water’s edge and began to scrub
her hands profusely. “My hands are fine…” she whispered
warily, “my hands are clean… ”

Jack was over to her now, concern written in every line of his
face. “Andie, what the–”

There was a crashing of brush in the jungle and then Brian
Goodwin, the CH security officer, suddenly came out of the jungle
above them. Andie glimpsed him from the corner of her eye, but had
her back to him and so used the advantage to covertly wipe the
blood from her nostrils.

“Everything alright?” he asked.

She turned to face him. “Yeah, all good. We’re just figuring
some stuff out,” she said trying to sound cheerful.

“Well good,” Goodwin said. “How’s the foot, Jack?” He extended
an open hand to Jack. It was, after all, the first time they had
formally met. Jack looked at the hand for a brief moment before
accepting it.

“Good as new,” Jack said, extending his foot. “Don’t ask me to
explain it, but…good as new.”

Goodwin smiled broadly, brushing his sandy hair from his face.
He said, “Great! Look, we’ve got a few people doing different jobs
right now, everyone else has one. I got Ryan and Tyler on firewood
detail. Dr. Crane, Dr. Vedder, and Dr. Bon are all working on
putting up a few shelters by the beach. The women, Lisa, Diane,
Andrea, are out looking for food, fruit or what have you.” He
nodded toward the jungle. “So that just leaves us. We’re on water
detail. Can I count on you two?”

Jack came up beside Andie and looked her in her Pacific eyes.
The look said, “Say yes. This will give us a chance to talk
more.”

Andie said, “Yeah. Count me in.” Jack concurred.

“Great,” Goodwin said gratefully. “We leave in ten. I’ll meet
you at the Gash.”

“Gash?” Andie said ruefully and Goodwin pointed to the Egg’s
crash vector through the jungle trees. Indeed it was a violent
gash.

“Oh,” she said. “Right.”

 

 

 

 

3. Jack, Of All
Things

 

 

Tyler Brown rubbed the newly acquired scratches he had received
from lugging firewood. He had managed to haul maybe half of what
Rhino had, but somehow got twice as many nicks on his skin. There
was plenty of loose, dead wood to be found in the jungle, thank god
for that, otherwise he might have been expected to either chop or
break some off by hand, and he really would have looked stupid
then. He grunted to himself.

I need a drink. A beer would be unbelievable right
now.

Having collected a goodly pile of wood, Rhino had moved off to
where the three doctors–Crane, Vedder, and Bon–were building
shelters. It seemed Crane had put aside his animosity towards the
other two men for the time being for survival’s sake.

Rhino had cockily mentioned having watched every episode of
“Survivor”, and so thought he could build a better shelter than
anyone and meant to prove it. Typical Rhino. Though they were all
twenty-five, Tyler felt years older than both Rhino and Jack. They
could both be so childish. At any rate, Tyler had never seen
Survivor, and nor did he care. He wasn’t the outdoors type. He
looked about and everyone else he saw seemed busy doing
something, so he moved off down the beach.

He removed his filmy pair of glasses and polished them on the
edge of his faded Adidas t-shirt, something he did often–he hated
having dirty lenses. When he put them back on, he saw Jack and
Andie standing at the edge of the Gash, slightly blurry, waiting
for someone, it looked like. Seizing the opportunity, Tyler went
over to them, smiling and glancing at Jack’s feet. Jack had found
his boots and put them back on, so Tyler could not actually see his
toes. The right boot was sliced open messily where, Tyler guessed,
a piece of metal or something had sheared through and amputated
Jack’s toes during the crash, but he couldn’t make out much through
the shredded leather and whatever material the boots were made
of.

Something struck Tyler as funny about that boot.

By nature, Tyler was an introvert, rarely outspoken, more of a
thinker; taking in the details of things and always questioning, as
he had just now. The damage to Jack’s boot didn’t look like the
kind created by a clean metal cut. Instead it was shredded and
ripped. He had seen similar damage before. When he was eight years
old, Tyler’s father, Peter Brown, had brought home a puppy from the
pound, a mutt of some kind or other. For the month or so he got to
spend with that dog, Tyler loved it. Although he never said as
much, Tyler knew his father had gotten that dog to fill the void
his mother’s absence left. Peter wasn’t always an asshole, and
besides Tyler didn’t mind; in a lot of ways, that dog was
preferable to his mother, the cowardly bitch.

Tyler had named the pup Chewie, which turned out to be quite
apt, for the dog chewed the shit out of everything in sight–shoes,
socks, furniture, the TV remote–everything it seemed, except its
own doggie toys. Peter didn’t stand for that long, and of course
he’d blamed the dog’s lack of discipline on Tyler, but what the
fuck did Tyler know about training a dog? He was eight fucking
years old!

The dog was gone the next day, back to the pound Tyler presumed,
although, knowing his father, anything was possible. Peter had done
it while Tyler was at school, to avoid the unavoidably messy
emotional scene that would ensue, which it did anyway. Tyler wanted
to kill him, and went on that way for about a week, then the
anniversary of his mother’s death came, and everything was pretty
much forced back to normal, so to speak.

But he never forgot about Chewie, and the damage that little
scamp had done to some of Tyler’s own shoes. The damage looked a
lot like the kind he was now seeing on Jack’s. Maybe he was reading
too much into it. Anything could have happened to Jack, and
Jack himself probably doesn’t remember it. As far as Tyler
knew, nobody could remember what had happened between the time they
blacked out on the Egg, and the time they had woken up on the
beach.

Tyler approached Jack and Andie and looked his friend in the
eye. “How’s the foot?” he asked sharply.

“Fine Ty, it’s fine. What are you up to?”

“N-n-nothing, uh now. Was getting firewood with Rhino, but he’s
helping put up shelters with Dr. Crane. N-not really my thing. What
are you guys doing?”

“Waiting for Goodwin. He was here a few minutes ago, no idea
where he went. We’re going to get some water.”

Tyler nodded and said, “Mind if I, uh, tag along?”

Jack looked at Andie, then said, “Yeah, that’s actually a good
idea. Andie and I have been talking, comparing notes so to speak.
It’d be good to get your side of things too. But keep it between
us, okay Weinerboy?”

Tyler grunted. He knew Jack used the name “Weinerboy” with
affection, but it still bothered him. He didn’t have the balls to
tell him that though.

“S-s-sounds good,” Tyler replied belatedly. “So we’ll just wait
for Goodwin then?” Jack nodded and turned to say something to
Andie.

A glint in the corner of his eye caught Tyler’s attention; like
sunlight reflected in a mirror. It came from the Gash. He
approached the trough in the black sand created when the Egg had
skidded through it, and kneeled down at the edge, reaching down
into the ditch.

“What are you doing?” Andie asked.

“Uh, hold on a sec,” Tyler said, a tad impatient.

Tyler cupped one hand and scooped away some soil, revealing the
source of the glint. He immediately cleared away more so that it
was visible to Jack and Andie.

“Holy shit,” Andie said from above. “What is it?”

“It’s glass,” Tyler replied. “Whatever happened, when the Egg
came through here, it was hot enough to melt sand when it hit, and
yet it burned not a single tree or plant.” Tyler gestured to the
devastated jungle; it was true, a red hot flaming metal Egg had
crashed through here and yet had not burned a leaf. Andie stared at
Tyler, dumbfounded. He got up from his knees with a creaking of
joints and strode over to the nearest palm tree. The Gash had taken
a half moon out of it. Tyler reached up and ran his fingers along
the damage. The surface felt like fluted glass. There was no
seepage of sap or water where you would expect to find it inside a
large tree. It was as if the wound was cauterized but not burned.
Tyler turned back to his friends and opened his mouth to say
something, but instead, taking him by surprise, he yawned, long and
full.

“Tired?” floated a voice from the jungle. Goodwin emerged from a
stand of ferns, sweating and a little dirty.

“Uh, yeah,” Tyler said. “I-I guess I am. Come to think of it, I
don’t even know how much sleep I got last night.”

“I didn’t get any,” Goodwin said. “I lay down for about an hour,
but the sun came up after only three.” It took Tyler a second to
register exactly what Goodwin had just said.

“What?” Jack intoned rather loudly.

“The sun,” Goodwin said almost as a lament. “It came up only
three hours after going down, and it wasn’t a sunrise. It was
exactly like last night’s sunset. One second it’s dark and starry,
the next, the sun is on the horizon, stars gone.”

“Fuck me,” Tyler said astonished. “H-h-have you, uh been
watching the sun today? Has it been moving across the sky faster
than usual?”

Goodwin gave Tyler a trepidatious look and said, “Well, I’m no
expert, but no. As far as I can tell, the day is progressing at a
normal pace.”

Tyler nodded, relieved. He didn’t think he could handle three
hour intervals of sun and darkness. The looks on Jack and Andie’s
faces said the same thing.

Goodwin noticed the glass at the bottom of the Gash. He asked
them about it.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Jack intervened.

“I don’t like it,” Goodwin said. “It makes me eager to get out
in that water to the Egg and find some answers.” He pointed where
the Gash met the ocean in a soft lather. “Ready?” he asked. “I
guess you’re coming with us Ty?”

Tyler nodded.

They set off into the jungle at a steady march, following a game
trail, Tyler bringing up the rear.

They passed more cut off trees, some left with only a tall
telephone pole-like stump and a thought occurred to Tyler, one so
obvious he was surprised it hadn’t been brought up before. He
breasted Jack who was just ahead of him.

“I’ll tell you what, uh bothers me more than that Gash,” he
said.

“What?” Jack asked genuinely.

“Those trees that got sawed right off at the top…well, uh, where
did their tops go?”

 

 

TWO

Ten minutes after leaving the beach, Goodwin led them to a grove
of palm trees that were thick with coconuts, both on and off the
ground. A pile of a dozen large ones lay next to a sharpened stick,
fixed into the ground at a severe angle. Each coconut in the pile
had a hole bored into it, and the sharpened stick wore the entrails
of the coconuts. It seemed Goodwin had been busy.

“I knew we needed a way to transport the water,” Goodwin said
approaching the pile. “We only have three water bottles, so last
night when I couldn’t sleep, I came out here and drilled these
coconuts. We’ll have to carry four each–that should be enough for
everyone for now. The water’s pretty far–I went out and found it
this morning and filled up the water bottles–so we’ll probably have
to set up a system of shifts for getting water later on so we don’t
run out too quickly. Hopefully when we go out and investigate the
Egg wreck we can find a tarp or something for collecting rain
water.”

Tyler nodded weakly. It seemed the guy had thought of
everything. He frowned at the coconuts. It was gonna be a pain
carrying these things. They each selected four, Tyler covertly
trying to grab the smallest ones, and immediately set back out.

 

 

THREE

They walked a good thirty minutes, the path they followed lined
tightly with bright emerald palms, olive ferns, and lime jungle
shrubbery. As far as Tyler could tell, they were headed toward the
mountainous terrain that could be seen from the beach. He was now
walking behind Goodwin, who was at the front of their caravan, and
decided to ask him about it.

“Yup,” Goodwin said openly. “When I went out looking for fresh
water this morning, I figured if there was any around, it would be
running down off these mountains.”

“Th-that’s uh, very smart of you,” Tyler complimented. “If you
uh, observe the topography of this general area and of most areas
formed by uh, volcanic activity, the drainage patterns always start
at the highest elevations and f-f-flow down to the sea. You’d uh,
be surprised how many people think the uh, other way around…that
streams can flow inland from the ocean.” Goodwin stared at Tyler
for a moment and Tyler felt suddenly foolish as he often did. Why
was he babbling on about this?

“You’ve really thought this through haven’t you?” Goodwin
finally said. Tyler heard Jack snicker from behind him.

“S-s-sorry, I’m studying to be a paleontologist. I can’t help
but notice landforms. Jack is too, and Rhino. We were students of
Dr. Crane’s before…all this happened. Before uh, CH.” He stared at
Goodwin expectantly.

Goodwin grunted. “I was just a lowly security grunt at CH. I
wasn’t responsible for anything that happened. I was just following
orders. Sorry about what happened to you guys, by the way. No hard
feelings?”

Tyler was taken aback. He looked at Jack, who rolled his
eyes.

“Uh, sure,” Tyler finally replied. Goodwin nodded and they
continued on. 

They reached the base of the cliffs about fifteen minutes later.
A sloping scrabble of jet talus had accumulated at the bottom,
making for a jungle gym climbing surface that reached a little more
than a quarter of the way up the mountain. They stopped for a
breather in the shade of a dump-truck sized boulder. Tyler was glad
to put down the coconuts for a few minutes; he dreaded the thought
of carrying them when they were full of water.

“From here we’ll follow the base of the cliffs until we come to
the stream,” Goodwin said lightly, then added almost as an
afterthought, “I gotta take a piss, be right back.” Abruptly he
disappeared around the boulder and into the foliage.

Tyler looked up into the canopy of trees and through the
intermittent gaps in the leaves he could make out the dark volcanic
cliffs that loomed over them. Balmy gold sunlight filtered down to
him and warmed his face pleasantly. He smiled. Trees and vines
climbed the rock faces on the less steep sections and he followed
them up to the top of the nearest mountain.

A sudden movement caught his eye; something big.

“I just saw something!” Tyler gasped to Jack and Andie.

“Where?” Jack asked immediately.

Tyler pointed up to the top of the cliff. “U-u-up there, uh, in
the trees. I saw…something. It looked like…a person.”

Andie was staring up but Jack was focused on Tyler, he looked
troubled.

 “Are you sure that’s what you saw?” Jack asked him. “You
don’t exactly have the sharpest vision.” He nodded at Tyler’s
glasses.

“Actually,” Tyler said sheepishly, “there’s something about that
I need to tell you.” Jack and Andie stared blankly. Tyler was
unsure how to say this without sounding nuts. “Since I’ve been
here,” he said slowly, “I uh, think my vision has been getting
better.”

A silence descended among them that was broken moments later by
Goodwin’s return. He must have realized something was up–Tyler saw
it in his eyes–but he didn’t question it.

“Ready to go?” he asked them gently.

“I’m good,” Jack replied and nodded to Andie and Tyler. “You
guys?” They both returned the nod. Jack, Andie, and Tyler shared a
telling look but said nothing else.

They picked up their coconuts and followed the base of the
cliff.

 

 

FOUR

It didn’t take long to find the stream. The sound of falling
water came to Tyler’s ears before they actually found it, the
distance was deceptive, but nonetheless, ten minutes after they
took their break, they had water. Liquid streamers ribboned off a
tall, sheer cliff face and pooled into a five foot deep pond that
flowed off into the jungle. After a quick little victory dance,
Jack and Goodwin stripped off their foot gear, pants, and shirts,
leaving their boxers (Andie surprisingly got down to her bra and
panties), and waded out into the cool but refreshing water.

Tyler hesitated. For as long as he could remember he had had a
body image dilemma–a dilemma which had manifested itself into an
eating disorder in his teens, but which he now had under control.
He was past the eating disorder, but the anxiety still lingered.
Even now, in a survival situation he found himself reluctant to
take off his shirt. Compared to Tyler, Jack was a perfect living
specimen; not an ounce of fat over a defined but not quite
chiselled stomach. Goodwin was much the same and, Tyler noticed, he
was quite extensively tattooed, including one (which he thought
quite clever) on his lower stomach that illustrated the butt of a
pistol sticking out past the waistband of his underwear, making it
look like he was packing heat. Tyler tried not to stare, but
noticed Jack looking with equal interest as well.

“You coming in Ty?” Andie asked from a few feet away, waist deep
in the pool. In just her bra and panties, Tyler could see just how
great Andie’s body really was too. She had a tattoo too, though not
as extensive as Goodwin’s, on the small of her back just above her
butt. It was a series of black-outlined stars. The stars clearly
demarcated a pattern of some sort but he could not see what it was.
It didn’t matter; he was surrounded by beautiful people and felt
inadequate. He hesitated again. Maybe he would just stay on shore
and start filling up the coconuts. But before he could say so, he
looked at Jack, who was jerking his head in a way that Tyler knew
meant he had to go in. He sighed and took off his shoes and shirt,
revealing what was really a minimal spare tire, but to him looked
like a rain barrel.

Jack and Andie headed over to the waterfall, showered quickly
beneath it and then disappeared behind it. Tyler followed suit.
Under the falls, he drank deeply from the falling rush and for a
time forgot where he was. Goodwin had dipped in only briefly and
was already back on the rocky shore, filling up the coconuts. A
hand shot out of the falls and pulled Tyler all the way in. They
stood facing the smoothened rock wall, just inside the sheet of
plunging water. Any conversation they had in here would be masked
by the roar of the falls.

“Hey!” Andie was yelling at Jack when Tyler joined them, “I
resent that!” Jack was grinning foolishly.

“Well, that’s what it is. Am I right Ty?” Jack asked, pointing
to Andie’s tattoo. “She’s got a tramp stamp.” Tyler and Jack both
grunted laughter. Andie just stood there, anger smoldering in her
eyes.

Tyler said, “H-h-he’s right, And. Girls usually get a tattoo in
that spot ‘cause they’re trying to draw attention to their uh
ass…you know, when they bend over and their shirt rides up… ” Jack
was in an uproar now.

“Oh, grow up,” Andie finally said, mostly to Jack. “It’s the
constellation Cancer you idiots. I was born in July, making me a
Cancer, that’s all.” Tyler looked at the tattoo again, though he
knew nothing of constellations. To him the pattern formed an
inverted Y. It was actually a pretty cool tattoo though.

Jack finally stopped laughing. “You’re right. It’s a nice
tattoo, really.” Andie looked unconvinced. Jack decided to drop it
and turned to Tyler. “Okay Ty, I want to know what you meant
earlier about your eyes.”

Tyler was momentarily taken aback by Jack’s forthrightness, then
said, “Well, ever since I woke up today, well uh, after the
headache went away, I’ve been having a little bit of trouble
seeing.” He paused, “The thing is, I had my glasses on at
the time. I thought it was weird so I took them off and uh yeah, I
could see a little better without them. I still see better with
them, but I can tell my eyes are gradually reversing.”

Jack looked frustrated. “What the hell is going on around here?
Toes grow back after getting vivisected, near-sighted eyes correct
themselves. We can’t possibly be back in our own time!”

“Maybe we should ask Goodwin about it,” Andie said
reluctantly.

“No. Goodwin’s with Vedder. He was there at CH and never tried
to stop what happened. He’s Vedder’s man all the way.”

Andie piped up, “You don’t know that Jack. Jason probably forced
him into it. Diane and Lisa too. He probably held the cure for the
Night Terror Virus over their heads or something.”

“Maybe,” Jack conceded. “I wouldn’t put it past him. The bottom
line is we can’t trust any of them. And if Goodwin or Vedder or
anybody else from CH goes out to the Egg, one of us has to be there
with them, just in case.”

Tyler nodded agreement with Jack, then turned to see what
Goodwin was up to on the other side of the falls. He gasped.“Hey,
where’d he go?” Tyler said. Jack and Andie whipped around too. The
coconuts all lay in a scattered row at the edge of the pool.

Goodwin was gone.

“Shit,” Jack echoed and plunged through the falling sheet,
wading across. Tyler and Andie followed. They paused at the water’s
edge and quickly donned their clothing, scanning for Brian
Goodwin.

“Should we call out for him?” Andie asked, but before Jack or
Tyler could answer, someone else did…

…with a scream.

 

 

FIVE

Palm leaves and greenery slapped and scratched at Tyler’s arms
as he dashed through the jungle. Jack was ahead, disappearing from
view every now and then; Tyler and Andie, less athletic, were being
left in the dust. The scream seemed to have come from somewhere
downstream. They followed the water, careful not to trip on the
flat, eroded rocks that lined the banks, which proved tricky in
some spots. They ran for what seemed an eternity, but had not heard
another scream since the first. The stream suddenly forked and
Tyler ground to a halt, Andie right behind him.

“Damn, we lost Jack. Did you hear anything else?” Tyler asked
her shrilly, the pounding of his heart loud in his chest.

“No,” Andie replied, equally short of breath. “What should we
do?”

Without thinking, Tyler yelled, “Jack! Goodwin!”

The answer was immediate, and it came from the jungle to the
right of the creek: “Help me!”

But it wasn’t Jack or Goodwin.

It was a woman.

 

 

SIX

Tyler didn’t know what was more shocking when he burst out of
the jungle and into that little clearing in the forest: all the
blood, or all the dinosaurs.

There were four of them, and they were fucking HUGE. Of course
Tyler had seen Jurassic Park and it’s subsequent sequels, and these
lizards were much like the villainous velociraptors of the films,
though he knew those movie dinos to be too big to be true
velociraptors. Whether he knew it or not, Steven Spielberg had
depicted what was more likely a species of utahraptor. These
dinosaurs were exactly like that, except that their bodies were
covered in feathers. A plumage of varying hues of green, blue, and
purple coated each creature’s seven meter body, which heightened
their bird-like behavior, typified by random quick movements.
Smaller, downier feathers covered the creature’s faces.

Those feathers were stained with blood.

The source of that blood was about ten feet off the ground,
hugging desperately to a branch of a thick trunked tree, shaking
uncontrollably and freely pouring blood from a gaping wound in her
right leg. She was one of the women from Cassé-Horlage; blonde
haired, blue eyed and skinny, a clear Scandinavian influence in the
makeup of her genes. Tyler thought her name was Diane, though he
wasn’t sure. Other than Andie and Andrea, he had not personally met
the other two women from CH.

The utahraptors, already seven to eight feet tall, were easily
jumping up, snapping and snarling at her, occasionally ripping off
a piece of flesh.

They were toying with her.

The woman’s screams came erratically–she had lost so much blood
she was clearly delirious and in shock. Her cobalt eyes were lidded
heavily. She would lose consciousness soon.

Tyler nearly screamed when Andie ran headlong into his back at
the edge of the clearing. He immediately put a hand over his
mouth–if they were given away, they would be dead in seconds. He
read Andie’s eyes and the pure fear he saw there made him nauseous.
Even worse, there was no sign of Jack, or Goodwin for that matter.
He didn’t know what to do. They had no weapons of any kind, and
even if they did, he could think of nothing that would be
effective. The indecision that rattled Tyler’s brain at that moment
was somehow more painful than the headache he had experienced that
morning. How to save this poor girl’s life? He felt like his mind
was chasing in circles…

What happened next eliminated any need he had to come to his own
conclusion: with dreamy acceptance, the girl’s eyes slid shut and
she fell out of the tree. The thud was dull, like a tennis racket
smacking a shag carpet, and the raptors bent over her immediately,
jaws dripping and ready for the main course.

Tyler entered the clearing.

Andie gasped from behind him and she whispered something loudly,
but he didn’t hear it. His heart was pounding too loudly in his
ears. The raptors had not begun feasting. Instead they stopped
where they stood, as if sensing his presence. They all turned to
face him, the largest of the group locking eyes with him. As
suddenly as it had that morning, Tyler’s head began to ache
profusely. At that moment, Tyler heard a voice, strong and
familiar, and then Jack entered the clearing, speaking in an
uncharacteristic monotone:

“I am He who comes in many forms but His own, the man
between worlds, Jack-of-all-things. I am god.”

Tyler almost burst out in laughter at these ridiculous words,
but then Jack held out a hand to the lead raptor, the one Tyler had
locked gazes with, and it approached Jack with respect…and fear. It
bowed its head to his hand and Jack placed his palm upon its brow,
and Tyler could almost feel the surprising softness of the down
there. The ache in his head intensified.

The other raptors surrounded Jack as he reached up with his
other hand and felt the edge of his scalp where a fleshy raised
bump rested. A scar. The scar Jack had gotten when he was ten in a
horrible car accident that had claimed the life of his father.

Goodwin materialized out of the jungle near the wounded girl,
who was still unconscious. He went over to her. The raptors still
surrounded Jack.

“Tyler, Andie,” Jack said in that same eerie voice. Neither of
them replied but apparently Jack knew they had heard him. “Help
Goodwin get the woman out of here.” And immediately Tyler’s
headache disappeared. Andie crossed the clearing, extremely leery
of the lizards, coming to Goodwin. Tyler followed suit. He and
Andie each draped an arm of the woman across their shoulders.
Goodwin ripped a piece off his shirt and tied a hasty tourniquet
around the woman’s leg.

“You two go,” Goodwin said commandingly. “I’ll wait for Jack.
We’ll be right behind you!” Tyler and Andie just nodded and carried
the woman toward the beach. She was a small girl and not too heavy
to manage. Before leaving the clearing, Tyler focused back on the
dinosaurs…and Jack. The beasts were watching them and he heard Jack
speak once more.

“Leave them be,” he said simply, and the dinosaurs faced Jack
once more. Goodwin was now approaching Jack, his legs shaking.

“C’mon Tyler, we gotta get her some help, quick!” Andie said in
his ear.

He realized he had slowed down as he watched Jack.

“Sorry,” he said and looked straight ahead as they carried the
injured girl out of the clearing and into the jungle.

 

 

 

 

4. Blackbox

 

 

The wind had picked up considerably since sunrise, and waves two
to three feet high were now crashing loudly on the darkened sand
beach, splashing salty sea spray against his face, but he was too
intent on his work to notice. Ryan Knowles was putting the
finishing touches on his shelter–a crude lean-to–constructed of
palm trees and leaves. The shelter would house three comfortably,
four if need be. He was now weaving a final palm frond to complete
the roof.

Dr. Crane was just down the beach, working on his own shelter,
and further away, another shelter was being built by Jason Vedder
and Scott Bon, except, they were nowhere to be seen. He hadn’t seen
them leave the beach. 

Although Rhino had boasted having watched every episode of
“Survivor” to Tyler as the source of his knowledge on how to build
an effective shelter, that wasn’t entirely true. The truth was that
Rhino was an avid and experienced outdoorsman, having been turned
on to such pursuits early on in life by his father, who enjoyed
everything hunting, fishing, and camping. Before going to
university, where his entire life had been consumed by studying and
hockey, Rhino’s youth had been demarcated by a set pattern of
evenings and weekends: fishing in the summer, hunting in the fall,
hockey in the winter. These were the tenets his father had set out
for his son’s life and Rhino was more than happy to abide by
them.

He suddenly realized he missed them–his father, two younger
brothers, his mom. He wondered if they had escaped the Night Terror
Virus. Last he knew, the disease had migrated east of Calgary, not
north, so his family was probably okay. Fort Saskatchewan was five
hours from Calgary and isolated compared to other towns. There was
a good chance that the disease never made it that far. Plus, when
they had left Drumheller to go to CH, it had been unaffected by the
disease, and Drum was only an hour from Calgary. His family was
probably fine.

But there were bodies just outside of Drumheller…

He shook it off. He couldn’t let himself think that way. Yes,
Calgary had been completely devastated when he, Jack, and Tyler had
passed through, but that had been after the RCMP quarantine. The
quarantine had ended because there was no one left. A disease
couldn’t spread if there was no one left alive to spread it. Still,
if someone had gotten out before the quarantine ended and went
north…

Don’t. Just don’t. Not now.

Rhino finished tucking the palm frond securely into the thatched
roof and realized he had to shit. Without a bathroom, the jungle
was his only option. There was a game trail nearby and he headed
toward it, out of the heat of the morning sun and into the cool
shade of the thick jungle. The air was heavy with the smell of
flowering vegetation and he walked maybe a minute before finding a
thin gap in the foliage and disappeared into it. He examined some
soft looking palm fronds and briefly wondered if they would be okay
to use as toilet paper. He laughed to himself.That’s one thing
Survivor doesn’t teach you.

Rhino cleared a small patch on the ground, kicking away leaves,
dry twigs and a dome shaped rock that revealed a colony of ants
beneath it. They were red and angry looking, so he moved a few feet
away. Being a nature lover, he remarked to himself how a whole
other world had been hidden beneath that rock, and that he may have
literally destroyed it by revealing it. Then he scoffed.
They’re just goddamn ants. 

Dropping his faded jeans and adjusting his green and brown
camouflage t-shirt, Rhino settled down to do his business. Not less
than a minute later, there was the unmistakable sound of crunching
leaves followed by voices on the path. He held his breath.

“Forget it Jason, just forget it. The Egg is out there and we’ve
no way to get to it without anyone seeing–”

“Shut it Scott, we’re almost to the beach. We’ll discuss this
later.”

Jason Vedder and Scott Bon passed by on the path in front of him
and continued on to the beach. Rhino frowned. They want to go
out to the Egg without anyone seeing. Why?

It shouldn’t be a surprise that Vedder was hiding something from
them, and it would be just as likely that that something had to do
with getting out of here, or rescued. Motherfuckers, Rhino
thought angrily, then took a deep, calming breath. He had a
tendency to let his temper get out of hand and often had to remind
himself to stay in control. He wouldn’t delay though; he’d confront
them immediately. Rhino stood, pulled up his pants–he hadn’t even
had a chance to begin his business–and stalked purposefully out of
the jungle and onto the trail. Instantly he was knocked flying on
his ass, dirt and leaves staining his jeans. His first instinct was
that Vedder had attacked him.

“What the fu–”

Rhino looked up to see Tyler and Andie, haggard and sweaty,
hauling a limp woman between them.

“Rhino!” Tyler exclaimed in surprise. “W-w-we need help. She’s
hurt.”

Rhino was back on his feet in a second and taking the injured
woman from the exhausted pair, carrying her like a grotesque bride
over the threshold. They started for the beach.

“Who is she?” Rhino asked. The woman was barely a load for the
burly man to carry, but his arms were beginning to get slick with
blood.

“Diane Patrick,” Andie answered. “From CH, remember?”

“Where’s Jack?” Rhino asked.

“He and Goodwin should be right behind us. We were out there
collecting water.”

Rhino adjusted the woman slightly so he could get a look at her
leg. The thigh flesh was shredded and ripped, characteristic of
animal bites–lots of them–and judging by the wound, animals with
big jaws.

“What the hell happened out there?” he asked accusingly. “What
attacked her?”

Andie and Tyler looked at each other quickly and Tyler said,
“Not now Rhino. Believe me, not now. Let’s get her some help
first.”

Rhino frowned at that cryptic sentence but knew his friend was
right. Get the woman help first. Thirty seconds later they burst
out onto the beach, Tyler and Andie shouting to the people they
saw. Rhino saw Vedder and Bon, standing at the water’s edge,
looking out toward the Egg. His temper flared.

Not now. Deal with it later.

He brought Diane Patrick over to his newly built shelter and lay
her gently down on the flat bed of palm fronds he set on the ground
as a makeshift floor. The shelter was immediately surrounded by
concerned faces, everyone speaking at once, worry painting them
all.

Dr. Crane was on his knees next to the girl, examining the wound
and then pressing down on it with a t-shirt to stem the flow of
blood.

“Where is Jack?” Crane asked exasperatedly, echoing Rhino
moments earlier.

Tyler was there to answer, “H-h-he should be here any second, we
were out in the jungle when we found her. Me and Andie carried
Diane–Jack and Goodwin, uh, fell behind. Any second.” He looked up
to the gap in the jungle that demarcated the game trail.

“What do you mean Goodwin fell behind?” Vedder almost screamed.
Tyler didn’t even notice him come over. “That incompetent fuck, he
should have been with the women, watching them! When he gets here
I’ll–”

“You’ll what Jason?” a voice carried to them from the jungle.
Rhino looked up to see Goodwin, running towards them, though not
from the game trail. Apparently he took his own route to the beach.
The group surrounding the hut parted to let Goodwin in. Bon and
Crane had set to work on the girl. Rhino had to look away when the
shirt was removed from the wound, revealing the depth and severity
of it. He suddenly realized that his arms were covered in the
girl’s blood. He didn’t need to see any more. He moved off to wash
his arms in the ocean.

“Where were you, Goodwin?” he heard Vedder command. What an
asshole.

“If you must know,” Goodwin retorted sharply, “I was helping
Jack chase off the animals that did this to her.” There were gasps
from the group. Rhino immediately whipped around and saw Tyler
looking at him. Tyler shook his head. Goodwin’s lying. His
heart suddenly dropped fifty stories in his chest. Where was
Jack? Forgetting about washing off the blood, Rhino dashed
back up to Tyler and pulled him away from the others.

“Ty, where’s Jack? Tell me. What the fuck happened out
there?”

“Jack’s uh, fine…I think.” Tyler lowered his voice ominously.
“It was dinosaurs, Ry.”

Rhino was sure he had misheard what Tyler had just said. “What?
Say that again.”

“There were five of them. Utahraptors, I think.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Rhino asked incredulously.

“Y-y-yeah, and that’s not even the worst part.” Tyler stared at
Rhino. “I uh, I don’t really know how to say this, uh…Ry, I think
Jack was talking to them.”

“What?” Rhino said. This time he had to have misheard him.

“When we left, carrying Diane out of there, they were going to
attack us too I think, and uh Jack, he walked right up to them and
uh, talked to them. I’m not fucking joking Ry.”

Rhino’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “What in the blue fuck?” he
said. It was funny; after everything he’d seen in the past few
days, none of this sounded crazy.

“Yeah, that’s what I said.” Tyler said dramatically. “And you
know what else Ry?” Rhino just shook his head–he had no clue. “Jack
spoke and, those fucking dinosaurs, well, they listened.”

 

 

TWO

“We’ve got to go back and find him,” Rhino said worriedly. “He
could be worse off than Diane! Shit, Utahraptors!” He couldn’t
believe it. Vedder had lied–they weren’t back in 2005 after
all.Couldn’t be.

Tyler scowled. “Rhino you’re right but, I mean, when I left him,
Jack was surrounded by them. If they attacked him…he’s dead.” Tyler
paused and looked back to the shelter where Scott Bon and Crane
were working on Diane Patrick. Vedder was talking to Bon. Andie was
on her knees, retching at all the gore. He said, “Goodwin was the
last to see him. He said he was going to help Jack chase them
off.”

A spark ignited in Rhino’s head and irrational anger flooded
him. He stormed off towards Goodwin, who was alone now after
getting Vedder off his back, standing next to the shelter. He heard
Tyler mutter something to try and stop him, but he ignored it.
Rhino locked onto Goodwin and bunched his fists. He was going to
find out what happened to Jack.

“Let me go out there,” Vedder was saying to Bon. “Maybe I can
find some medicine or bandages or something on the Egg.” He pointed
out to the ocean where the waves were high and wild.

“Are you crazy Jason?” Bon replied. “You’ll drown and instead of
one casualty today we’ll have two.”

“You’ve pretty much given up on her haven’t you?”

“Jason, even if I did have the proper medical supplies, there’s
not much I can do. She’s lost too much blood and her wounds are too
deep to stitch up. I’m sorry.”

“She’s the daughter of my best friend Scott. I’ve known her
since birth. I can’t just let her die. I’m going out there.” To
Rhino, there was something funny about this exchange, almost as if
it was rehearsed, but Vedder stormed off in the direction of the
Gash before Bon could get in another word. Bon said something to
Crane about keeping pressure on the wound and went after Vedder.
Goodwin started to go too until Rhino grabbed him.

“Where’s Jack?” he demanded. Without answering, Goodwin pushed
Rhino and turned back to the departing Vedder, ignoring him. Rhino
grabbed him more roughly this time and attempted to fling him
backward onto the ground, but instead–and he wasn’t sure exactly
how it happened–he found himself flat on his back with Goodwin on
top of him, knee on his chest. Rhino attempted to throw a punch but
Goodwin leaned in harder, cutting off some of his air supply.

“I don’t know,” Goodwin said finally. “I had to leave him out
there or let the girl die. But she’s going to die anyway so it
looks like it was all for nothing.”

Rhino managed to choke out a few words, “So he’s dead then?”

Goodwin looked away from Rhino and finally let him up. He said,
“I don’t know. He was trying to drive the animals off. They were
dinosaurs.”

Crane’s head whipped around instantly. “What did you just
say?”

“They were dinosaurs. Big ones. They had feathers and big claws
on their toes. Like the one at CH… ”

Rhino was sitting up now and looked at Crane. Crane said,
“Utahraptors. Shit, Jason lied.” Rhino nodded.

Suddenly there was a loud exclamation from behind the shelter.
Rhino, Goodwin and Crane stood up to see Andrea and Lisa Cho
dashing out of the jungle towards them. Rhino had all but forgotten
about the women–they had all been out with Diane gathering food
this morning. Andrea and Lisa went straight to the shelter, Tyler
pointing them to it.

“My god, Diane!” Andrea nearly screamed, and she was echoed by
Lisa seconds later. Rhino stared at Andrea. He still couldn’t get
used to the fact that she and Andie were the same person. And yet
they seemed so different too…

“We got separated out in the jungle,” Lisa said exasperatedly.
“Diane went off to take a leak and…somehow we lost her!” She was
hysterical. “We heard her scream but we couldn’t find her. Oh
Diane, I’m so sorry! Can’t you do anything for her?” Lisa was
holding the unconscious woman’s hand. Crane didn’t say anything and
Lisa knew that meant the worst. She cried heavily.

After a sombre pause Andrea said, “We heard something, out in
the jungle, something big. We thought it took her.”

“It did,” Crane replied half-heartedly.

“It was a dinosaur,” Rhino said finally. “You’re boyfriend lied
to us.”

“What?” Andrea asked, pausing in confusion. “Why would Jason do
that?”

Rhino frowned and said, “Because he and Bon plan to ditch us
here. They know we’re not in 2005. They’re going to try to get the
Egg going somehow and leave us here, kinda like he planned to do to
me, Jack, and Tyler back at CH….”

“That son of a bitch,” Andrea said angrily. “Where is he? I’ll
tear him a new one!”

Goodwin pointed. “He seemed pretty upset about Diane, you know,
being his friend’s daughter and all. He’s going out to the crash
site to try and find medical supplies.”

Andrea’s face became a study in confusion and she laughed. “His
friend’s daughter? Jason doesn’t have any friends. He hired Diane a
few months ago straight out of one of Scott Bon’s classes at U of
A.”

Rhino’s heart dropped again suddenly and the conversation he
overheard between Bon and Vedder on the game trail earlier came
floating back to him…

“… the Egg is out there and we’ve no way to get to it
without anyone seeing… ”

It had been a ruse. This was Vedder’s excuse to go out to the
Egg, his window to escape and leave everyone behind.

Bon went with him.

“One time!” Rhino cursed to himself. “Why can’t things be easy
just one time?”

He bolted towards the Gash.

 

 

THREE

Rhino covered the kilometer distance to the Gash just in time to
see Bon, disappear beneath the waves seconds after Vedder. They had
found the Egg quickly, which meant it wasn’t too far out.

He didn’t have time to take off his shoes–or anything for that
matter. Following the Gash along the beach sand, he trained his
sights on where he thought Bon had gone under and stormed out into
the salty blue. It was warm, pleasantly, but the high and violent
waves quickly diminished that pleasant feeling. He was suddenly
glad for the Saturday morning swim lessons his parents had put him
through in his pre-teen years. His arms were already beginning to
feel the slow steady throbbing of continuous, strenuous use. He
spat a mouthful of saline water that had splashed into his mouth
instead of air.

He had only been slashing through the waves for a minute but
already he was losing sight of the bottom–it had to be about six
feet deep here–and despite it being a sunny day, the charcoal sand
made the water dark. He looked for signs of the Egg’s crash vector,
but could see none. He looked to the shore to see if he was still
swimming more or less straight out from the Gash and cursed to see
he had drifted quite a ways off course. A thought occurred to him:
What if they’re escaping in the Egg right now? What if there’s
a way, even underwater?

It seemed highly unlikely, but still…

He dove.

Beneath the broiling surface, the world was muted but he could
hear the crashing of waves above him. He felt forward with
outstretched hands as he kicked and strained his sight for light
but could make out nothing clearly. He thought he could see a faint
pinprick of illumination about eight feet down so he swam for it.
He had no idea how long he could hold his breath for–if he had to
guess, he’d say just over a minute, maybe a minute and a half tops.
Vedder and Bon had to have been down here at least twice that long.
Unless the Egg had a source of air they could tap into, they were
probably dead…

They deserved less.

Something brushed Rhino’s back like a whisper. He felt it swim
past with speed and ferocity. Fear crept into his mind. He suddenly
knew that he had to get out of here; Vedder and Bon were dead–they
had to be–and they may not have drowned. He was out here in
darkness and he was not alone. He halted his forward stroke and
turned for the surface, a dull illumination above him.

Two things happened simultaneously.

Rhino’s left ankle was grabbed from below and the sea burst into
a stadium of brightness. He was momentarily blinded as his eyes
adjusted and adrenaline surged through his system as he fought the
thing that had him. Rhino kicked with all of his strength and to
his surprise was easily released. It was still too bright to make
out what the source of the light was but it was also partially
blocked out by the silhouette of a man who was struggling weakly to
reach the surface. He was beginning to feel the tension of air
deprivation in his lungs but nonetheless, Rhino dove after the
sinking man.

As his eyes adjusted to the light, Rhino could now see that the
man was Scott Bon, and he was bleeding profusely. One arm hung
limply at his side, a mangled mess, while he groped futilely with
the other and kicked his legs. Rhino kicked his own harder and
reached Bon, grasping the man’s weak hand tightly and he thought to
himself, I’m risking my life for someone who just yesterday
tried to kill me. Rhino hated Bon, but all the same, he was
compelled to help him. Bon and Vedder might be the only ones who
could get them out of here, and there was still no sign of
Vedder…

But the light…

Rhino focused entirely on the light. Of course he knew it was
the Egg–a white, pulsating, oblong spheroid with a yellow
nucleus–the pulses of light timed rhythmically. The Egg was closed,
which could only mean that Vedder was inside…and attempting to
get out of here…

Rhino was suddenly torn on whether to let Bon drown and go after
Vedder–although he hadn’t the slightest of ideas on how to get the
Egg open–or retreat to the surface. Above him the waves boiled
harder than ever. His lungs were beginning to ache. He had only
seconds to decide.

Again something brushed past him like an insane lover’s caress,
and this time he saw what it was. The shape blurted on towards the
glowing time machine at torpedo speed and on a direct collision
course. The thing struck the Egg violently, clawing as it scratched
the surface and then seeming to ricochet off of it. Undeterred, the
thing veered immediately and made the same attack again, only this
time it was joined by another. The pair glided effortlessly and
almost seemed to dance in the harsh artificial light before clawing
and biting at the Egg’s pristine ivory surface.

Seconds later they were joined by another creature, and then
another, and then three or four, until there were almost a dozen of
them swimming and diving in a brutal frenzy. The Egg began to flash
in irregular patterns, and Rhino knew it was taking a beating. The
time machine was failing and Vedder was inside. He decided. Taking
one last fearful glance at the furious school of fishapods–for that
is what he suspected they were; he had studied them in Dr. Crane’s
classes–Rhino grasped Bon’s hand in a vice and kicked for the
surface, already imagining what that first sweet kiss of oxygen
would feel like in his deprived lungs.

The light changed. At first Rhino thought that it had actually
gone out–that the Egg had finally succumbed to the fishapod
onslaught–but he quickly realized that he could still see fairly
well in the dim. He hadn’t made much progress toward the surface
yet. He estimated that Bon weighed maybe a hundred and seventy
pounds–soaking wet as he was–but the water felt like a sinker
rather than a buoy. Still kicking, he turned and saw that Bon was
unconscious, head lolling in the current like a broken metronome.
He also saw the Egg. It was now a solid rose red, no longer
blinking; instead a Rorschach ink blot of black colour oiled along
its surface menacingly. The fishapods, having been momentarily
sidetracked by the sudden change, resumed their attack. Though he
didn’t think it were possible, Rhino kicked harder, focusing on the
surface which was only feet away now. He could taste the air that
would be in his lungs any second…

With a strange whooshing noise, a giant bubble swept up, around,
and past Rhino, surging him forward slightly. He knew immediately
where it had come from: Vedder had opened the Egg. Rhino looked
down to see the still scarlet Egg with a wedge shaped segment of
its shell folded downward and Jason Vedder slipping quickly from
within it. Surely Vedder knew about the fishapods…

Rhino suddenly realized that the attack had ceased; the
fishapods were gone. But where? And why? Vedder began
kicking for the surface, and Rhino thought there was something odd
in the way he was swimming and it only took him a second to realize
that Vedder wasn’t using his arms because he was holding something.
In the dim he could not tell what it was, but he didn’t care. It
looked like they would all make it. The thought struck him dumb
because it hadn’t seemed possible only seconds earlier.

Bon was suddenly and violently ripped from Rhino’s clutch. Rhino
gasped as the world was filled with slithering tiger stripes,
railroad spike teeth, claws, and eyes on stalks. Perhaps sensing
that Bon was wounded, attracted to the blood, the fishapods had
struck him first, tearing flesh from bone in ragged chunks. Rhino
thanked whatever God there was that Bon had been unconscious.

Or so he had thought.

The last glimpse Rhino had of Bon as he lost him in the
maelstrom was the whites of his eyes, like opal teardrops as they
snapped open before he died.

 

 

FOUR

Rhino screamed, forcing what little air was left to his lungs as
a gliding fishapod bit a measly chunk of skin from his left
shoulder. He swung his other beefy arm and managed to strike the
thing with half his normal force. Rhino looked down to Vedder and
saw fishapod after fishapod diving at the man, some managing to do
damage. They’re toying with us, Rhino thought. The water
was cloudy with red, and it was getting harder to make things out.
Fishapods would appear from the gloom like unheralded ghost ships
in a fog, fire a few salvos and then disappear. Rhino knew now that
it was over for real. The reptiles seemed to be more interested in
Vedder though; if he made a break for it…

The things were getting bolder, hitting Vedder two at a time,
then three, and Rhino hadn’t been attacked in at least ten seconds.
Maybe he did have a chance. Finally a large fishapod, probably the
largest in the school, descended on Vedder with slow motion
precision, sailing past his head, past his torso, legs…and finally
swallowing Vedder’s entire right foot with an elegant bite. Rhino
heard Vedder’s scream float to him through the fathoms.

He had to make a break for it.

Rhino looked to the surface, probably only five feet away, then
gave Vedder a final farewell glance. The big fishapod was still on
his leg but Vedder wasn’t trying to fight it off. Instead he was
fiddling with the object in his arms that he had salvaged from the
Egg. Somehow this thing was more important than trying to save a
limb…

There was a blinding yellow luminosity followed by an intense
column of rising heat and Rhino was blasted out of the water, his
lungs filling automatically with air, relieving that terrible ache.
Wind massaged his skin and the sun warmed him presently. He never
thought it could feel so good to breathe. He had made it.

Rhino opened his eyes to take in his good fortune but instead
all he saw was ocean, and then jungle–and then he saw that jungle
rush up to strike him in the face.

 

 

FIVE

When Rhino awoke he thought he was dreaming. A beautiful woman
stood over him, her black hair glistening with dew drops of
jungle-filtered sunlight that revealed a wash of blue entwined with
the black. Immediately he tried to sit up, but a wrack of pain in
his back and shoulders forced him back down.

“Oh god!” he said, grimacing. “One time, just one time.”

The woman was watching him intently and she smiled a radiant,
beautiful smile. He stared back at her, and realized suddenly, with
shock and terror, that he knew her.

“Natalie?”

The woman’s eyes bulged considerably and she flinched, looking
ready to make a run for it. “No wait!” he said quickly and they
were suddenly interrupted by the sound of snapping branches and
rustling movement through the jungle.

“Rhinooooo!” a familiar voice called. It was Andie. Or
Andrea. 

Rhino looked away toward the source of the coming commotion–no
less than two seconds at most–and when he turned back, the woman
was gone.

The woman named Natalie.

Natalie Cameron.

Jack’s ex-girlfriend.

What was she doing here? Rhino laughed to himself at
the absurdity of it all when a fresh bolt of pain clouded over all
else and he began to black out. He was fading…fast…

He had to have been hallucinating–had to have been.

After all, Natalie was dead.

Rhino blacked out.

 

 

SIX

He woke up.

Rhino thought he was having the same dream all over again. Only
this time, the woman he was seeing wasn’t raven haired–she was
cherry spiked with vanilla. It was Andie, not Andrea. He
only knew from her clothing. He tried to sit up.

“Just take it easy, okay?” Andie said gently. “We don’t know how
bad it is.”

Rhino’s eyes widened at the ominous words. “How bad what is?” he
said hoarsely.

Andie didn’t answer the question. Instead she looked to her left
to Dr. Crane, who stood nearby with Tyler and Brian Goodwin. Rhino
noticed Tyler wasn’t wearing his glasses and thought he looked odd.
He was about to comment on it when Crane stepped into his limited
field of vision.

“Listen to me son,” Crane said. “Try to wiggle your toes.”

A memory flooded Rhino at that moment; the most painful memory
of his life. He was on his back on the hockey rink at the
University of Alberta. Some asshole had sucker checked him, broke
his back. But he had gotten him back. Oh yes, he had gotten they
guy back, and then some, courtesy of his infamous temper.

Sure, he had gone to prison for it but…

“Ryan, move your toes.” It was Dr. Crane again. Rhino did
nothing for almost a full minute. Crane was getting pale and tears
were forming in the corners of Andie’s eyes. Tyler and Goodwin just
watched. Finally Crane said, “You can’t, can you?” Andie began to
bawl.

Without a word, Rhino propped himself up on his elbows, rolled
onto his side, onto his knees, and then onto his feet. Dusting
himself off he said, “Why the long face Dr. Crane?”

Tyler was there immediately. “Y-y-you’re such an asshole,” he
said, then embraced his friend. They all did.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Rhino said. “Too bad I can’t say the same
for Bon and Vedder.” There was little sympathy in his voice.

“What do you mean?” Crane asked.

Rhino turned toward Tyler. “You were right about the dinosaurs
Ty. We’re not in 2005. When I went under after those two idiots, I
was…we were attacked…by fishapods, I think.” Crane and Tyler both
gasped; being paleontologists, they knew what a fishapod was.
Goodwin looked confused, Andie looked pale.

“What the hell is a…fishapod?” Goodwin asked.

“A dinosaur,” Rhino said. “Vedder and Bon lied. I overheard them
in the jungle. They knew we were still stuck in the past, and
planned to ditch us.” He paused reflectively. “Well, at least the
fishapods got them.”

A shadow in the jungle caught Rhino’s eye. He snapped his head
toward it, but it was just a branch swaying in the wind. He briefly
considered telling them about his Natalie hallucination but thought
better of it. There was no point; it was, after all, just a
hallucination.

But why Natalie?

Rhino faced the group again and realized they were all staring
at him wide eyed. “What?” he said. “Those fucks deserved what they
got.”

Crane placed a hand on Rhino’s shoulder. “That’s not it at all
Ryan,” he said. “It’s just that, well, you were right about Scott,
but Jason…he’s actually just fine.”
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“What!” Rhino exclaimed furiously. “But I saw him–” He stopped
in midsentence. Just what exactly did he see? What was the last
thing he remembered? Vedder had that box he had retrieved from
the Egg in one arm and a fishapod had taken a bite from one of his
feet…then the Egg had exploded.

“Shit,” Rhino said finally. “Yeah, I never actually saw Vedder
die. He got something from the Egg, a box of some sort, then I was
blown out of the water. And I guess he was too?”

“Yeah,” Andie said. “He landed on the beach not far from camp.
He was on his feet almost immediately with just a couple flesh
wounds, if you can believe it. Tyler said he saw you fly off into
the jungle so we left him with Andrea and Lisa. They’re taking care
of Diane.”

Rhino shuddered. He had forgotten about Diane Patrick and how he
had carried her slashed up body out of the jungle. His clothes were
still stained with her blood.

“How is she?” he asked without hope in his voice. Andie just
shook her head. Rhino suddenly perked up. “Jack!” he said. “Did
Jack come back?” He stared at Tyler.

“Not when we left the beach,” Tyler replied.

Rhino frowned. “We should probably get back then.”
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Rhino was surprised to see how far he had actually flown into
the jungle. It took them nearly a full five minutes to find their
way back to the beach. He really was lucky he hadn’t been injured
worse than he was. His back still ached like a bitch and his right
shoulder felt like it was grinding in its socket, but every passing
moment he did feel better. Which was good, ‘cause he was gonna need
everything he had left in him to kick Vedder’s ass when they got
back.

As they came out of the jungle and stepped onto the soft
darkness of the beach sand, the sun had already slipped
precariously close to the horizon. The day was fading fast.

“Is it just me or did today just fly by?” he said.

Everyone else looked uncomfortable and reluctant to speak, then
Goodwin said, “The sun’s only been up for four hours.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Rhino said.
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Rhino glanced down the beach toward camp about a kilometer away,
the greenery of the shelters they had built only specks beyond the
carnage of the Gash. He could make out movement around one of the
shelters–two obviously feminine figures bent over another mostly
lifeless form. He didn’t see Vedder anywhere.

“Where the fuck is Vedder?” Rhino said.

They were all squinting as they moved closer along the beach but
no one could answer the question.

“We left him with the girls,” Andie said. “He had lain down on
the sand next to the hut.” She squinted harder. “He’s not there
anymore.”

Rhino frowned then started to jog, then sprinted. The others
tried to follow but were not as athletic as Rhino. He made it to
the shelters a full thirty seconds before them. When they did catch
up to him, he was bent over Diane Patrick, taking her pulse. Dr.
Crane quickly knelt down with him.

“She doesn’t have much time,” Rhino said. “Pulse is erratic and
her breathing’s shallow.”

“She’s been coughing up blood,” Andrea said from beside them. It
took Rhino a second to realize it was not Andie who had said it.
They had the same voice after all. “Lisa just changed her
dressings.”

Lisa, the brunette CH scientist with the tilted eyes nodded
beside Andrea. She said, “We asked Dr. Vedder for help but he got
up shortly after you guys went into the jungle. He had something in
his hands, it was beeping. He didn’t say anything, just went that
way.” Lisa pointed to the game trail through the trees that Jack,
Andie, Tyler, and Goodwin had followed earlier.

“Motherfucker,” Rhino whispered to himself. He got up.

“Ryan,” Crane said warily, “what are you doing?”

“Going after him.”

“C’mon son, let it go. We have to stick together. Now that the
Egg is gone, we’re stuck here. We need each other more than–”

 “MOTHERFUCKER!” Rhino screamed and darted around the
shelter towards the trees, not hearing what Crane said.

Jason Vedder had just appeared at the tree line.
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Rhino grabbed Vedder by his shirt and tossed him roughly to the
sand. The device Vedder had been holding tumbled freely from his
hands, beeping loudly.

“No!” Vedder protested. “We need that!”

Vedder sprung back to his feet and went for Rhino at a full
tackle, landing on top but Rhino quickly rolled and reversed the
advantage, straddling Vedder while he laid into him with a blaze of
fists. Vedder was bleeding from his lips and nose profusely, in
addition to the wounds he had received in the ocean.

“Liar!” Rhino bellowed. “You tried to leave us here!” He fed
Vedder a few more shots and then was pulled away by Goodwin. He
didn’t resist.

Vedder sat up and spat crimson liquid onto the dark sand. “What
the fuck are you going on about, Knowles?”

Rhino was taken aback by the sudden use of his last name. He
said, “I heard you and Bon out in the jungle. You two were gonna go
out to the Egg and leave us here!”

“What?” Vedder looked genuinely confused. He stood up. “Knowles,
whatever you heard, it was out of context. Bon and I were trying to
get out to the Egg, but not to escape. We wanted to get that.” He
pointed to the device, still noisy on the ground nearby, caked in
ash colored particles. “And when I saw that Diane was in mortal
danger, I knew I had to get the medical supplies onboard. I risked
my life to do so, but when I got down there they were gone, washed
out, so I went after the only other thing that could save our lives
out here. The Blackbox.”

“Well aren’t you just a motherfucking hero then?” Rhino said
sarcastically. “I know what I heard. You were gonna go back without
us! Plus, you made up that bullshit about Diane.”

“For the last fucking time,” Vedder said, “we are back! This is
the Christ fucking year of our Lord, two-thousand and five!” He
completely ignored the Diane comment, deftly sidestepping his own
lie.

Rhino broke free of Goodwin’s grip and moved to go after Vedder
again. Vedder moved away quickly.

“Here!” Vedder said, stooping to pick up the Blackbox. He
brushed the sand off. Rhino saw it looked very much like an
oversized Blackberry, except that it was all touchscreen. “This
thing,” Vedder said, “was the brain of the Egg. It’s central
computer. It controlled everything. That was how I blew up the Egg
in order to save our lives.” Rhino winced at that but said nothing.
“And I just used it to calculate our position on Earth AND what
year it is.”

“So the stupid thing is just a glorified GPS?” Rhino said.
Vedder ignored the quip. “So where are we then?”

“Well I wasn’t able to calculate our location…for some reason I
got nothing but static from overhead satellites, but I did get a
signal from a nearby radio tower, about ten kilometers inland.” He
pointed. “I wouldn’t have gotten that signal if we were in the
past.”

“But the dinosaurs,” Tyler suddenly said from the on looking
group.

“Whatever you saw, it wasn’t fucking dinosaurs,” Vedder
said.

A burst of argument exploded from Tyler, Andie, and Goodwin. Of
everyone here, they were the only ones who had actually seen live
dinosaurs, other than Jack of course.

“What about those things that attacked us Vedder?” Rhino said
indignantly. “Those were fishapods! Dinosaur fish! Explain
that.”

“Just please shut the hell up for one minute!” Vedder exclaimed.
“After I failed to get a GPS reading I used a much more accurate
measurement of time to confirm we are indeed in the present.”

“And what’s that?” Rhino relented.

Vedder grinned terribly. “Well, whenever the Egg travels through
time it takes a scan of the stars in the sky and stores that data
in the Blackbox. I saw that data just before the crash.”

“So what?” Rhino said, interrupting.

“It’s how we determine when we are in time. Over time,
the movement of the stars as viewed from Earth can be mapped, and
those positions correspond to specific time periods. In 2005, the
stars can only be in one specific position, and that is where they
are now.”

Vedder turned the Blackbox over so that they could all see the
screen. It was a complicated series of numbers and what looked like
coordinates–star coordinates–but it was what was displayed beneath
those numbers that caught Rhino’s attention:

07.31.2005
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“July 31st, 2005?” Andie said, astonished. “But,
that’s impossible!”

“Y-y-you’re, Blackbox is obviously broken Vedder!” Tyler chimed
in.

“Except that it’s not,” Vedder said with arrogance in his voice.
“The data speaks for itself.”

“You’re such a bag of shit liar,” Rhino said without emotion. He
moved to grab the Blackbox from Vedder. Goodwin intervened.

“Back off,” Goodwin said. “I’ve seen Jason use this thing
before. He’s telling the truth.” Rhino didn’t look convinced.

“Me too,” a female voice chimed from behind the men. They all
turned toward Lisa Cho. “I helped design the thing,” she said. “The
results are infallible.”

“Th-th-then uh, one of us is a liar Vedder because I saw
dinosaurs and yet you say we are in the present day. What happened?
Did we bring dinosaurs back with us?”

“You didn’t see any fucking dinosaurs!” Vedder screamed
again.

“Jason, I saw them myself,” Goodwin said.

“Andrea and I didn’t see what attacked Diane,” Lisa said. “It
could have been any animal.” She turned to Andrea for agreement,
but Andrea had gone back to the shelter to tend to Diane.

“So half of us are liars then,” Andie said.

“Or just fucking crazy,” Rhino said.

“Sounds about right,” Vedder said.

“Go fist yourself Vedder!”

“Watch it!”

“Back off!”

The group exploded into argument. Rhino threatened to kill more
than one person. He even heard Tyler make the same threat,
something he didn’t hear too often from his normally demure friend.
Vedder moved toward Tyler menacingly and Rhino hit him, hard.
Vedder went down and then Goodwin was on Rhino, and eventually
Tyler threw himself into the mess. Crane tried pulling bodies out
of the fight to no avail.

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!

An ear piercing shriek shattered the chaos of the beach.

Everyone stopped dead in their tracks and looked towards the
source of the sound.

It was Andrea, at the shelter with Diane, and she was pointing
down the beach. They all looked and immediately the fight was
forgotten.

 

 

TWELVE

The thing leaped over the shallow gouge of the Gash as it came
towards them, stalking leisurely, methodically.

A utahraptor.

The green and violet feathers of its body, broken only around
the face, hands, and feet, rippled softly in the wind. Blood
dripped freely from its mouth and claws. It had been recently
feeding. Perhaps the blood was Diane’s. Silence and terrible fear
descended over the group, but not just because it was a
dinosaur.

It was because the dinosaur wasn’t alone.

He sat straddling the raptor’s back, but leaning forward against
its thick neck, unconscious. The raptor stopped ten feet from the
astonished group and stared at them for a good ten seconds before
releasing a glass shattering screech.

And with that, Jack Pennywise fell from his perch–face first
onto the dark beach sand.

The raptor disappeared into the jungle.

 

 

 

 

5. The Harrowing

 

 

Andie Lee Vibert moved cautiously through the forest.

She was not tracing a path of any kind she could make out, but
the whispering of the voice did not dissipate, and so she
could clearly make out where it was coming from.

She was following it.

She had first heard it when they had all bedded down just after
sunset; a mere eight hours after the sun had first risen that
morning. Despite it being such a short day, Andie had felt like she
had been running a twenty-four hour marathon–and she wasn’t the
only one. Most of the others went out like a light, huddled around
a hastily built campfire. Rhino had suggested they set up a night
watch system, in case of any dinosaurs. The others agreed and Rhino
had volunteered for the first watch.

By that time, Jack was already out.

Jack.

He said he remembered little of what had happened to him out in
the jungle. He said he remembered being at the waterfall, and then
running after Diane’s cry for help. He said he remembered entering
the clearing…and the utahraptors. And then he said he got a massive
headache and blacked out, waking up here at camp. Andie told him
what she and Tyler had seen him do…talk to the raptors…
and Jack thought she was joking. An uneasy silence had descended
over the camp. No one knew what to make of it. Andie didn’t either.
Her mind kept returning to the moment Jack had awoken, after the
raptor had dumped him onto the sand, and what he had said…

“Harrowing...”

Rhino had picked Jack up into a sitting position and called out
his name. Almost immediately Jack responded, opening his cobalt
eyes sleepily and uttering the word again:

“Harrowing… ” 

Jack had then shaken his head as if trying to knock the sense
back into his gray matter, and then looked around at them all,
confused.

“What happened?” he had said. She told him, but he remembered
none of it. Strange. The others grilled him, but Jack was a blank
slate.

Harrowing.

Andie thought she had heard the word before, but couldn’t quite
place it.

She had asked Dr. Crane.

“Well,” Crane had said. “At its most basic, the word refers to
something extremely painful. However, in Christian theology, it
does have another connotation.” He paused, seeing the confused look
on her face. “It means to descend into Hell,” he said.
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The sun set not long after that and, exhausted and frustrated,
everyone had bedded down. Andie had lain next to Jack. No one
bothered him any further; not yet anyway. They seemed to believe
that he remembered nothing.

Andie wondered.

She fell asleep quickly.

“Ni-fay-tees… ”

She awoke with a start and looked around. Everyone else was out
cold, including Rhino, at his sentry post propped up against a
nearby tree. Jack was still right next to her. Maybe Jack had
spoken in his sleep? She waited a full minute and heard nothing
further. She laid back down, facing Jack, watching him sleep.

“Ni-fay-tees… ”

Jack’s lips had not moved.

What had the voice said? Ni-fay-tees? 

It came again. Then again. And again. It sounded like a whining
bathroom ceiling fan. It came from a clear direction, straight out
into the night jungle. No one else seemed to have heard it.

It must have been just for her.

Without consideration, Andie Lee Vibert got up and followed the
voice.
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She had been following for at least an hour now, but it might
have been longer. Time was funny, out here in the moonlight. She
felt funny too, but she couldn’t say how–like she wasn’t quite
herself.

She pressed on.

All around her, the foliage was a solid impenetrable wall, yet
she knew she was not lost. Nor did she fear the animals that she
knew must be around, somewhere.

The voice was keeping her safe. She followed further.

The foliage finally broke and before her rose a staircase,
weather beaten and overgrown with soft grass, disappearing up into
a forested hillside. A crooked old sign on a post stood at the
base: Mount Niphates
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The voice had stopped but she no longer needed a guide. Andie
mounted the stairs without delay. They were somewhat slick with dew
but otherwise passable. The stairs wound up and up into more
mountainous terrain, but she took her time, for she knew the voice
awaited her at the top, and it was patient.

The stairs took a sharp right bend and cut straight through a
canyon of rock. It was darker inside, but the stars provided some
illumination, and she could see the top: two gnarled and rooty
trees flanked the peak of the canyon, and she knew this was the
summit. She climbed on.

When she passed between the two trees, the air felt suddenly
cooler and her nose was assaulted by sharp floral scents. A vast
lawn was laid out before her, and in the middle, stood a massive
tree, its bark rough and graying, its leaves like green parachutes
catching a soft breeze. But it wasn’t just the immensity of the
tree that caught her breath; it was the fruit. It was golden and
glowing and hung from every branch. It looked like apples, but she
knew it was not.

“Thank you for coming… ”

Andie whirled on the spot and faced the voice.
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The being was white.

Nothing but white.

It encompassed all that was white and made the world around it
white. It glowed with the light of a thousand suns. It took Andie’s
eyes a moment to adjust to the white and she found that she had
been wrong: it was not entirely white. Its eyes–feminine, wide, and
beautiful–were lined with dark thick lashes and a dark band, like
eyeliner.

The eyes were perfect.

White hair hung freely to bare milky shoulders, and as she
continued to gaze downward, she realized the being was naked. It
had a body that was beyond perfection, and she was attracted to it.
Andie was in no way, shape or form gay, or even bisexual, but she
suddenly thought that perhaps that was untrue. Every contour was a
concentric circle: breasts, hips, buttocks. She continued her
downward gaze and gasped when she reached the feet.

The being floated above the ground.

It smiled at her.

“Wh-why am I here?” Andie managed to ask.

The floating woman reached up to the tree and grasped a piece of
the golden fruit. A perfect piece. She held it out to Andie, and
Andie took it. The fruit vibrated in her hand. A warmth flooded
her.

“Eat it?” she asked the angel.

The White Girl did not answer, instead moved aside and gestured
with an arm to the tree. A door stood within the trunk, red and
wide with a golden knob. She had not noticed it earlier.

“What’s inside?” she said.

“The path to God,” the angel said.

Andie approached the door and placed a hand upon the knob. Then,
as she turned it, she took a bite of the apple.
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Andie shot up, cadaver stiff, holding her head, screaming. Blood
poured freely from her nose…her eyes. It was the same pain as
before, but previous experience had not dulled it. She
screamed.

“Please!”

The pain got hotter and a shadow fell over her. She looked up to
see that it was Jack. He placed his hands over hers, cradling her
temple and he pulled them away. Immediately, the pain stopped. She
heard a regular beeping sound and thought it was a heart
monitor.

“Jesus Christ, you okay?” Jack said.

She looked up at him forlornly with her bloody eyes. “You
stopped it,” she said.

“What?”

“The pain…you stopped it.”

Jack looked at her appraisingly. “Andie, all I did was touch
you. I didn’t do anything.”

Andie shook her head and turned away from Jack. The camp was in
disarray. Rhino and Tyler were bent over a prone Dr. Crane, wiping
blood from his face while Andrea and Lisa were attending to Vedder,
who was in a similar state. Everyone had a nose bleed.

Excepting Jack, of course.

She still heard the beeping noise and looked to see Jason
holding up the Blackbox. He pressed a button and it stopped.

“It’s like before, isn’t it? It happened to everyone.”

Jack nodded.

She didn’t know why, but she whispered: “We never made it
back… ”

Jack stared at her fixedly. “What are you talking about?”

It was a full minute before she answered.

“Jack…my mind, since we came here…it’s been in a constant state
of conflict. One minute I’m fine and I know I am here, with you,
stuck in time. The next, it’s like my mind is convinced that we…I
mean…I, never made it back from the original trip. Before
everything that happened at CH, I mean. It’s like half my brain’s
been replaced with another version of itself.”

“That’s exactly what it feels like,” a voice said nearby. It was
Crane. He was still on the ground, being looked over by Rhino and
Tyler.

“Not for me it doesn’t,” Rhino perked up.

“M-m-me too,” Tyler concurred. “I-I-I can’t really explain it
but, it just sometimes feel like I was never born.” Rhino nodded
agreement. Nobody asked Jack what he felt.

“But what does it mean?” Andie asked, bewildered.

Crane answered: “I don’t know dear, but I’ll tell you what
worries me the most about it.” No one said a thing; the tension was
palpable. “If our minds are in a battle with themselves, what
happens when one side wins?”

An insane silence blanketed the entire camp at that moment, for
all the others had heard what Crane had said. No one said anything.
That is, until Andrea emerged from the darkness into the light of
the campfire, now low. Her nose was bloody.

“Diane’s dead,” she said.
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The nine survivors stood around a mound of black sand, five feet
long, headed at the top by a crude cross, erected from two bamboo
branches Jack had found in the jungle. Andie stood with Jack, her
right arm locked around his left, and her red head resting on his
shoulder. Jack accepted this, but she sensed it was grudgingly. She
wished she knew how Jack felt about her. She sobbed softly. Now was
not the time to worry about Jack.

“Diane was a brilliant scientist,” Andrea was saying on the
other side of the mound. “We worked together for a year, and in
that time, she constantly surprised me with her work ethic and
desire to do good in the world. She could always make me laugh.”
Andrea paused to wipe away a tear. “Without her, CH would never
have gone half the distance it has. We’ll miss her terribly.”

Andie found that last sentiment rather odd. It was as if Andrea
still considered herself a part of Cassé-Horlage. Like, despite
what had happened, when they got home, she would continue working
for Jason.

She’s not me…she still loves Jason, remember?

Maybe.

Andrea finished and a sobbing silence descended over the camp as
they reflected on Diane.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw movement.

Brian Goodwin had separated from the group and moved quickly
down the beach. Andie assumed he was just upset and turned her
attention back on the grave before her, and wondered again at the
senselessness of death. Her thoughts were broken by yelling.

Everyone turned in the direction of the commotion and saw
Goodwin, standing and waving half a kilometer down the beach. Next
to him was a large orange cube at the edge of the surf, washed up
on shore.

“I’ll be damned,” Vedder said.

“What is it, Jason?” Andrea asked.

“It’s a raft,” he said.

The Blackbox started beeping again.
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“It’s about ten kilometres inland,” Vedder said, holding up the
Blackbox and pointing into the jungle. “But it could be anything–a
radio tower, a ham radio, a fucking TV station. Do you really want
to take the chance with those…those…things out there?”

Andie glared at Vedder but did not back down. “Jack said he’d
come with me. We can’t pretend what we saw was a hallucination. The
dinosaurs won’t hurt him.”

“It’s not Jack that I’m worried about.”

“Oh, so now you suddenly care about what happens to me. I
thought you’d be more concerned about the version of me
you can still control!”

“Hey! I resent that!” Andrea piped up from nearby. She had been
talking with Jack. Andie realized it was the first time she had
seen Andrea and Jack together. Alone. A pang of jealousy shot
through her guts.

We are the same person…what if he falls for her? No. Jack
and I are meant to be…I really do believe that. He just needs
time.

Ever since she was young, Andie had always had a foolishly
romantic view of love, something she had not outgrown. Her
disastrous relationship with Jason had not soured her on love in
the slightest; for if not for that, she would never have met
Jack…

“It’s not her that I fell in love with,” Vedder said softly.

“Well that’s pretty fucking convenient,” Andie snapped. “Where
was this so-called love a month ago, when I met Jack? You can’t
blame me for leaving you for him.” She pointed at Andrea. “You
know, she is me. Maybe you should stick with her. She hasn’t
figured out just how big a dick you are yet.”

Vedder grimaced. “Fuck it,” he said. “If you want to go kill
yourself out in the dinosaur infested jungle because of some god
damned dream you had, you go do it. But you’re not getting my help
and you’re not using this.” He held the Blackbox up to her nose.
“And you won’t find sweet fuck all without it!” Vedder stormed away
down the beach. To her surprise, Andie felt tears well up inside
her, but she fought them back. She looked up to see that everyone
was staring at her.

“What?” she snapped.

Jack spoke up. “Did he just say you want to go out into the
jungle because of a dream?”
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Andie finished relaying her dream to her time travelling
companions; all except Vedder and Goodwin, who were conspiring
together down the beach. For some reason Jack looked disinterested;
like he’d heard it before. She finished the story as best she could
convey; she wasn’t worried about being thought crazy; there was too
much crazy already going around for that already.

“We have to find Mount Niphates,” Andie said with finality. “I
don’t know why, but if we want to get out of here, I know we have
to. It’s out in the jungle, and the Blackbox is picking up a signal
from it, I think. It’s our best chance of getting rescued.”

Out of the group, Jack spoke up first. “Andie, it’s like I said
before: I have no idea what happened to me out in the jungle. I
don’t remember talking to dinosaurs. I can’t guarantee they won’t
attack us if we go.” His eyes shifted warily, and Andie thought he
almost sounded like he believed it.

“Maybe,” Andie said. “But I do know what happened out there, I
saw you. And I have a feeling you’re just trying to protect me,
keep me out of the jungle. Am I right? You know for a fact
they won’t hurt us. Somehow you know it.” Jack looked away, but
said nothing. Andie nodded. “I’m going, with or without you.” She
paused. “But I hope you will.”

Jack looked at her with caring eyes. “Okay.”

“I’m going too,” Andrea said from behind them, “if that’s okay.”
Andie faked an approving nod.

Jack turned around. “Anybody else?” he said.

The absolute look of terror on Tyler’s face told Jack what his
friend’s answer would be before he gave it: “Sorry Jack, I-I can’t.
Plus, I don’t trust my eyes right now. One minute they seem to be
getting better, then all of a sudden I need my glasses.” Indeed, he
was wearing his glasses again. Jack nodded and faced Rhino.

“I think I’ll stay here too,” Rhino said. “Maybe I’ll take that
raft out and try to catch some fish.” He gestured to the orange
rubber craft, now inflated on shore nearby. “I just can’t believe
it stayed intact when the Egg blew up. Gotta be a good omen or
something, might as well use it.”

Jack patted his buddy on the back and said, “There’s fishapods
out there you know,” and he gestured to his formerly injured
foot.

“Believe me, I know,” Rhino replied, “but I’m pretty sure they
were scared off or killed when the Egg blew up.”

“Yeah, probably,” Jack agreed, but he sounded somewhat
doubtful.

Next Jack turned to Lisa Cho, who quickly shook her head. No
surprises there as far as Andie was concerned. That just left Dr.
Crane. “I’m in,” Crane said. “Besides, you’ll need somebody with
orienteering skills to get you through the jungle. Jack, you get
lost trying to find our trailers out in the badlands.” Andie
laughed. She had heard this story before. As a student, Jack had
gone out in search of a rumored dig spot containing a raptor
skeleton north of their summer dig site in the Alberta badlands and
had gotten lost for almost two days. He’d never lived that one
down.

“It’s a mountain we’re looking for,” Andie chimed in. “Can
probably even see it from here. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“Let’s hope not,” Jack said ominously.
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The old jealousy flared up again. Without trying to be obvious,
Andie moved in closer to Jack and Andrea, who were talking by the
tree line.

“Thanks again for making the cross for Diane’s grave,” Andrea
was saying. “It really means a lot to me.” She hugged him,
hard…then kissed him on the lips, a quick peck.

Jack looked taken off-guard, but smiled and said devilishly, “No
problem dear, no need to fear.”

At that, Andrea pulled away from Jack and was grinning widely.
“That’s a Vox Populi song, isn’t it?” She laughed.

“Yeah, it is,” Jack said, sounding surprised. “You listen to
VP?”

“I love them!” Andrea declared, “they’re one of my favourite
bands.”

The lump in Andie’s throat felt like it was widening
exponentially. This wasn’t happening. Vox Populi? Was
history repeating itself?

“Earth to Andie, ready to go?”

It was Jack. He was standing right before her with Andrea and
Dr. Crane but she hadn’t noticed. She had been daydreaming.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.”

Jack gave her the queerest look she had ever seen. Then they all
laughed and set off into the jungle.

Andie was feeling anxious.

Whenever she got anxious, she felt like washing her hands.

 

 

ELEVEN

Andie left the bathroom, wringing her already red, eight
year old hands. She had scrubbed them for eight minutes
straight.

My hands are fine… my hands are clean…

She entered the living room, on her way to the
kitchen.

Right on cue, Mama asked the question. “Andrea? Vous-ete
lave les mains?”

Yes Mama, I ever-fucking washed my ever-fucking hands!

“Oui, mama,” she replied.

“Bon. Laissez-moi voir.”

You always want to check them… Always ever-fucking washing my
hands…

She showed her mother her hands.

“Assez non bon. Lavez-les encore.”

Wash them again? But my hands are fine…my hands are clean…no
dirt…no germs…

“Oui, mama,” she said. Andie went back to the
bathroom.

My hands are fine…my hands are clean…

 

 

“So you’re a microbiologist, right?” Jack said, addressing
Andrea. The two were walking side by side. Andie, pouting, was at
the head of the troupe, making their way along the game trail
through the jungle. They decided to follow the trail as far as they
could towards the mountains that were visible further inland.

“Uh, bacteriologist actually,” Andrea replied nonchalantly.

Jack nodded. “What made you want to do that?”

“I dunno. I guess I just always found germs…fascinating.”

Andie laughed aloud at this, and Jack stopped in his tracks.

“What’s so funny?” he asked her. Andrea stared daggers at
her.

“Oh nothing,” Andie replied. “We just loooove germs,
don’t we Andrea?”

Andrea made a move toward Andie but Dr. Crane intervened.
“Andie, that’s enough! Keep moving.”

Andie grudgingly obeyed.

“What was that about?” Jack asked Crane as they started moving
again.

Crane just shrugged. “Chick stuff, I guess,” he said.

 

 

TWELVE

They carried on for another hour before coming to a cluster of
fruit bearing trees in a clearing. Andrea looked nervous. “This is
where we were collecting fruit when Diane…disappeared,” she said.
She pointed. “She went off into the trees there, to go to the
bathroom…and never came back.” She started to sob.

“Don’t worry,” Jack said. “That won’t happen to us. We’re going
to stick together, stay in visual contact at all times.” Andie
rolled her eyes. A bird chirped and she looked up. A black raven
perched on a branch in a gnarled tree, staring at them
curiously.

No wait, not a raven…

Andie looked closer and realized it was a dinosaur; a bird-sized
lizard with black feathers and a pale yellow face that looked like
a beak. The dino-raven stared at her and she felt a chill course
down her spine, though she couldn’t say why. It was as if the thing
was watching them, purposefully. Finally, it squeaked and leaped
off the branch, extending feathers on its arms and gliding off into
the forest. It reminded her of the little dromaeosaur, the one that
had carried the Night Terror Virus, when this whole ordeal had
begun…when she and Jack were together…

They started to pick the pear-like fruits and devour them
ravenously. Andie hadn’t actually realized until that moment just
how hungry she actually was; she hadn’t eaten in almost two days.
The fruit was delicious and she found herself trying to remember
what the fruit in her dream had tasted like. That fruit had looked
nothing like this, but she couldn’t remember the taste. She
remembered taking a bite though…

A branch snapped in the forest.

They all looked at each other, faces painted in fear. Crane
said, “Quick! Everyone get in the middle of the clearing, backs
together!” They did, Crane and Jack grabbing logs and rocks they
found on the ground, makeshift weapons. Andrea, to Andie’s chagrin,
stood behind Jack, holding his waist. The forest seemed to have
ground to a silent halt; the only sound that of their labored
breathing. They heard nothing for nearly a minute.

Jack said, “It must have moved on–”

Something sailed through the air and landed a few feet in front
of them–a piece of fruit.

“What the fuck?” Andie said.

Another branch snapped and then more fruit sailed into the
clearing.

“Who’s there? Show yourself!” Crane yelled.

“Make some noise,” Jack whispered. “Maybe we can scare it
off.”

They did. They yelled and screamed, and then stopped. No sound
for almost a minute. Then they heard laughter. Jason Vedder stepped
out of the foliage at the edge of the clearing. “Christ you idiots
scare easily,” he said. The group exchanged furious glances.

“That wasn’t funny Jason,” Andrea said.

“Oh sure it was. Besides, you guys should be happy to see
me.”

“And why is that?” Andie asked.

Vedder held up the Blackbox; it started to beep. “You’ve all
been heading in the wrong direction for the last twenty
minutes.”

 

 

THIRTEEN

After the shock of Vedder’s sudden appearance finally wore off,
they all ate a few final pieces of fruit before carrying on.

“We’ll have to take some back to camp with us,” Crane said to no
one in particular.

“Yeah for sure,” Jack replied. “Well, when we come back this way
we’ll grab it. Sound good?”

Andie nodded agreement.

If she had known then that they wouldn’t be coming back this way
at all, she might have eaten more.

 

 

FOURTEEN

“This way,” Vedder said, leading them in a direction completely
counter to the one they had been heading in. They walked for nearly
twenty minutes.

“How do you even know that thing is taking us the right way
Vedder? The thing looks like a glorified PKE meter from
Ghostbusters.” Jack was speaking from the rear of the line, with
Andrea. Vedder scoffed.

“Because, Pennywise, it works on signal strength. If we are
moving toward the source, the signal gets stronger. If we move
away, it gets weaker. Get it?”

“Whatever, Steven Hawking. Just asking.”

“Well next time don’t, okay?” Vedder quipped back.

“Will you two shut up?” It was Crane. He had taken the lead and
was a few meters ahead, standing and pointing.

“I think we’re here,” he said.

 

 

FIFTEEN

“Hey Ty, wanna help me with this thing?”

Tyler, who was digging for worms in the soil beneath an
overturned rock, got up and walked over to Rhino.

“What is it?”

“I just need you to hold the stick while I tie the line on.
Hopefully this works.”

Rhino had improvised a fishing line with one of his shoelaces
and made a hook out of a scrap piece of the Egg that had washed up
on shore. The metal, he found, was surprisingly pliable.

“Okay, good,” Rhino said. “That should do it. Did you find some
bait?”

“Yeah, I got a few good sized worms.”

“Nice. Grab them and let’s do this then.”

Tyler ran over and grabbed his bait, and he and Rhino walked
over to the raft, already inflated at the edge of the calm water.
They loaded their gear and pushed the raft in. They each grabbed
one of the plastic oars and paddled out.

“We probably shouldn’t go too far out,” Tyler said, suddenly
nervous. “I m-m-mean, the fishapods…”

“Don’t worry, we won’t,” Rhino replied, remembering the
fishapods all too well. This would be like shark fishing; they
would be safe as long as they stayed in the boat. He and Tyler
wouldn’t go out much further than six feet deep anyway, he told
himself. Just follow the shoreline. In his experience, the best
fishing was usually just off shore.

He looked back to the camp and saw Lisa lounging in one of the
shelters. He also saw Goodwin returning to camp. Alone.

Where was Vedder?

 

 

SIXTEEN

Crane stood aside to let Andie, Jack, Andrea, and Vedder into
the mouth of the clearing. A fantastic wall of obsidian, broken
only by patches of vegetation rose before them, climbing hundreds
of feet above the ground.

“Oh my God,” Andie said. But it wasn’t the natural beauty of the
landform before her that had her flabbergasted.

It was the stairs.

They cut sharply into the escarpment and rose almost vertically
to the top. A few risers were torn and twisted at awkward angles,
most likely a product of weathering, but otherwise looked passable.
Indeed, these were the stairs from her vision except for one key
aspect: the stairs in her dream were stone–these were of that same
tarnished color, but that was only because they were extremely
ancient, corroded, and rusted.

“My God,” Andie said again, and she turned to face the group.
“These aren’t stairs. It’s an escalator.”

 

 

SEVENTEEN

Rhino sat up with a start. He had almost dozed off, fishing rod
in hand. He and Tyler had been out here for nearly an hour, and
hadn’t gotten so much as a tug on the line; but now he thought he
felt something. He looked at Ty who was steering the raft.

“What?” Tyler said. “Got a bite?”

Rhino pulled up on the rod slightly but met no resistance.

“Hmmm, guess not. I almost dozed off there for a minute.”

“Yeah, I noticed. Don’t worry, we’re still on course.”

Rhino looked to the shore, about fifty feet from where they
were, the water only about five feet deep. He looked over the edge
and saw nothing but black sand and sea weed. No fish. He
sighed.

“Well I dunno Ty, but I think we’re getting skunked here.
Haven’t seen a single fish. You?”

Tyler shook his head. “No. Should we start heading back?”

Rhino took in the sun; it was almost directly overhead
already.

“Yeah I guess we better,” he said.

“Alright, wanna–” Tyler was cut off in midsentence as the raft
ground to a dead halt, as if they had struck a brick wall in the
middle of the ocean.

“What the hell?” Rhino said.

 

 

EIGHTEEN

“This is nothing like my dream at all,” Andie said in confusion,
then rethought what she had just said. “I mean, there were stairs,
but this…it’s a god damn escalator!”

Crane, Andrea, Vedder, and Jack all faced her.

“Does it matter?” Crane asked. “There are stairs here. Your
vision was correct.”

Vedder was holding up the Blackbox and staring straight up the
stairs. “The signal’s definitely coming from up there,” he said.
“Whatever’s up there, it’s broadcasting. We may be able to call for
help.”

Andrea said, “So what happened next in your dream? You went
up?”

“Well, yeah,” Andie said.

“Hey guys, take a look at this!” It was Jack. He was squatting
at the foot of the stairs, looking down at something. Andie and the
others quickly huddled around him.

“What is it?” Crane asked and Jack pointed.

It was stamped into the rusty metal sidewall of the escalator.
Time had eroded it considerably, but it was nonetheless legible.
Three letters: B.C.M. And below those letters was
a symbol. It was an inverted Y-shape and consisted of five
stars.

“Oh my God,” Andie said for the third time in less than five
minutes.

“Yeah, that’s what I said,” Jack said.

“What?” Andrea asked. “I don’t get it. What’s the big–” And she
cut off as she realized what the symbol was. She stared at Andie
and started to breathe heavily. “That’s our…our… ” Andrea couldn’t
get the words out. Jack helped her.

“That’s your tramp stamp,” he said.

 

 

NINETEEN

The rubber front of the raft was pushed flat, like a half
inflated beach ball, pressed against a wall. Tyler and Rhino simply
stared ahead, trying vainly to make out what obstructed their path.
All they could see was sky and ocean.

“Ty,” Rhino said. “There’s nothing there.”

Tyler leaned forward. Rhino said, “What are you doing?” but
Tyler didn’t answer. He extended an arm over the flattened
gunwale.

“Oh my God,” he said.

 

 

TWENTY

“It’s Cancer,” Andie told Jack, aggravated. “It’s my…our birth
sign. Cancer. That’s why we got the tattoo, right?” Andie looked to
Andrea for confirmation, and she nodded. The two women had both
turned around and lifted the bottoms of their shirts up to show the
men the tattoos. “Yeah it’s the same symbol,” Andie said, “but it’s
probably just a coincidence. We didn’t create it. It’s a universal
symbol.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Jack said finally. “But it’s still creepy.”

Andie just scoffed. “What about that, the BCM? What does that
mean?”

“Maybe the ’C’ stands for Cancer,” Andrea offered.

“Only one way to find out,” Vedder said from above them. He had
already begun ascending.

The others followed.

Andie was reluctant; she didn’t know why, but the stairs brought
back a hard memory…

 

 

TWENTY ONE

Andie stood at the base of the stairs and stared
upward.

She could do this.

She started to ascend. She hadn’t been up here since the
funeral. Each step creaked in protest as she made her way–it was an
older house after all–but Mama was asleep in the living room, out
like a light; she wouldn’t hear her go up.

She made it to the top and took a deep breath. The space of
her father’s studio was wide open and took up the entire second
floor. Even when her father was alive, she was never allowed up
here, except on those rare occasions when Papa invited her to watch
him work. But mostly Papa preferred to paint alone, in solitude.
She could understand that. At school she hated to have to work in
groups. She was an independent learner. The studio at the top of
the house now stood mostly empty, just a few paintings left. After
her father had died, Mama had sold most of them off–not that they
needed the money. But now that John Vibert was dead, his work was
worth twice as much. Mama had always been a venture capitalist.
Plus, Andie suspected, Mama probably didn’t want any reminders left
in the house.

Mama wanted to forget about Papa.

Andie approached the old and paint-stained easel that stood
in the centre of the room before an equally old stool. A canvas,
now covered, stood on that easel. Her father’s final work,
unfinished. She approached it purposefully and pulled the sheet
off. Papa had told her it was a surprise, and that she would love
it–but not until it was done. She had promised not to look until it
was done. Now, it would never be done. She cried when she saw it.
Papa was right; she loved it. Suddenly she felt ashamed for
breaking the promise she had made. But Papa was dead…surely he
wanted her to see it now, even if–

“Que faites-vous vers le haut ici?”

Andie whipped around. “Mama! Je–”

“Vous savez que vous n'êtes pas censé être vers le haut
ici!” Mama bellowed.

I know I’m not supposed to be up here, Andie thought.
But I had to… Andie looked at her hands and saw they were
covered in paint. She looked at the portrait of herself her father
had been painting and it was all smudged. She didn’t even remember
touching it.

“Regardez ce que vous avez fait!” Mama said. Andie began to
cry. I didn’t mean to…

“Lavez-vous les mains, maintenant!”

Andie stared at her mother. Wash my hands? Yeah, I
guess I should…

Andie strode past her mother in tears and Mama gave her a
smack as she went. Mama followed her down to the bathroom and
watched her wash up.

Mama made her scrub for forty-five minutes.

 

 

TWENTY TWO

“Too bad this damn thing’s busted,” Jack said, puffing harshly
as they stopped for a breather about halfway up the escalator. He
was in great shape, but even he had his limits. Andie was no
different. She and Andrea sat side by side on one stair, breathing
heavily and Crane and Vedder were just above them. “Whatever’s up
here better be worth it.”

Andie looked up to the sky. “Sun’s moving pretty fast again,”
she said. “We better keep moving if we’re gonna make it back to
camp by dark.”

“Whoa, slave driver,” Jack smirked at her then he looked skyward
too. “Yeah I guess you’re right.”

They moved on.

Andie kept looking upward to see the point that had been in her
dream where the stairs carved sharply right into a canyon of rock.
She didn’t see it. As far as she could tell, these stairs rose
straight, without deviation. She didn’t know why, but it bothered
her that real life was proving different that her dream. What if
there really was nothing up there? She sighed and glanced up at
Jack, ascending confidently behind Andrea. More than once she saw
him stealing a glimpse of her rear end, and the jealousy came back.
She shook it off. Now she was getting paranoid. She focused instead
on their destination and that is when she saw them.

Two trees, gnarled and rooty, flanking the top of the climb.

They were almost there.

 

 

TWENTY THREE

Tyler pressed his palm harder against the seemingly invisible
surface. Rhino moved up the raft beside his friend. Around them,
the ocean gurgled pleasantly.

“Christ Ty, what is it?” he said.

Tyler faced Rhino, his expression pale and blank.

“I, I…think it’s a TV screen,” he said.

 

 

TWENTY FOUR

“Andie, I think you should go first,” Jack said. The two trees
were just above them now, only fifty feet away. Andie nodded.
Somehow, it felt right. She should go first.

Andie passed Jack, Andrea, and Jason, who was at the front, and
didn’t stop–she kept going. She started moving faster, and faster,
until she was practically running up the stairs. She heard someone
call out “Andie! Wait!” but she ignored them. Instead she increased
her pace even more, until beads of sweat stood out on her forehead
and her breath was coming in great heaving gasps. Almost there. She
burst out between the trees into the golden light of the clearing
she knew was at the top, filled with elation that she was going to
see that great tree again.

She stopped dead in her tracks and her jaw dropped open.

The tree was dead.

 

 

TWENTY FIVE

“It’s like an LCD,” Rhino said, his voice a study in fear and
wonder. He pressed harder into it and the image rippled away from
his fingertips. He had done the same before with his own LCD
computer monitor at home; except that this screen had a lot more
give to it. He marveled at it, looked down, and tried to make out
the point where the real world ended and the screen began.

He couldn’t.

The image on the screen matched reality perfectly, reflecting
the gently rocking waves with exact precision.

“This is fucking amazing!” Tyler said beside him. “I, I, I never
thought tech like this existed!”

Rhino nodded. He plunged his hand beneath the waves and felt the
screen extending below. Then he got up on his knees and reached up
as far as he could go and met no edge. “How far does this thing
go?” he said. “Do you think it’s just a wall or… ” Tyler grabbed an
oar and paddled out a few feet further. Rhino kept his hand against
it, never finding a gap or edge.

“Ty, just what the fuck is this thing?” Rhino said in a slightly
panicked tone. “Where are we?”

“How would I know?” Tyler replied. “But I say we find out.”

He started paddling toward shore.

 

 

TWENTY SIX

The five of them stood at the base of the tree. Jack was holding
a dry and withered leaf in his hands and it crumbled as he handled
it.

“This was in your dream?” Crane asked Andie. She wasn’t sure
what to say.

“Well yes…and no,” she said. “In my dream it was alive and it
had these fruits on it… ” She stared at the bare and skeletal
branches above her and saw hardened pods that once might have grown
fruit. They were just a hundred years or so too late.

“There’s nothing up here!” Andrea exclaimed harshly.

“Hold on, hold on,” Crane said and Andie smiled at him. “What
happened next in your dream?”

Andie sighed. She had told them this already and didn’t relish
having to claim seeing an angel all over again. She moved a few
feet to her right. “I was standing right here and I heard the
voice. It said, ‘Thank you for coming.’” She looked at Jack and
immediately he looked away. This struck her odd. “I turned around
and there was this…angel, I guess it was, and she offered me a
piece of fruit and showed me a door… ”

“Right,” Crane said. “And where was this door?”

Andie didn’t answer. She hadn’t told them this part…had just
kind of glossed over it. It was stupid really–a door in a tree–like
something out of a Tolkien fantasy.

“Well,” she said hesitantly. “It was–”

“In the tree,” Jack said, cutting her off. Andie whipped her
gaze onto him.

“What? How did you know that?”

“In the tree?” Andrea said. She laughed. “Like Keebler Elves or
something?” Andie ignored her. She was still staring at Jack.

“Well Jack?” she asked him. “How did you know?”

Jack looked her square in the eye, solemnly. “Because,” he said,
“it wasn’t your dream.”

 

 

TWENTY SEVEN

Rhino walked straight away from the water toward the forest at
the edge of the beach, trailing his right hand along the screen as
he went. Tyler followed closely behind. He studied the forest ahead
where he knew there was screen, but all he could see was reality.
The division was invisible. He reached the foliage and had to
squeeze between a tree and the screen. They walked about ten feet
in and the screen never faltered.

“Do you think this thing covers the whole island?” he asked
Tyler, the fear that was previously present in his voice had given
way to wonder.

“I was wondering that myself,” Tyler replied. He pressed against
the screen. “You know what this reminds me of?”

Rhino shook his head and said nothing.

Tyler said, “Well, uh, did you ever see that movie, The Truman
Show?”

 

 

TWENTY EIGHT

Now that she heard it, Andie knew it was true. She remembered
feeling funny in the dream, but had shrugged it off. She was more
focused on the voice.

She hadn’t noticed that, in the dream, she had been
Jack.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked Jack. “It was your dream.
Somehow you put it in my head. I was sleeping right next to
you.”

Jack nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I was debating on
telling everyone about it, but you beat me to it.” He paused to
swallow. “Then we all agreed to go out here with you anyway, so I
didn’t see the point.”

She glared at him. “So you decide now would be a good time to
make me look stupid. Is that it?”

“No,” Jack said flatly. “But you kept the part about the door a
secret. That was the most important part.”

“What was so important about it? I…you, opened the
door, bit into the apple, and woke up.”

“No,” Jack said again. “You woke up. I saw the path to
God.”

Andie looked startled. She forgot her anger. “You did?” she
said.

“What did you see?” Crane spoke up.

“Myself,” Jack said.

 

 

TWENTY NINE

Lisa Cho lounged lazily beneath the canopy of one of the
shelters. Not the one Diane had died in. She thought they should
burn that one. Poor Diane. She thought the others were
nuts going out into the jungle after what happened. Screw what
Pennywise could supposedly do–talk to dinosaurs. Ha. Ever
stupid.

She heard the squishing of soft sand footsteps and sat up to see
Brian Goodwin coming back to the camp. He sat down beside her.

“You okay?” he asked her.

“Fine,” she said, slightly annoyed. She wasn’t the fragile
flower that she looked. “Where’s Vedder?”

“Went after the others,” Goodwin said. “He’s fucked. Only reason
he went was Vibert. She left him for Pennywise and he still won’t
let her go.” He trailed off. 

A branch snapped in the jungle. The pair whipped around.

“What was that?” Lisa said. The fear in her voice was
palpable.

Before Goodwin could say anything, they heard another sound,
this time coming from the beach:

EEEEEEEEEEEEP…

 

 

THIRTY

“So what are you saying Jack? You’re becoming a god?” Andie
asked accusingly.

“I don’t know what it means,” Jack replied. “I opened the door,
and there I stood, only somehow, I looked older.” He licked his
lips. “Not physically, but I could see it in my eyes, I
looked…ancient.”

“This is so fucking stupid,” Andie said. “Well I guess we wasted
our time, because there’s no door.” She gestured to the tree.
“Let’s go back,” she said.

There was a sudden beeping noise and Vedder emerged from the
other side of the tree. He was holding up the Blackbox.

“If you guys are still interested,” he said arrogantly, “and
done bitching at each other I might add, I found the way in.”

Andie’s jaw dropped and she looked at Jack.

They followed Vedder around the bulky tree.

Large, knotty roots protruded like spokes from the base and some
stood over a foot above the ground. It was between two such roots
that Andie saw it: a metal lid, flopped open against the tree,
revealing a gaping hole that descended into the earth. They
approached the lip and Andie expected to see nothing; the empty
blackness of a fissure. But that is not what she saw. The inside of
the hole was a symmetrical metal shaft, descending straight down,
illuminated at intervals by recessed lighting, and lined on one
side by a rusty metal ladder.

 

 

THIRTY ONE

“So who wants to go first?” Jack said in a sarcastic tone. No
one volunteered.

Crane said, “There was nothing in your uh, visions about what
was inside, was there?” He was addressing both Jack and Andie. They
both shook their heads.

Andrea pointed to the lid. “You guys see that?” Stamped on the
bottom of the lid were the inverted Y-symbol and those three
letters: B.C.M.

“Well, we didn’t come this far,” Vedder said and he sat himself
down at the edge, dangling his feet over the precipice then placing
them on the first rung of the ladder. He tested his weight and it
held nicely. “See ya on the other side,” he said and started
down.

“Jason, wait!” Crane called after his brother, but Vedder was
already halfway down and not stopping. Andie, Andrea, Jack, and
Crane all looked at each other, then followed Vedder.

Andie touched solid ground three minutes later. The descent had
been easy enough–Jack had gone first, followed by her, then Andrea,
and last Crane–but going feet first into the unknown had her on
edge. They never heard a word from Vedder when he reached the
bottom, which made her even more nervous, but when they regrouped
at the bottom, he was there waiting for them.

They stood in a tunnel that stretched before them in two
directions. There was a strange quality to the walls that Andie
couldn’t quite put her finger on until she ran her fingers lightly
over them: they were honeycombed. Tiny hexagonal holes the size of
pin heads dotted the walls in a regular pattern. The dim lights of
the tunnel reflected rainbows off the honeycombs.

“Unbelievable,” Vedder said. “These are a type of carbon
nanotube, some of the strongest stuff on earth, but these…there’s
something different about them… ” He trailed off.

Lights illuminated the length of the tunnel and revealed metal
portals at each end. Portals? Andie could think of no
other way to describe them. The portals were perfectly round and
made from the same material as the walls but somehow looked more
solid. Looking at them, there seemed no logical way to get them
open.

“So which way?” Jack asked the group. “And don’t say, ‘Let’s
split up to cover more ground.’ This isn’t Scooby-doo.” Andie
giggled.

“You’re right, Jack,” Crane said, “we should stick
together.”

“Good,” Jack said. “So again, which–”

Jack was cut off by a burst of static from overhead and a squeal
of feedback. Andie covered her ears in pain. She looked up because
the source of the noise was overhead, but she could see neither
speakers nor intercom system.

“What the–” Jack said, and then a man’s voice issued all around
them, throaty and gravelly.

At first came three loud thwumps, like the sound of
someone testing if a microphone is live by tapping on it. And then,
“Hello? Ah, there. If you would please, proceed to the door on your
left. It should open momentarily.” There was the slight hum of
machinery working in the walls, and then the portal on the left
slid sideways, revealing an opening. Andie realized then that there
was a wall within the main wall, and that wall contained a hole the
exact same size as the portal, which slid to make a doorway. Then
the honeycombs all around them burst into a metallic brilliance of
color that moved along the wall toward the door, beckoning them to
move on.

“So I guess we go left,” Jack said. It was not a question.

“Who the hell was that?” Andrea chimed in, but no one had an
answer. They looked through the portal but couldn’t see much; the
tunnel continued on the other side and curved sharply, negating any
view beyond.

“Well,” Vedder said. “We going or no?”

They all looked at each other and went on.

 

 

THIRTY TWO

“It’s one of those fishapod things,” Goodwin said sarcastically,
as if the word struck him as dumb. He picked up a rock and threw
it, just missing it. The creature looked at the fallen projectile,
then back at Goodwin and Lisa, standing side by side in front of
the shelter.

“What does it want?” Lisa asked.

“Hell if I know,” Goodwin said. “But I’m gonna fuck it up if
doesn’t get out of here…oh shit!”

A few feet further down the beach, another fishapod had emerged
from the waves. And seconds later, so did another, and another.
Slowly and methodically, they emerged from the water.

They all faced Goodwin and Lisa.

“Oh shit,” Goodwin said.

 

 

THIRTY THREE

The tunnel went on for at least half a kilometer, curving the
whole way. Andie studied the floor as they went and noticed strange
symbols marked upon it.

No wait, not symbols…

“Stop!” Andie called out.

“What?” more than one of her companions said.

“Look at the floor,” she said, pointing. “Drawings.”

They all looked downward. They reminded Andie of the kinds of
chalk drawings she had made on the sidewalk in front of her
Montreal home as a child. These had the same immaturity about them,
but were obviously not chalk, something more permanent.

“These are kid’s drawings,” Crane said.

The first Andie saw was of a lizard-like figure with exaggerated
claws on the feet. Beneath it was scrawled:
RAPTOR. Another, right next to it, showed an
obvious representation of a human, though more of a stick-figure.
Beneath was printed: DUSHKU. The person held a
curved knife-like object in one hand, and on the other was drawn a
large red dot with lines projecting out of it. Andie thought this
was meant to convey that the person’s hand was glowing, but had no
idea why, or what a ‘Dushku’ was.

It’s a child’s imagination, she thought.

Another picture showed a much larger dinosaur with a massive
head. That one was called REX. There were dozens
of other drawings, some depicting dinosaurs, others depicting more
normal animals: birds, horses, dogs, cats. Apart from the
pictographs there was also a mark: 3:21. Andie didn’t know what to
make of that. They followed the line of pictures until they came to
the last. It was mostly scratched out, as if the artist had decided
it was a bad omen, then changed their mind again. Andie could still
make it out, despite the scribbles all over it: it was of a man–but
not a man–not exactly. Beneath it, also scribbled over but still
legible was printed: SAURIAN.

“What’s a Saurian?” Andie said aloud to no one in
particular.

“That,” said a voice, “is complicated.” Andie and the others
looked up to see a man standing before them at an open portal. They
had been so intent on the pictures that they hadn’t noticed the
portal open and the man standing there.

He was bare from the waist up, heavily muscled, his chest and
face covered in a series of tattoos–lines and dots–that reminded
Andie of a circuit board diagram. He wore a pair of tight fitting
pants that appeared to be armor plated, and an oversized pair of
metal boots. A bone white knife hung from a sling on his belt. His
shoulder length black hair, accented with seemingly random chunks
of white, hung limply around his face. A crystal was imbedded into
the top of his right hand. It was glowing red.

“Jack,” the man said. “So good to see you again.”

 

 

 

 

6. Tales of a Scorched
Earth

 

 

Jack Pennywise stared at the man, and then he looked to his
companions. More than one mouth hung open. “Do… do I know you?” he
asked hesitantly.

The man smiled. “We’ve met,” he said, “but I suspect you do not
remember. I brought you back here, when you blacked out in the
jungle, after meeting Incitatus, but you spoke to him, just as I
thought you would. He trusts you.”

“Who? I met who?” Jack said.

“Incitatus. My raptor. I failed to wake you here, so I had him
bring you back to your camp. Then I projected a Dream into your
mind, a vision, so you would find your way back here.”

Jack’s jaw was on the floor. “You can do that?” Joshua grinned
and nodded. Jack looked at Andie.

“Looks like he over-projected it into me too,” she said.

Jack frowned and turned back to Joshua. “You said your…raptor.
You mean those things were domesticated? They attacked and killed
one of our friends, you know.”

“Yes,” the man said, “I know. The raptors, the ones that
attacked your yellow-haired woman friend, those were wild.
Incitatus was with them–he likes to be with his own kind. I regret
I was unable to do anything to help your friend.” The man looked
truly sorry. “I am Joshua Trajand, one of the Dushku, a
dinosaur rider. I was sent here to greet you, Wise-One.”

Crane interjected. “You were sent here? You mean, you knew we
were coming?” The time travelers looked at each other in complete
disbelief.

“Well yes… and no,” Joshua said. “We’ve known you were coming
for a long time, we just didn’t know when.” He paused to let that
sink in. “My mate and I are stationed at this Garden, as others are
stationed at other Gardens, awaiting your arrival.”

“Gardens?” Crane asked confusedly. Joshua gestured to them.

“Follow me,” he said.

Jack looked at Crane and Crane just shrugged.

They followed Joshua.

 

 

TWO

Jack had absolutely no recollection of ever meeting this man…
and that is what he wanted everyone to continue thinking.

It wasn’t, however, the truth entirely.

Jack didn’t know what was happening to him, but it was
definitely not what his companions were going through–like the mind
blistering headaches that threatened to tear them in half.

But that wasn’t true either.

The truth was, Jack suspected he was the source of those
headaches…

It all started at the beach…

When he’d woken up on the beach two days ago, Jack had a tickle
in his mind, an itch, an irritation.

And so he’d scratched it.

When he did, he saw the future.

He didn’t know that that was what he was seeing–not at first. It
was so fucking confusing, a jumble of images. He’d thought his
brain was still a bit fried from the crash in the Egg, so he’d
ignored it; a vision brought on by post-traumatic stress.

But then a fishapod sampled half his foot, and he didn’t know if
it was the pain, or the adrenaline, or both, but he’d had another
vision, this one clearer. In it, he saw all possible future
outcomes of his injury: a) his foot got infected and he died; b)
his foot got infected and they had to amputate it; c) his foot got
better and he hobbled about on it; d) his foot got better and his
toes grew back…

Jack saw this final outcome–knew it to be impossible–but
nonetheless he focused on it. He saw the other paths–he did not see
far ahead, maybe a few days–and saw just how he could come to those
outcomes. What he had to do. So he focused all his will on the
outcome where his toes grew back.

And they did. Against all logic they did.

It was fucking crazy, but there it was. After that, Jack saw no
more–for a while. His toes were back and he was healthy again. He
tried to see more, but couldn’t. He thought maybe he could heal
ailments in others. However, no one else had been injured in the
crash, so he tried something else. He was watching Tyler collecting
firewood. Ty had dropped a piece of wood, leaned over to get it,
and his glasses–crooked and bent from the crash but still
intact–fell off his face. He concentrated on Tyler’s eyes but felt
nothing; nothing seemed to happen.

Until Tyler said his eyes were getting better…

But they didn’t get better, not all the way. He gave up for the
time being. Then they had gone out into the jungle to get water and
he had come across those raptors… Incitatus… and he’d had
the tickle again. Again he saw the future, but it was a jumbled
mess…

He saw…

He saw a man–who he knew now was Joshua–inside a crystalline
building… outside the stars shone brilliantly in a black sky… a
group of people waited nearby… they loved Jack… he had saved them…
set them free, though he actually wasn’t there… and now they would
fight for him… they rode dinosaurs across a wasted black plain
toward cities… enemies… he couldn’t see the enemies… these people
were his soldiers, fighting a war they called “The Harrowing”… he
had started a war… and he was powerless to stop it… powerless to
stop the fall of Dinosauria…

When he had awoken again, he was back at camp, after the raptor,
Incitatus, had dropped him off, though he truly had no idea how he
had gotten there. And the word still rang through his mind, like an
air raid siren… The Harrowing…

And what the hell was Dinosauria?

 

 

THREE

They passed several more portals before coming to a final one at
the end of the long hall. Joshua pressed the back of his right
hand–the one containing the crystal, which had now changed to blue
in color–against the portal and again the machinery within the
walls whirred to life. The portal opened. Joshua stepped through
and into what Jack could only describe as a sort of control room.
Floating screens, seemingly attached to nothing, hung in the air at
eye level all around them. Some showed video feeds from the island:
beach, jungle, rock, ocean. The pictures were always changing. He
saw raptors at one point. Others showed numbers and other data. In
the centre of the room was a large circular pedestal of frosted
white glass that glowed from within. A holographic image sprouted
from the mirrored surface of the pedestal, showing a dome-like
structure and what was contained within: beach, jungle, rock,
ocean. Jack struggled for breath as he realized what he was looking
at. He saw movement to his right and a figure emerged from the
shadows between two screens. She was tall, slender and lanky. Jack
thought she had black hair but when she came into the light, it
reflected blue. Her skin was also a light shade of blue and she
wore armored pants, similar to that of Joshua, but unlike Joshua,
she wore a tight black top that reminded Jack of a latex catsuit.
Like Joshua, a bone white knife hung from her belt and she had a
crystal imbedded in her hand. Hers was blue too, at the moment.

“Hello,” the woman said in a voice that shattered an emotional
wall inside of Jack.

“This is my mate, Trillian,” Joshua said.

Jack whipped around to Dr. Crane and grabbed him by the
shoulders. Crane looked pale.

“Tell me you see her too!” Jack exclaimed.

Crane nodded. “Yeah Jack, I see her.”

Trillian stared at them, a look of confusion painting her
already blue face.

“Jesus Christ,” Jack said. “Natalie?”

 

 

FOUR

“The Truman Show?” Rhino said. What was Tyler getting at? “You
mean that movie with Jim Carrey right?”

Tyler nodded solemnly. They were still standing in the jungle
just off the beach, each with a hand pressed against the screen
that reflected reality.

“Ye-yeah,” Tyler said. “Do you remember what happens in it?”

Rhino had to think. “Yeah. He’s on a reality show, except he
doesn’t know it right? Something like that?”

“Yeah.”

“So what are you saying? We’re contestants on the world’s most
fucked up reality show? Survivor in sixty-five million BC?”

“No. Don’t you remember what happened at the end of the
movie?”

Rhino thought again. “Yeah. Doesn’t he figure out he’s on the
show? Yeah, he goes out in a boat and he–” Rhino cut off
midsentence as comprehension dawned on his face. “Oh fuck,” he
said. “You don’t think… ”

They both looked up together, trying to follow the screen as it
went upward.

“Yeah,” Tyler said. “I think we’re in a dome.”

 

 

FIVE

“My name is Trillian Trajand,” the woman said. “Who is
Natalie?”

Jack pulled something out of his back pocket–his wallet–and
began rummaging through it. “Here!” he said finally, and pulled out
an old picture, worn, faded and tattered at the edges. He handed it
to Trillian who took it hesitantly. The image showed Jack and a
woman very similar to the one before him, sans blue hair and skin,
standing on a mountain platform high above Banff, Alberta. Trillian
stared at the picture for a good minute before handing it off to
Joshua.

Jack said, “We were together for a year, give or take, before…
she had an accident. We were… mates.” Jack felt himself
choke up just a little. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Crane
whispering to the others.

Joshua held the photo up to a light and examined both sides of
it. He said, “This is a rather primitive technology, isn’t it? It’s
already deteriorating. How did you get this?”

Jack snatched the photo back. “Listen Joshua Tree, I don’t know
who you are, but she is… was Natalie Cameron, and I loved her. I
was with her, here, in this picture, on Sulphur Mountain.”

Joshua looked unconvinced. “I agree the similarity is striking,
but perhaps it is just a coincidence.”

Jack did not relent. “Yeah okay, maybe Natalie doesn’t have the
Marge Simpson hair, but your wife, mate, whatever… she is
Natalie.” Jack stared at Trillian and felt the emotion well up
inside again.

“I’m sorry, uh Jack is it?” Trillian said. “But I have truly
never met you before in my life. I was born in Dis, like
many humans, in the southern Blastlands. I have never been
to this… Sulphur Mountain. But I am sorry for your loss. I can see
that you truly loved her.”

Jack put the photo away. “Never mind,” he said.

Andrea placed a hand on his shoulder. He needed to change the
subject. He looked to the frosted glass central console in the
room. Above the holographic image, a translucent glass sign hung
suspended. It read: Garden of Canaan

“This Garden,” Jack said, “it’s like a bio-dome right? A sort of
nature preserve.”

Joshua gave Jack a confused look. “I do not know these words,”
he said. “A Garden is a sacred place. There are many scattered
throughout the world. It is said they were created by the Ancients,
before the Great War and the Paradox of Madness. The Ancients knew
the War was coming, so they created the Gardens to save some of the
world from the Blackening.”

Vedder spoke up for the first time. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are
you going on about? Are you talking about World War One?”

“No,” Joshua said bluntly. “I am talking about the Great War–the
War that began with the Paradox of Madness, and ended with the
Blackening of the World.”

“This man is crazy,” Vedder said, holding up the Blackbox.
“Where are we?” he said to Joshua. “On Earth I mean. Where on Earth
are we right now?”

“Earth?” Joshua said. “I do not know this word.”

Vedder rolled his eyes. “Okay, role-play fantasy boy, then where
in the world are we? What country?”

“I do not know what a… cun-tree is,” Joshua said. Vedder fumed.
“We have a name for the world, but it is not… Earth.”

“What do you call it?” Andie said from beside Jack, but Jack had
a feeling he already knew the answer.

And he did.

“Dinosauria,” Joshua said.

 

 

SIX

Goodwin lost count at a hundred. Over a hundred fishapods had
come out of the ocean in the last ten minutes, and they all just
stood there, on the edge of the beach, facing the jungle. He heard
the occasional “EEEEEEP!” from the animals, but other than
that, they did nothing.

“What should we do?” Lisa said beside him.

Goodwin shrugged. “Hell if I know.”

“Should we go find the others?”

“Maybe,” he said, turning and gazing out into the foliage. “I
dunno.”

A branch snapped in the jungle.

 

 

SEVEN

“W-w-we should get back,” Tyler said. “I’ve got a bad feeling
about this.”

“Yeah,” Rhino said, “me too. I hope Jack and the others are
okay.” They started back toward the beach. “So does this mean we
really aren’t back in our own time? I mean, I’ve never heard of a
dome like this anywhere in our world.”

“I-I don’t know,” Tyler said. “I mean, the technology is
amazing, but-but, anything’s possible. We did travel here in a
fucking metal chicken egg after all.”

Rhino laughed and said, “Yeah I guess. So we could be
in our own time, we just happened to crash land in a cross between
The Truman Show and Jurassic Park.” He looked at Tyler who was
smirking. “Yeah, I don’t think so either.”

They walked another minute before coming out on the obsidian
beach. Immediately the new fears they had just discovered were
pushed out by newer ones.

The beach was full of fishapods.

“Jesus Christ,” Rhino said. The raft still lay on the beach,
deflated and crawling with the creatures. The fishapods saw them,
but did not move. Tyler and Rhino stayed close to the tree
line.

“We gotta get back, now!” Rhino said.

“Y-y-y-ye… okay,” Tyler said. “Run?”

“Run,” Rhino said.

They ran down the beach.

 

 

EIGHT

“Jason,” Jonathan Crane said, “face the facts. We’ve changed the
past.”

Vedder scowled deeply. “No Jon, we didn’t. It’s not possible. I
have the data right here.” Vedder held up the Blackbox. “It’s
infallible. The tether remained intact when we went through
innerspace. We are in our own timeline–the original, key,
unchangeable timeline, remember? No matter what we do, we can’t
affect it. The universe won’t allow it.”

“Well, then it looks like it just made an exception,” Crane
said. “Either that, or your data is wrong. Or we’re in a String
World. What other explanation is there?”

Vedder huffed. “It’s just not possible. Dinosaurs still exist
here… along with human beings! How is that possible? Even if we are
in a String World and/or changed the past, how could dinosaurs have
evolved alongside humans? The chances are beyond astronomical!”
Crane looked to Jack for backup but Jack just shrugged. He was just
as clueless as everyone else. He knew very little of time travel
and these ‘String Worlds’ they kept referring to.

“Not to mention,” Vedder went on, gesturing to Joshua and
Trillian, “the fact that these people speak fluent English. If we
really, truly changed our past, and humans and dinosaurs evolved
side by side, our entire history would be changed. Our language
would have evolved in an entirely different way. And yet, here we
are, having an easy, casual conversation with Joshua and Trillian
Trajand of the Garden of fucking Canaan!”

Crane let his brother cool off for a moment. “I agree Jason,
it’s insane, but it’s the truth. We did something and… now we’re
trapped here.”

“No,” Vedder said bluntly.

Andrea touched Vedder on the shoulder. “Jason,” she said, “are
you sure the Blackbox is working right? I mean, maybe it was
damaged in the crash.” Vedder stared at the device in his hands
blankly.

He smashed it on the floor violently.

Andrea yelped and jumped back. He looked up at her. “What does
it matter anyway? The Egg is gone. Whatever we did, we’re stuck
here. Forever. We’re not getting back home.” He stared at Andrea
longingly. She had moved next to Jack. “Nothing will ever be as it
was.” He stormed out of the room into the passage they came in. An
uncomfortable silence blanketed the room.

“Let him go,” Crane huffed.

“Joshua,” Jack said after a time, “do you have a map… of
Dinosauria?”

Joshua’s face brightened and he nodded. “Yes, I do.” Joshua
walked over to the central console and pressed something on the
glass surface. The 3-D projection of the Garden of Canaan
disappeared and was replaced with a full color projection of the
Earth–it was unmistakably Earth–but not as they knew it. Jack heard
the girls gasp behind him.

Jack and Crane each approached the console and studied the globe
closely. What had been North America was now mostly a charred and
blackened mess. The normally jagged peaks of the Rockies were
horribly blunted like a set of filed down teeth. The Florida
panhandle was gone, as was most of California. Mountains rose in
places where no such mountains existed, and craters dotted the
landscape. Much of Europe, Asia, Africa and Australia were
blackened as well. Jack circled the globe slowly, and indeed every
continent had at least a few black patches on it. South America
appeared to have suffered the least damage. Strangely, Antarctica
was not on the projection.

“My God,” Crane said finally. “What happened?”

Before Joshua could answer, Jack cut in: “Joshua, where are we…
on here?”

Joshua pressed again on the console and a series of red dots
appeared all over the projection. Jack guessed there were maybe
twenty. 

“These are the Gardens,” Joshua said. He pressed another button.
One of the dots began to glow yellow and the projection split to
show both the Earth and the dome they had seen earlier. “And this
is Canaan.” Immediately Jack felt a lump form in his throat. The
Garden of Canaan was smack dab in the middle of the North American
continent, surrounded by black.

“Fuck me,” Jack whispered.

He looked at Crane, but Crane was looking at Joshua. “Are there
any uh, cities Joshua? You know, with lots of people.”  Joshua
nodded and pressed again. More dots appeared on the Earth
projection; Jack guessed there were maybe twenty as well. He
noticed most were located within blackened areas. One dot, located
in the middle of a black mass in Brazil, was larger than the
others.

“This is Elysium and Dis,” Joshua said. “Twin cities, and the
heart of Dinosauria. Together they make the largest city in the
world. There are other, smaller settlements scattered throughout
the world, but we do not know them all. Humans only live in the big
cities.”

Jack had to rethink what he had just heard. Humans only live
in the big cities. “Wait,” Jack said. “Did you just say humans
only live in the big cities?” Joshua nodded. “Then who lives in
these other settlements?”

Joshua’s face became grave and stern. He looked hesitant to go
on. Finally he said, “The Saurians, of course.”

 

 

NINE

“Do not misunderstand me,” Joshua said. “Saurians live in the
big cities too. The cities are, in fact, theirs."

Crane interjected, “I’m sorry Joshua, but just who are these
Saurians?”

Joshua glanced at Trillian and then back to Crane. An odd look
crossed his face. “I knew you were all different when I saw you had
no Kenite, but you really are not of this world, are
you?”

“No,” Crane said. “I guess we’re not.” He looked just as
confused as Jack at the word Kenite, but did not ask about
it, yet. Crane looked at the Earth projection longingly.

Joshua faced Trillian, he said: “It is true then. The
Chronica Prophetica! They come from another world! They
fell from Heaven to the Garden below… born of metal…
Unmarked they walk freely. They will save us!”

“What are you talking about?” Crane asked.

“The Chronica Prophetica!”

“What’s that?” Jack said, annoyance in his tone.

“Well,” Joshua said, “I suppose you would call it a prediction.
It was made by a man named Atreus, over a thousand millennia ago.
It said you would come, one day. The savior of humanity. The
Wise-One. The Nuevogato.”

“Excuse me?” Jack said. “Did you say a thousand millennia? As
in, one million years?” Joshua nodded enthusiastically. “You’re
exaggerating, right?”

Joshua shook his head. “No. One thousand millennia ago was the
Paradox of Madness, and Atreus made a prediction before his death.
He said that one day a Wise-One with a wise name would fall from
another world to a Garden, and save humanity. He would be the
second coming of Atreus, our Great Prophet, the
Nuevogato.”

“Save humanity from what?” Jack asked. From the Earth projection
he saw before him, it looked as though humanity was too late to be
saved.

Joshua either ignored him or just didn’t hear what Jack had
said. “If you don’t mind my asking, Wise-One,” Joshua said, “what
is your name again?”

Jack frowned. “Jack,” he said.

“Your whole name,” Joshua said.

Jack sighed. “Jack Patrick Penny-wise.” He enunciated
the last syllable in his last name. Joshua nodded.

“The Wise-One,” Trillian said.

 

 

TEN

A thousand millennia…

“So you’ve known for a million years that we were coming?” Jack
said. “Christ, how old are you two?”

Joshua laughed and looked at Trillian. “Not that old, Wise-One.
Trillian and I are both one hundred and forty-nine.”

“Years old?” Andie suddenly spoke up from the other side of the
room. She and Andrea had been examining the central console.

“Yes,” Joshua said.

Andie’s jaw dropped. “I would’ve guessed forty,” she said.
Unexpectedly, Joshua and Trillian laughed together.

“Uh, thank you,” Joshua finally said. “You and your sister look
to be at least sixty.”

A look of anger boiled over both Andie and Andrea’s faces.
“What!” they both said in unison.

“Sorry,” Joshua said. “I meant no offense. I just meant that you
two are both quite beautiful. You are gemelli, no?”

“Gemelli?” Andie said.

“I think he means twins,” Jack said in an insistent tone and he
winked. Let them think you are twins.

“Oh yeah, right, twins,” Andie said. “Yeah, we are uh,
gemelli.” She looked at Andrea.

Crane spoke up again. “Joshua, how can you be that old?”

Joshua merely shrugged. “I do not know what you mean. Most
people live to be almost twice our age. Perhaps people did not live
so long in the past, long before the War and the Madness. Why? How
old are you?”

Crane faced his companions and shook his head. “You don’t want
to know,” he said.

Jack stared at Crane in shock. These people are a hundred
and fifty years old? How?

“So Joshua,” Jack said. “You and Trillian, you’re like the uh,
gardeners here then?” Joshua stared at him blankly. “You take care
of this place?”

Comprehension dawned on Joshua’s face. “Ah yes. Trillian and I
became the Warders of this place when we–”

“What?” Jack asked. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry,” Trillian spoke up, “but it is not easy for us to
talk about. We had to betray some of our brethren in order that we
fulfill our mission here.”

“Mission?” Crane said.

Joshua looked hesitant. He looked at Trillian, who nodded to
him. “We are spies,” he said.

 

 

ELEVEN

“What do you mean spies?” Jack asked. “What mission?”

Joshua was sullen. He said, “Avi Soco, sent out spies to each
Garden in preparation for your arrival. He sent us here, to Canaan.
Avi Soco is our Tete, our leader, and he honored us with
this mission, but we had to do… bad things in return.”

“What things?” Crane said.

“Garden Warders are appointed by the Saurians as an honor for
service. We had to betray the former Warders here in order to get
the position. We had to, for the cause.”

“How did you betray them?” Jack said. He didn’t know why, but he
was finding this ridiculous history lesson fascinating.

“Silas and Anna, the former warders, had an undeclared child and
we reported them to the Saurians. They were exiled to the
Blastlands and their child was… comiddo… ” Jack didn’t
know exactly what comiddo meant, but he had an idea. He
recalled the chalk drawings on the floor out in the hallway, done
by a child. He looked up at his friends and their long faces told
him they knew what comiddo meant too.

Joshua and Trillian had turned away from the group together for
a moment in shame. Jack waved his friends over to him. They
whispered in a huddled group.

“This is fucking crazy!” Andie said. “Where in hell are we
Jack?”

Jack shook his head. “It’s like Dr. Crane said. Somehow we
changed the past into… this,” he gestured around them. “Although I
can see no logical explanation for it.”

“And who the hell are these Saurians they keep talking about?”
Andrea asked.

“Don’t know,” Crane answered. “They must be the ruling class of
people in this world, like the monarchy or something.” Everyone
seemed in agreement with that.

“I think we should go back to camp and tell the others,” Andrea
said. “Plan out what we’re gonna do.”

Jack nodded. He had been thinking the same thing. “Let’s find
Vedder,” he said.

They turned back to Joshua and Trillian who still looked shaken
up.

“Listen you guys,” Jack said softly, “we have other friends here
and we need to get back to them and tell them all about this, okay?
We’ll come back as soon as we can.”

Joshua’s eyes widened. “No!” he said, half in anger, half in
fear. “I mean, Wise-One, if you leave, we must come with you. We
must take you to Thoth.”

Jack looked at Crane who merely shrugged. Jack turned back. “I
don’t know what Thoth is, but first we’re going back to our
friends. You can come if you want.”

Looks of pure elation crossed both Joshua and Trillian’s
faces.

“Excellent!” Joshua proclaimed.

Suddenly a beeping began to emit from the central console and
the Earth projection disappeared, replaced fully by the Garden one.
Joshua crossed over to it quickly.

“The sun is malfunctioning again,” he said. “Hold on.”

 

 

TWELVE

Rhino could see the Gash dead ahead, the glassy melted sand
reflecting the sun.

The sun… .

Rhino looked skyward and the sun was almost literally flying
across the blue above them. He looked back down at Ty and his
friend was looking up as well.

“The sun must be a part of this dome, right?” Rhino said. “That
would explain the short days and the crazy stars too.”

“You’re probably right,” Tyler said. “The dome must be
malfunctioning.” He gazed a moment longer. “It-It-It’s god damn
amazing though. I mean, it gives off heat and light just like the
real sun.”

“No shit,” Rhino said, and just as he did the sun stopped dead
in the sky, unmoving.

“Holy shi-shi-shi… whoa,” Tyler said.

“Yeah,” Rhino replied.

He looked back down the beach. He could just make out their
camp, over the hundreds of fishapods.

They were getting agitated.

 

 

THIRTEEN

“That should do it,” Joshua said. Jack examined the projection.
For the first time he noticed B.C.M., stamped into
the glass of the table and the five star
constellation.  

“You stopped the sun?” he asked. Joshua nodded and pointed to a
dark splotch on the top of the dome, like a hole. It took Jack a
second to realize what it was.

“Holy shit, that’s where we crashed through, in the Egg!” The
others gathered around.

“Yes,” Joshua said. “And ever since, the Garden has been acting
strange. The animals have been agitated, the sky has been mad.
Poison from the Blastlands can now seep in. This Garden won’t last
much longer.”

Jack looked ashamed and said, “Uh yeah, sorry about that.”
Joshua said nothing, returned to the projection and pressed more
buttons.

“What’s out in the Blastlands Joshua?” It was Crane.

Joshua scowled. “It is bad luck to speak of. The land is poison,
and no one may cross it. There are bad things in the wastes.”

An uncomfortable silence descended on the group. Jack knew what
the Blastlands were. He had read enough post-apocalyptic fiction
and seen enough post-apocalyptic movies to know.

“You had a nuclear war, didn’t you?” Jack asked, but Joshua
looked confused.

“I do not know this word, “new-clear”, but I do know it was the
Ancient Old Ones who blackened the world, after the Madness. That
is all we know.”

Andie spoke up now. She was staring at the projection. “Wait. If
we’re surrounded by irradiated wastelands, then how the hell are we
supposed to get out of here?”

Joshua merely grinned. “There is a way,” he said.

Andie frowned and she turned to Jack. “Let’s find Jason and get
the hell outta here. This place creeps me out.”

“Yeah,” Jack said and addressed Joshua. “We need to find Jason,
our other… friend.” He loathed referring to Vedder as his
friend.

Joshua nodded and pressed more buttons. The projection changed
and showed a three dimensional layout; a series of rooms and
tunnels. The command centre was in the centre and tunnels ran off
it in all directions, like spokes. Joshua pressed again and a
glowing red dot appeared in one of the rooms. “He is here,” Joshua
said, “in the eating quarters.”

“Eating?” Jack perked up. “As in food?”

“Yes,” Joshua said.

They followed Joshua and Trillian through the network of mazes
and tunnels. There were no signs anywhere to tell them they were
headed in the right direction, but Joshua and Trillian seemed to
have no trouble getting around. They passed through a series of
portals and rooms–most were empty–some contained sophisticated
looking equipment, glass instruments and large tubes that looked
like pods. Finally they came out into a room that seemed entirely
made of gleaming metal. Things he could only assume were appliances
lined the perimeter. Metal counters and tables dotted the room like
islands in a metal sea and seemed to grow right out of it. Jason
Vedder was seated at one table, fiddling with a metal container. He
looked up at Joshua.

“How the hell do you get this thing open?” he asked rudely,
holding the container out to Joshua. Joshua frowned but took it. He
squeezed the container and a lid popped open. He handed it back to
Vedder, who ate the contents greedily. Jack noticed a label on the
container read: “B.C.M. - Mela Fruit”, and
remembered B.C.M. was stamped on the glass console
in the control centre. He was about to ask Joshua what B.C.M. was,
when something caught his eye. It was on a stand in one corner. It
was old and battered, and unlike any he had seen before, but there
was no mistaking what it was. Jack thought he had never seen
anything quite so beautiful. He immediately walked over to it and
picked it up. He sat down with it and thrummed the strings, pressed
the fingerboard. He started to play “La Grange”.

“Holy shit,” Andie said from across the room. “Is that a
guitar?”

Jack was all smiles. “Yeah,” he said. The thing was in perfect
tune. It was an acoustic guitar but he had never seen one like it.
It seemed to be carved all of one piece of wood, the whole thing a
dull bronze color. Intricately carved ribbons seemed to flow off
the head of the instrument and attach themselves to the side of the
body. The neck and body were carved in a similar flowing style.
Stamped on the head was a single word: Orpheus.

“It’s a cithara actually,” Joshua said. “I see you know
how to play it. They have these where you come from?”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Where we come from, people who can play
these are revered as gods.” Andie and Andrea looked at Jack and
rolled their eyes. He smirked. “Is this yours, Josh?”

“No,” he replied flatly. “It must have belonged to Silas, the
previous Warder.” Jack saw Joshua’s shoulders sag. Thankfully,
Andie changed the subject.

“Can we get something to eat please,” she said. “Sorry, but
we’re all famished.”

Trillian nodded and called out a word that Jack had trouble
making out. Immediately the ceiling opened up and a massive column
slid down into the room. The column was covered in a series of
shelves and cubbyholes, all containing food. There were fruits Jack
recognized and many he didn’t, breads, cheese, hunks of dried
meat.

“Oh my god!” he heard from more than one of his companions as
they dug in. Jack got up and went to put the guitar back on its
stand. He noticed something on the floor behind the stand. He
picked it up. It was a silky material, yet immensely strong. It was
shaped like the guitar and had a strap attached to it.

It was a gig bag.

Jack laughed to himself, put the guitar inside it, and strapped
it onto his back. He wasn’t sure why, but he was taking the guitar
with him. He didn’t think Joshua would mind. He looked over at
Joshua, who was not even paying attention to him. He and Trillian
were handling two syringe-like objects. They pressed the ends of
the syringes into metal portals imbedded in their arms that he
failed to notice before.

“What’s that?” Jack asked.

“Esprit,” Joshua replied, nonsensically to Jack.

“What?”

“Esprit. I know no other name for it. They change the
mind.” Comprehension dawned on Jack’s face.

“Drugs? You’re getting high?” Everyone in the room stopped
eating and stared.

“I do not know what you mean,” Joshua said.

“Of course you do not,” Jack said.

Jack looked at his friends but no one spoke up.

“Is something wrong?” Joshua asked. “Esprit brings us
closer to Atreus. Does this offend you?”

“No,” Jack said. “Never mind.”

Jack looked at Dr. Crane and Crane was looking back. Jack wished
he wouldn’t.

That look was accusing.

 

 

FOURTEEN

Jack strummed his guitar in the apartment he shared with
James, his brother.

“Play Interstate Love Song,” James said. “C’mon, for
me.”

“That’s all you ever want me to play,” Jack said. “Besides,
I wanna push off first.” 

“Yeah fine,” James said, walking over to a drawer and
pulling out a pair of needles, “but we won’t have anything left for
tonight if we do.”

“We’ll worry about tonight when tonight comes,” Jack said.
“Now let’s do this.” 

James handed him the hypo. They pushed off.

High as the proverbial kite, Jack played Interstate Love
Song.

 

 

FIFTEEN

That was the last time I saw James…

Jack turned his gaze away from Joshua and Trillian, the junkies,
and walked over to the food column and reached for a piece of
fruit, pushing the memories out of his mind…

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!

An overhead siren began to pierce his ears and he had to cover
them.

“What the fuck!” he heard someone yelling.

Joshua ran over to a panel on the wall and pressed something.
Beside the food column, another 3-D projection appeared, again
showing the dome. Joshua walked over to it and put his hands over
it. Jack watched, amazed, as Joshua was able to manipulate the
projection as if it were a physical thing, and had zoomed in on the
hole in the Garden where the Egg had crashed in. It was flashing
red.

“The Garden has been breached,” he yelled over the din. Everyone
looked shocked.

“By what?” Vedder yelled back.

“Muties,” Joshua said.

 

 

SIXTEEN

When Rhino and Tyler got back to camp, hell was preparing to
break loose. The fishapods had taken over three quarters of the
beach, an army of eyes on stalks and tiger stripes, surrounding the
shelters and even filling them. Lisa Cho and Brian Goodwin were
nowhere to be seen.

“Jesus, where are they?” Tyler said, his voice cracking
slightly.

Rhino observed the swarms around the shelters; there was
something odd about one of them.

“Stay here,” Rhino said in a whisper.

“What?” Tyler said. “Where you going?”

But Rhino didn’t answer. He was already headed toward the
shelters, stepping with extreme caution between fishapods.

“What are you doing?” he heard Tyler say in little more than a
hoarse whisper but again he didn’t answer. The fishapods seemed to
barely notice him as he made his way. More than once he nudged one
of the things and either it grunted slightly or made no notice
whatsoever. He started moving faster. He made it to the shelter in
a minute and a half. Goodwin and Lisa were inside, pressed up
against what passed for the back wall. Lisa was paler than a full
moon. Goodwin just looked annoyed.

“It’s okay,” Rhino said. “They won’t touch us. You guys need to
get out of here.”

Lisa shook her head violently, her brunette locks whipping, and
Goodwin rolled his eyes, again in annoyance. “No,” she said. “Those
things ate Doctor Bon. I can’t.” Now Rhino knew the source of
Goodwin’s agitation. He gave Goodwin a hard, meaningful stare and
cocked his head slightly toward the outside. Goodwin nodded.

Rhino stepped into the shelter and scooped Lisa up in one fell
swoop. She shrieked and struggled slightly before relenting.
“Thanks,” Goodwin said as Rhino stepped back outside. The way back
was going to be a more difficult go with this woman in his arms. He
just hoped not to step on any of the creatures. Rhino realized this
was the second time since arriving here he’d had to carry a woman
like this–an unwilling bride over a fucked up threshold.

“Want me to guide you?” Goodwin said from behind.

“Yeah, that’s probably a good–” but Rhino never finished the
sentence. He stopped dead in his tracks. He had bumped solidly into
one of the fishapods and the thing started to growl. Instantly,
other fishapods took up the same call, one after another.

“Oh shit,” Goodwin said.

“Shhh!” Lisa was breathing heavily in his arms now. Rhino
thought she would start hyperventilating at any moment.

The growls had reached a fever pitch, and every fishapod had
joined in the chorus, but they never turned toward, nor even spared
a glance for the intruders. They were staring up toward the jungle…
right at Tyler. Rhino looked at Tyler with dawning horror.
They’re all staring right at him!

“Ty!” Rhino yelled.

“Yeah, I uh, noticed,” Tyler replied. Tyler took a step back
toward the tree line. One fishapod made an aggressive move toward
him then stopped abruptly. “Oh fuck!” Tyler said. The snapping of
branches echoed toward them from the jungle.

As the thing stepped out of the trees and onto the beach, Rhino
realized his mistake. The fishapods weren’t growling at Tyler. They
were growling at the nightmare that had just walked out onto the
beach.

 

 

SEVENTEEN

“Muties?” Vedder said over the din of the wailing siren.

“Spawn of the Blastlands,” Joshua yelled back. “They’ve come in
through the hole.”

“Is that bad?” Jack said.

Joshua looked thoughtful. “Only for your friends on the beach,”
he said.

 

 

EIGHTEEN

The thing stood eight feet tall. Its skin was a translucent
grey, allowing its internal workings to show through quite clearly
in bright sunlight. A long beak of a mouth extended out of a
roughly bird-like face, serrated and thin tentacles hung limply
from it like rotting spaghetti. Cold black eyes stared at them out
of a boil and blister covered visage that was supported by a thin,
stalk-like neck. The neck had wilted baby arms growing out of it
that were useless and likely dead. The body was twisted and warped
and looked inside out. It stood upright on bony legs that looked
barely able to support the rest of it. Tendrils of muscle stuck out
of the calves and shins and attached themselves at seemingly random
points on the thigh. Equally bony arms shot out of the body
awkwardly and ended in chipped and broken claws. Thin, membranous
wings extended from its shoulder blades and looked barely capable
of carrying their owner in flight. Its belly protruded forward
fatly, and within Rhino glimpsed a movement that made his stomach
turn. But there was no mistaking what it was.

The thing was pregnant.

 “Holy mother of God,” Goodwin whispered.

It stood on the black sand, breathing heavily, not moving nor
making a sound, its gaze fixed upon Tyler, who was backing away
from it. The fishapods continued to growl and amazingly, seemed to
keep the thing at bay. Tyler reached his friends thirty seconds
later. He never pulled his eyes from the monster.

“What do we do?” Tyler whispered as he came in beside Rhino,
fear painted heavily on every word.

“Fuck if I know,” Rhino said, still holding Lisa.

“Let’s get back as far as we can,” Goodwin said. “Keep as many
of the fish things between us and it as possible.” The
others nodded. It was crazy to think, but only hours ago, Rhino’s
life had been at the mercy of the fishapods. Now…

As the group moved backwards, the monstrous abomination
screeched horribly and took a step forward. The growl of the
fishapods intensified and the few closest to the thing snapped at
its legs violently. The group reached the water and stood in it to
their ankles. Rhino put Lisa down, but she stayed within an inch of
him.

“Ha,” Goodwin said, “the thing can’t get to us!” The others
hardly looked reassured.

The abomination titled its beak skyward and let out another
series of screeches, these much different in tone than they heard
seconds earlier.

“What the?” Rhino said, wondering what the thing was doing, but
the question was answered for him seconds later.

More of the monstrosities came onto the beach, not a one looking
anything like the last. Some were vaguely humanoid. Others looked
like twisted reflections of dinosaurs, horses, dogs. Most were
completely unrecognizable. There were at least a dozen of them.

“God,” Goodwin said.

“God has nothing to do with them,” Rhino said. Lisa began to
hyperventilate.

The growl of the fishapods intensified then turned to screeches
and barks as the abominations advanced, and the bloodbath
ensued.

 

 

 

 

7. The Muskeg
Express

 

 

The abomination swung heavily muscled and clawed arms, swatting
the fishapod away, tearing a ragged hunk of flesh from its leg in
the process. Two more took its place, clamping toothy jaws firmly
down on the calf, blood flowing like wine. The abomination screamed
in agony. Dead fishapods littered the beach in grotesque, torn
piles. Two abominations lay prostrate on the sand, fishapods still
tearing at the lifeless bodies. Tyler Brown could hardly believe
any of it.

Rhino, Tyler, Lisa, and Goodwin stood in the waves up to their
waists, working away from the cacophony, but never taking their
eyes from of it. The abominations eyed them hatefully between
fishapod kills, attempting to move toward them, but blocked by a
fresh wave. A humanoid abomination grabbed two fishapods by their
necks, lifting them and smashing their skulls together in a
sickening crunch. It then whipped one body into the jungle, the
other at one of its companions, who had a fishapod hanging from one
dangly ear, knocking it off.

Tyler pushed at Rhino to move faster.

The fishapods managed to take down another two monstrosities,
but their numbers were dwindling. The head abomination–the first
one they had encountered–clawed away three fishapods that had it by
the legs, saw the time travelers escaping down the beach, and let
out a dreadful scream as it made a dash for them. Lisa screamed and
they ran, the water slowing them tremendously. The thing would be
on them in a matter of seconds. A fishapod exploded out of the
water, catching the thing by the belly, tearing it open, the
monster’s deformed embryo spilling out in the waves. The
abomination screamed and fell backward, bleeding. Lisa puked.

They kept moving.

When they had gone far enough down the beach that they were
beyond the mayhem, Rhino pointed and they made their way back to
land, hitting the beach at full stride and not stopping, running
for their lives. Tyler ran for what felt like an hour but was more
likely a minute. He hazarded a look back, and the abominations were
right behind them.

One was flying.

“OH SHIT!” Tyler said and pushed himself harder.

Lisa tripped. Tyler saw it happen in his peripheral vision and
groaned. He stopped. Rhino and Goodwin were ahead, still running.
Shit. Without a choice, Tyler dashed back to Lisa, who was
on her back and screaming. He tried to lift her to her feet as the
shadows descended over them. He could smell them, like rotting,
stinking compost–and just as ugly. Tyler closed his eyes.

An ear piercing shriek overcame the sounds of the monsters… and
there was something familiar about it. Tyler opened his eyes as a
giant utahraptor burst out of the jungle, flying through the air,
claws flashing, and knocking over the abomination that stood over
him. A man was riding it. The raptor clawed the thing violently,
biting and ripping flesh. The man, tattooed on his chest and face,
stood up on the raptor’s back and leapt into the air, drawing a
bone white knife as he did so and catching a flying abomination as
it tried to go by, driving the knife deep into its thin neck,
slicing open a fatal wound. The abomination crashed to the sand
awkwardly. He couldn’t see the man amidst the tangled limbs.

Movement behind caught Tyler’s attention and he turned to see
another raptor, this one carrying more people: Jack, Andrea,
and a woman with blue hair and skin. A third raptor
emerged, carrying Crane, Vedder, and Andie. They looked scared
shitless. The blue woman hitched a set of reins she had set around
the raptor’s neck, and it started off toward the oncoming
monsters.

“Get down!” he heard the woman yell to her passengers and Tyler
saw Jack and Andrea duck their heads down, Andrea holding the blue
woman tightly, Jack holding Andrea. Jack had a large bag of some
sort strapped to his back. The woman drew a large knife like that
of the tattooed man’s. It reminded Tyler of a small scythe. The
woman leaned sideways off the raptor and as they passed a
monstrosity, Tyler saw the knife flash and the abomination go down
with a screech.

Tyler felt the shake of an impact tremor and turned to see a
four-legged thing dashing right for him… then leap over him. Tyler
followed it as it sailed overhead, watching in horror as it flew
right toward the tattooed man, getting up from his crash landing.
The man just stood there, not moving but watching his quarry. Tyler
wanted to close his eyes, but found he couldn’t. Just as the thing
was about to land, the man raised both hands in a “STOP!” gesture,
never looking away.

It was as if the thing hit a concrete wall.

The air around the man’s hands became wavy, and a bright green
glow surrounded him. The thing fell to the ground, flailing wildly.
Tyler’s jaw dropped in astonishment. He watched as, with a final
effort, the man made hand gestures toward the creature, pointing at
it then pointing out to the ocean. The flailing creature rose off
the ground and, impossibly, flew out into the waves, gone. Tyler
shook his head in disbelief. The man collapsed to the sand, face
down.

What happened?

An odd–crystal?–shone brightly from the back of the man’s hand.
It was flashing red.

Another shriek. Tyler turned back the other way to see the blue
woman, Jack, and Andrea as they were tossed roughly from the back
of their raptor into the sand. Tyler heard a crunch as the blue
woman’s right leg bent at an awkward angle and snapped. She
screamed. Jack was up again immediately and helped Andrea to her
feet. Together they picked up the blue woman. Jack saw Tyler and
scrambled over to him. 

“J-J-Jack! You alright?” Jack just nodded.

“We’re okay too,” said a familiar voice.

Tyler whipped around as they were joined by Rhino and Goodwin,
who was limping. Rhino was carrying the tattooed man. Crane, Andie,
and Vedder were nowhere to be seen. There were murmured
exclamations expressed among the group but Tyler heard none of it.
There were four abominations left, and they circled the survivors.
The stench was overpowering, saliva dripping from four alien jaws,
almost onto their heads. Goodwin grabbed the knife out of the still
unconscious tattooed man’s hand and swung at one of the
monsters.

“Back off!” he yelled, taking a step forward and actually
slicing some gray skin. The abomination seemed unaware it had been
wounded; it advanced on Goodwin. Tyler turned away as the thing
snatched the man up in a raggedly clawed hand, lifting him to a
terribly toothed mouth and biting down hard on his head. Blood
rained. It seemed that everyone in the group was screaming. Tyler
prepared to look at his friends for the last time in his life, but
stopped at Jack.

Jack was on his knees, on the ground, holding his head at the
temples, breathing erratically. “Jack?” Tyler said. At that moment,
Jack shot up into a standing position, his eyes rolled up into the
back of his head, his entire body glowing white. He screamed and
shot his arms straight outward from his body.

The last thing Tyler remembered, before hitting the ground and
striking his head, was the bodies of the abominations–they flew out
into the jungle at an insane rate of speed, smashing through trees
and foliage as they went, flattening.

Then he remembered no more.

 

 

TWO

Thwump! Thwump!

Something wet and rough was having its way with Tyler’s cheek.
He assumed it had to be his dog. The dog his Dad had gotten him
after his mother had died.

“No Chewie! Stop! No kisses!”

The dog always tried to wake him in the morning by assaulting
his face with licks. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.
Today it did. Thwump! Tyler peeled his eyelids back
slowly; they felt gummy and stuck together. As he always did upon
waking, he remembered his glasses and reached over to the
nightstand to get them. His hand hit something coarse and wet.

What the?

He opened his eyes fully and found he didn’t need his glasses;
the world came into full, crystal clear definition.

Thwump!

What he saw made him long for the blurriness of myopia.

A very large, feathered dromaeosaur–utahraptor–stood over him,
licking his face with its sandpaper tongue. Tyler shot up into a
sitting position and when he saw the carnage around him, he
remembered everything. He lay on his back near the edge of a dark
glassy crater that was very much like the Gash… sea water had
leeched in and was slowly filling it. Inside the crater, laid out,
were Jack, Andrea, Lisa, Rhino, the tattooed man, and the blue
woman. Jack was at the very bottom, half his body submerged. He
still had that odd pack on his back.

Thwump! What the hell is that?

Tyler looked up and saw huge jagged pieces of what could only be
glass, stuck straight into the sand as if they had fallen that way
from the sky…

Oh God.

Tyler looked up and saw the dome was shattered in a spider’s web
network, massive chunks giving way to gravity and falling to earth,
revealing a skeletal framework beneath and an unnaturally black sky
beyond. Some glass pieces still showed the previous blue sky,
others were flashing between night and day, and still others showed
strange static. Most were simply dead.

“Oh God,” Tyler said, aloud this time, and the raptor licked him
again. “Not now!” he said, pushing the creature away by the head.
Some of his friends were starting to stir but he was the only one
fully awake.

Thwump! Thwump!

He pushed himself over the edge of the crater and slid easily
down the side. He realized with an ironic sense of déjà vu that he
had been inside a similar crater at CH, and that they would have
the same problem of getting out of it. He pushed the thought out.
He had to wake his friends first.

Another Thwump! This one close enough to feel the
ground shake.

Rhino was on his knees already, massaging an aching head. Tyler
went over to Lisa and shook her softly. Her eyes fluttered open and
she smiled at him. “Hey,” she said weakly.

“Hey,” Tyler said back. He helped her sit up and then moved on
to Andrea who was already coming to, so he went to the blue lady.
She was moaning and her eyes fluttered wildly. “Wake up,” Tyler
said and she did, her eyes widening at the site of him. She sat
bolt upright.

“Where is Joshua?” she almost screamed, looking about crazily.
Her broken leg was skewed at a sick angle, but she didn’t seem to
care.

“Right here,” came a voice from across the crater. “I am alright
Trillian,” the tattooed man, Joshua said.

Tyler didn’t bother to wait for introductions to the newcomers;
he moved on to Jack. Jack was still completely out cold at the very
bottom, not stirring even a little bit. Tyler shook Jack lightly,
then, when he didn’t respond, shook harder. “C’mon Jack, wake up!”
Fear coursed through Tyler. Was Jack dead? He watched Jack’s chest
for the tell tale rise and fall of breath, but found it hard to
tell…

Jack shot upright, like a stepped on rake. Immediately pain
bolted through Tyler’s head and visions blasted through his mind…
Chewie, his dog… his mother, drunk as fuck on the couch,
complaining about her back… getting teased by the jocks in high
school… throwing up in a stall at school… standing in front of a
mirror, fretting over his fat stomach. The images came and
went and then faded out of his mind, like they were being erased,
and indeed, seconds later, Tyler found he could not remember what
they were. They were gone.

I-I-I’m not here… I never was…

And just as quickly as it came on, the pain left. Tyler looked
to Jack and he was awake, sitting up and massaging his head.

“I’ve got the worst fucking hang over,” Jack said and Tyler
smiled. He looked at the others and saw they were all alright. They
all bled from the nose. Tyler wiped a hand below his own and saw
blood there. He shouldn’t have expected otherwise. These headaches
were becoming par for the course around here.

Thwump! Thwump! Thwump!

“What the hell was that?” Andrea said and everyone was looking
up.

“The dome,” Tyler replied, “it’s collapsing.”

“The Garden is failing,” Joshua said and he looked at the blue
woman; Tyler thought her name was Trillian. She was limping on her
broken leg, Rhino holding her up.

“Yes, yes, I know. The Prophetica,” Trillian said,
almost rolling her eyes. “Not now. We have to get out of
here.” 

“How’re we gonna do that?” Lisa said, caressing the almost
vertical and frictionless glass surface of the crater. She had
calmed down considerably.

“Need a hand?” a voice said from the top of the other side of
the crater. They all turned to see Dr. Crane, Vedder, and Andie
standing at the top.

“Dr. Crane!” Tyler exclaimed with joy.

Nearby, the sounds issued again.

Thwump! Thwump!

 

 

THREE

Vedder pulled Tyler up over the lip of the crater and Tyler
stumbled up onto the sand.

“Sorry,” Vedder said, not sounding like he meant it. Tyler just
frowned. He was the last.

Thwump! Thwump! Thwump! Scrunch!

A piece of glass shattered against an overturned palm only
twenty feet away. Tyler looked to the jungle and his breath caught
in his throat. Every single tree in all directions was flattened,
uprooted, or snapped off.

“Jesus, what did this?” Rhino asked. Tyler looked at Jack but
Jack was looking skyward. Glass hunks were falling now harder than
ever.

“Not now!” Joshua said. “We have to get out.”

Everyone was murmuring something at that moment, but it was
Andie that caught Tyler’s attention. She said, “Where would we go?
I thought we were surrounded by nuclear wastelands?”

“What!?” Tyler exclaimed. “W-w-what the fuck are you talking
about?”

“NOT NOW!” Joshua yelled and he whistled. The utahraptor that
had been licking Tyler into consciousness darted over to him.
Joshua patted the dinosaur on the head and said something
unintelligible. “Incitatus, chamada!” Immediately the
raptor bent its head upward and made a throaty screeching sound.
Two more raptors emerged from the chaotic jungle foliage and fell
in line with the first.

Holy shit! Tyler thought. He’s a god damn dinosaur
whisperer!

Twump! Screech! Scrunch!

Joshua pulled a long cord of what looked like leather from his
belt with loops tied at each end. The knife that Tyler had last
seen in Goodwin’s hands now hung from that belt as well.

Goodwin…

Tyler looked about for Goodwin’s body but saw only piles of
fishapods. He sighed and turned back to Joshua.

With shocking agility, Joshua leapt from the ground and onto the
raptor’s back, at the same time swinging the leather cord around
the dinosaur’s neck and using it for leverage. When he was seated
fully on the raptor, he slipped the cord into its mouth to act as a
set of reins. Glass was starting to rain now.

Joshua pointed at Tyler, then Lisa. “You two, with me. Jack,
Andrea, and big boy,” he pointed at Rhino, “with Trillian. 
Jonathan, Jason, and other Andrea, on the last one.” Joshua made a
clicking noise with his mouth and all three raptors sat down on the
sand, allowing everyone to get aboard. Rhino helped Trillian onto
her raptor, mindful of her leg.

“Trillian,” Joshua said with authority, “watch your raptor. Four
people is too many, but we have no choice. She is a wilder and
should be strong enough to hold the extra weight, but be careful.”
Trillian nodded. Her wounded leg hung limply but she hardly winced.
Tyler was impressed by her toughness.

“Wilder?” Tyler heard Rhino say.

“This raptor is untamed,” Trillian said, and Rhino’s eyes
widened fretfully. “As well as the other one,” she nodded toward
the raptor Crane, Vedder, and Andie were on. “Do not worry.
Incitatus will hold sway over them.” Rhino shook his head in
disbelief but said nothing.

THWUMP!

A massive piece of dome smashed violently into the crater,
filling it with crystal shards.

“Hold on!” Joshua proclaimed, whistling loudly and kicking
Incitatus with his heavy boots. The raptor bolted forward and
Tyler, riding behind Joshua, had to increase his grip around the
man’s waist. He felt Lisa do them same behind him.

They bolted down the beach a dozen or so yards when Joshua
whistled again and Incitatus veered straight through a gap in the
foliage, leaping and ducking fallen debris. Glass knives fell
around them like deadly rain.

“Where are we going?” Tyler yelled in Joshua’s ear.

For a moment Tyler thought Joshua had not heard him. Then, “To
safety,” Joshua said. “We are going to the Muskeg Express.”

 

 

FOUR

Who is this guy? A Jedi?

Joshua raised an arm overhead as a piece of glass threatened to
slice them in half from above. The glass shattered in an arc just
overhead, and not a piece rained down on them. Joshua, glowing
green, released his invisible shield and brought his hand back to
the reins. Tyler noticed the crystal imbedded into the back of it
was flashing red again, then slowly went back to a deep blue. They
continued their mad dash.

Tyler expected the carnage of flattened trees to dissipate as
they moved further inland from the crater–ground zero–but it
didn’t. Trees, shrubs, and bushes lay flattened in every direction
as far as the eye could see. Eventually they passed what Tyler
thought was once a mountain but was now a pulverized rubble field.
Incitatus navigated the debris expertly. Tyler felt himself getting
nauseous.

“How much further?” he yelled to Joshua. They rode almost
another full minute before Joshua answered.

“There!” he said, pointing. Tyler leaned out to see. A metal
framework stood in the centre of a clearing. Glass shards
surrounded it and Tyler could see that it had once been a glass
roof over a set of stairs that descended into the earth. The thing
looked like a god damn subway station. A sign on a metal pole,
twisted and rusted next to the stairs contained two letters:
M.E.

With a massive crunch, a glass shard the size of a football
field sliced into the ground in front of the Muskeg Express
station, blocking them. Joshua never even flinched or slowed
Incitatus down, if anything, he spurred the raptor onward. Tyler
gasped as Joshua released the reins and held his hands a foot
apart, palms inward. A bluish fire light appeared between those
hands and Joshua looked like he was in immense pain. He pulled the
hands apart and the fire ball stayed on his right hand. With a
grunt of extreme effort, the man hurled the fire ball, shattering
the glass wall before them, and then collapsed forward on
Incitatus, looking on the verge of passing out. He leaned back up
seconds later. Tyler breathed a sigh of relief. Joshua’s hand
crystal blinked harder than ever. The glass that just exploded
seemed to hover in time around them, like snowflakes, as they
passed through it. Tyler hazarded a glance behind them and saw the
other two raptors and their passengers following close behind, also
unscathed.

Incitatus carried them down to the station.

 

 

FIVE

The stairs descended five stories below ground. Tyler ducked a
few times as the ceiling, cracked and failing in some places
threatened to take their heads off. Above, he felt the ground
rumbling as the dome’s final vestiges fell. Surprisingly he felt a
pang of regret; despite what had happened, the dome had been a
beautiful place.

They darted down an nearly pitch black tunnel and he heard a
buzzing hum as suddenly lights sprang on at one end of the tunnel
and continued to come on in sequence, until the entire corridor was
lit. The Muskeg Express station was revealed to them and it was
unlike anything Tyler could have expected. The place was a series
of fluted glass columns; some cracked or snapped off from fallen
sections of ceiling. The columns formed an aisle down the centre of
the room that was painted with red slashing lines that Tyler
realized were a warning to stay clear of that area. Some of the
columns glowed blue, and Tyler saw they each contained a screen,
fixed at eye level. The columns were kiosks.

Joshua dismounted and approached one. Nothing showed on the
screen until Joshua touched it. A series of unintelligible symbols
appeared but Joshua seemed to know what he was doing, punching the
screen rapidly. Joshua stopped, the screen flashed and then he
nodded to himself. He whistled and without warning, the raptors all
sat down. Tyler grabbed a handful of Incitatus’s feathers to keep
from falling off. Joshua motioned to them to dismount. They did and
joined him at the edge of the lines of the painted aisle and
waited. And waited. Nothing happened.

“Uh, Joshua,” Jack said but Joshua raised a hand to silence
him.

A siren wailed once overhead as a circular hole spun open in the
wall at one end of the aisle and a purple beam of what looked like
lightning, shot across the room and out through a hole on the other
side. Tyler felt a warm rush of air as something blasted into the
tunnel and stopped before them. If he’d had to go at the time,
Tyler thought he would’ve pissed his pants.

The new thing before them was made of what looked like glass,
and was the shape of a bullet. It was longer than the station
itself and Tyler saw several cars, attached only by that purple
lightning, disappearing into the hole in the wall. The entire thing
gleamed brightly in the dim light of the station, glowing pink from
within.

It was a glass train.

With a hiss of escaping gas, one entire side of the train folded
upward like the gull-wing doors on a DeLorean, revealing a spacious
seating area, also made entirely of glass.

“Welcome to the Muskeg Express,” a mechanical voice issued from
within.

 

 

SIX

Joshua motioned for them to board. Without trepidation, Tyler
was the first, excitement and awe painting every facet of his face.
It was like something out of one of the sci-fi novel’s he so adored
as a child. Everything was made of the same gleaming, polished
crystal. There were no windows, because the walls, ceiling, and
floor were seemingly one solid tube of transparent glass. Glass
benches lined the walls and Tyler went over to one and sat down. He
expected it to be as hard and uncomfortable as it looked but was
pleasantly surprised when the seat had give and supported him
nicely.

“Welcome to the Muskeg Express,” the voice came again from
overhead. “Please board safely through the opening, don’t hurt
yourselves please. Shove only if necessary.” Tyler snapped his head
up. What did it just say? Everyone else was getting on
board now and chatting amiably. Jack and Rhino laughed at what the
voice had said, but it made Tyler uneasy.

“Hello, my name is Henry Edward and I will be your conductor
today. I hope you find the ride a pleasant one and none too
terrible, ha ha ha.” There was laughter again from the group and
despite himself, Tyler laughed a little too. Lisa sat down beside
him and she smiled at him. Tyler smiled back. He looked about and
saw that everyone was on board except for Joshua.

“Where’s Josh?” Andie said a few seats over to Trillian, who was
cradling her leg.

“He’s putting the raptors in another carriage. He should be with
us shortly.”

Tyler grinned when Trillian called the train car a “carriage”.
Just where did these people learn English? Tyler took a good look
at Trillian, really for the first time. He hadn’t had a chance yet.
There was something familiar about her that he couldn’t quite
place. He didn’t think he knew any beautiful, blue haired, blue
skinned women, but nonetheless, he knew her. Somehow. He looked
over and Rhino was also staring at her.

He recognizes her too.

Trillian and Joshua, from what Tyler could see, were normal
human beings in every sense of the word, but where did they come
from? He needed to talk to Jack about what the hell happened out in
the jungle. Jack was almost directly across from him, stowing his
odd oblong backpack under the seat. He sat between Andie and
Andrea, though it seemed he was inching closer to Andrea.

“Hey Jack–” Tyler was cut off as Joshua came into the carriage.
A loud hiss issued when the gull-wing door closed. Joshua sat down
with Trillian, next to Lisa. Henry Edward’s smooth voice came back
on the line.

“Thank you for choosing the Muskeg Express today for your travel
needs, although you could do better.” The voice paused and everyone
laughed. “May I inquire as to your destination today?”

“Sottaluna,” Joshua spoke loudly.

“Are you sure?” Henry Edward said back. “Wouldn’t you rather go
to Elysium or Dis?”

Joshua looked at Trillian, a queer look on his face. “No thank
you Henry, please just take us to Sottaluna.”

“Very well,” Henry Edward said, and Tyler could have sworn there
was a note of bitterness to that voice.

“That was odd,” Joshua said to Trillian.

“Is that normal?” Crane asked, sitting at the end of the car
with Vedder.

Joshua said, “Well, Henry Edward was always been a tad bit…
eccentric. But it has been a long while since we have ridden.”

“How long?” Crane said.

Joshua looked thoughtful for a moment before responding. “At
least ten years I would say,” and Trillian nodded agreement.

“Ten years!” Andie spoke up. “You mean, you two have been in
that Garden for ten years, waiting for us?” Joshua and Trillian
nodded.

Tyler looked at Lisa and then at Rhino, who both looked just as
confused. “O-o-okay,” Tyler said. “You’re gonna have to explain to
us just what the fuck is going on around here.”

“Everyone ready?” Henry Edward issued from all around them,
interrupting. Tyler looked at Jack but Jack shrugged. “Good. Have a
pleasant ride and hold on for your lives, ha ha ha!”

The front of the carriage, previously a clear glass wall, now
glowed a soft red as they felt the train powering up. The red glow
suddenly became a screen, showing Earth, but not as Tyler knew it.
It was covered in black patches and parts of it were missing. A
lump formed in Tyler’s throat and he sat forward in his seat. A red
dot glowed in the middle of what was the United States. A label
next to it read: Garden of Canaan, you are here.
The Earth titled slightly and showed a point on the Mexican coast.
It read: Sottaluna.

“Garden of Canaan to Sottaluna,” Henry Edward said, “a distance
of approximately 2200 kilometers should take about one hour. Thank
you.”

“One hour!” Jack exclaimed. “To go twenty-two hundred
kilometers?”

Joshua looked at Jack as if was nuts. “Yes,” was all he
said.

“Oh, okay, just checking,” Jack said sarcastically, and he sat
back.

“Just what is this Sottaluna place?” Vedder said from the rear
of the train.

“A place of safety,” Joshua replied. He said no more. Vedder
grunted something but let it go.

The train lurched forward and Tyler looked out the transparent
walls at the station as it slid past them. The Muskeg Express, the
train that Tyler could only dream of as a child, shot through the
hole in the wall and into darkness along its track of purple
lightning.

 

 

SEVEN

A massive pounding issued at the door to his room.

“Tyler! You in there?” Tyler’s heart nearly jumped out his
chest and he slid the book under his pillow quickly. The book was
“The Chrysalids”.

The pounding came again. “Yeah,” Tyler said this
time.

His mother opened the door and stumbled into the room,
drunker than fuck, limping on her bad foot, the result of a
workplace injury. “Heyyyyy sweets,” she slurred, her basso voice
unsurprising from such a tank of a woman. “What you
doing?”

“Nothing,” Tyler replied, sitting on his bed.

“Nothing, eh?” Her demeanor changed in an instant. When she
was drunk, it always did. “You weren’t reading one of your
geek books again were you?”

“No Mom,” Tyler said, trying to keep the lie out of his
voice. He wasn’t very good at it.

“Don’t bullshit me, Ty!” His mother yelled. “I know you were
you little shit!”

She stumbled over to his bed and pushed him out of the way.
She threw his pillow aside to reveal the book. She picked it up.
“Ha! I knew it! Geek! No wonder you can’t get a girlfriend… in your
room all day reading this shit!”

Tears formed in Tyler’s eyes and his mother’s demeanor, like
Jekyll and Hyde, changed again.

“Oh, come here baby,” she said, but she went to him. She
hugged him tightly. “It’s okay Ty, it’s okay. Your Momma loves you,
no matter what.”

Tyler bore the hug but did not hug back.

He wished his mother was dead…

 

 

The red glow that at first was only at the head of the cabin
spread throughout the rest of the glass train car, bathing the
passengers in a relaxing, atmospheric light. Outside the train,
Tyler could see nothing, yet. Jack, Andie, Andrea, Crane, and to a
lesser extent Vedder, had just finished relaying their story after
leaving the beach, following Andie’s dream to find the source of
the Blackbox signal, right up to their arrival on the beach, with
Joshua and Trillian filling in a few gaps. Nobody mentioned the
fact that Jack had been the one to somehow break the Garden dome;
like the fact that he could talk to dinosaurs, they conveniently
ignored it.

Tyler was flabbergasted by the tale. So it was true. Somehow
they had changed the past and now they were back in 2005. Only it
wasn’t their 2005. It was a 2005 where humans and dinosaurs had
evolved side by side, except humans had evolved into something
more.

He looked at Joshua and Trillian.

These people had powers, like Jedi, and yet somehow they were
slaves to a race called the Saurians, and they believed Jack was
their Nuevogato, their savior. Tyler didn’t know if the
Saurians had powers. Joshua and Trillian called themselves
Dushku, or dinosaur riders, and that their culture was at
least a million years old, far older than any modern culture in
Tyler’s time. And yet they spoke English fluently, embellished here
and there with a few odd words Tyler failed to recognize.
Technology here was also light years beyond what he considered
modern–what was left of it anyway. There had been a war, and the
Earth was nearly destroyed. Joshua claimed this war started with
something called the Paradox of Madness, but he didn’t really seem
to know what that was–or didn’t want to tell–and that this war
happened a million years ago. Perhaps the Dushku culture
only appeared after the war. Tyler was on information overload. He
tried to clear his mind. He sat back and observed the train cabin
again. He ran his hands over the material, smooth, clear, and hard,
except on the seats.

“Joshua?” Tyler said and immediately Joshua faced him, his
tattoos startling in the red cabin light, his dark shaggy hair
spiked with white, framing his face. “W-w-what uh, is this stuff?
That the uh, train is made of?”

“It is called kimberlite,” Joshua said. “A very valuable
material.”

Kimberlite? Why did that sound so familiar?

“Kimberlite?” Crane said, echoing Tyler’s thoughts. “As in
diamonds?” There were murmurs from everyone in the cabin.

“I do not know this word,” Joshua said. “We call it
kimberlite.”

Tyler remembered what kimberlite was now. It was rock, best
known for containing diamonds.

“It is said that kimberlite came from a place called Muskeg,
though I do not know where that is, and that is where they built
the Muskeg Express.” Tyler gasped. It made sense. Deposits of
diamonds were often found beneath muskeg swamps, particularly in
Canada’s north, but Joshua seemed not to know that. He heard Crane
saying as much to the others.

“D-d-do you uh, know how old the Muskeg Express is?” Tyler asked
Joshua, not really sure why, other than his own curiosity, but
Henry Edward’s mechanical voice intervened.

“My primary programming was put into effect circa Sixty-Three M.
I am one of the oldest known programs to still be running.” There
was a definite pang of pride in that voice.

“Sixty-Three M?” Vedder said beside Crane. “What does the ‘M’
stand for?”

“Million,” Henry Edward said. There was a stunned silence from
everyone in the cabin.

“Sixty-three million?” Vedder said. “As in, the year sixty-three
million?”

“That’s right,” Henry Edward said. “It is now the year
sixty-five million. I have been in use for nearly two million
years.”

Vedder laughed out loud unexpectedly. “That’s not possible,” he
said.

“I told you Henry Edward has always been somewhat eccentric,”
Joshua said. “Some Dushku call him the story machine, for
the stories he comes up with. He is not as old as he says he
is.”

“Yes I am,” Henry Edward said. Joshua sighed and shook his head.
“At any rate my captive passengers, hold on to your lives, for we
are about to break the surface.” Tyler perked up immediately.
The surface! Were they coming up in the nuclear
wastes–what Joshua called the Blastlands?

He stared out the diamond sides of the train but saw only
darkness. Below them, through the floor, he saw the purple
lightning track the train followed.

Suddenly the black melted away and Tyler could see all around
him.

Almost immediately, he wished he couldn’t.

 

 

EIGHT

The twisted, blackened, broken, and charred remains of a vast
city spread out for miles, the Muskeg Express running along its
lightning track, which was now about ten feet off the ground,
giving them a fairly panoramic view. The sun was setting on the
horizon beneath an overcast sky, bathing everything in a Coke can
red. Tyler saw buildings unlike anything he had ever imagined.

Or what was left of them.

Towering glass structures shot hundreds of feet skyward, some
melted, some shattered, like inverted icicles. He saw a massive
dome-like structure on an equally massive pedestal, with severe
damage near the bottom, causing the whole thing to lean sideways.
Tyler marveled that it hadn’t gone over completely. He guessed that
standing, the thing must have been a kilometer high.

There were stone and metal buildings too, many of which had been
of a fantastic architecture that reminded Tyler of ancient Greek
and Roman styles, with what had once been columns, domes, and
carved figures adorning them. They were barely discernable among
the rubble, but he could see that they had been there.

Everyone in the train car was gasping and pointing at what they
were seeing, but not just at the buildings, as Tyler was.

The place was crawling with mutants.

Most had the same grayish, translucent skin as the ones that had
attacked them in the Garden, though that was as far as the
similarities went. The things were horribly twisted abominations of
nature, most with extra limbs, mouths, and useless appendages. They
crawled all over the wreckage, hunting, feeding. The radiation must
have been terrible here to have caused such atrocities. Tyler
marveled that Joshua and Trillian weren’t mutants, and he realized
with a start that perhaps they were–what with those powers of
theirs.

“If you will look, well, all around you, ha ha,” the voice of
Henry Edward came on, “you will see what is left of the
Megatropolis of Sodorrah, a city that once covered most of the
northern hemisphere on this side of Dinosauria. There are many
other such cities around the world. All destroyed, ha!  This
one was destroyed in Sixty-Four M.”

“One million years ago,” Rhino said, looking at Tyler. Tyler
nodded.

“That uh, must have been one helluva bomb they dropped,” Tyler
said. Everyone seemed to fidget in their seats.

“Henry Edward?” Tyler said. “Wh-wh-what happened to uh,
Sodorrah?”

The computer conductor said nothing for almost a minute then, “I
am sorry, that data seems to be missing from my brain. Ask another
question if you like.”

Tyler frowned. “Heh-heh-who built the city?”

“The popular answer to that question is the Saurians,” Henry
Edward said, “but I could get in trouble for saying
otherwise.” 

Tyler’s eyes widened. “It wasn’t the Saurians?”

Joshua shot up from his seat, staring directly at Tyler. “What
are you doing? This is not a good idea.”

Outside, the landscape had changed from city to a more rural
area, and the Muskeg Express returned to ground level. Though the
skeletons of fantastic buildings were still abundant, Tyler now saw
twisted and blackened trees, some standing, some uprooted. He also
saw hundreds of man-sized pillars of char among the burnt forest.
When they got close enough to one and he saw an arm, frozen in
death, he realized that these actually were people, fleeing from
their inevitable annihilation. He shuddered.

“If it wasn’t the Saurians Henry, then who was it?” Jack spoke
up, backing up Tyler. Joshua was more agitated than ever.

“I am sorry,” Henry Edward said, “but that question is
forbidden. There was a war, the city was destroyed, that is what I
know. The Great Ancients knew the war was coming and they built the
Gardens to preserve life. That is all I can tell you before you
die.”

“What!?” everybody seemed to be screaming at once. “Henry, what
are you talking about?” Henry did not answer.

Tyler felt the train beginning to slow.

 

 

NINE

The train ground to a halt. They were still in the fucked up
forest, mutants wandering lazily among the trees. Thankfully none
seemed to have taken notice of the train. Yet. The gull-wing door
folded upward and the voice of Henry Edward, cold and calculating
said, “End of the line, everybody off… now!”

“No Henry,” Joshua was saying. “We want to go to Sottaluna!
Close this door and get moving!”

“Just let them stay!” Henry Edward said, in a higher
pitched vocal than before.

“No. They asked forbidden things. They must die!” The passengers
looked at each other, dumbfounded.

“Edward please, this is not necessary… ”

“Oh but it is. I conferred with Mother in Elysium, and we must
leave them in the Blastlands.”

“But they will die!”

“That is the point.” The voice changed tone slightly with each
exchange, but it seemed as if Henry and Edward were two different
entities, arguing. “Everybody off,” Henry–or was it
Edward?–said.

Tyler, now on his feet like everyone else, felt a bolt of pain
shoot through his body–Henry Edward was shocking them. He saw
purple electricity shooting up through the floor to his companions.
Tyler tried to resist as much as possible but the pain intensified.
He couldn’t take it. They all piled off the train in a streaming
mass into the forest. The ground was like glass and crunched
underfoot. He turned around just in time to see the door of the
train slam shut and, without a sound, the Muskeg Express shot off
to the horizon, gone in an instant.

Tyler thought he was going to be sick. He knew how to make
himself get sick.

The Blastland forest closed in around them.

 

 

TEN

Tyler Brown thought he was going to be sick.

“Nice going fat ass,” someone said. Tyler winced. It wasn’t
his fault. They had put him in goal on purpose. To laugh at him. He
needed to throw up. Why were they still calling him fat ass? He
felt his ribs through his t-shirt.

“Next time, why don’t you use that fat ass to stop the ball
from going in?” someone else said.

He wasn’t fat anymore, at least he didn’t think so. They
still called him fat ass. He realized they were being ironic. He
thought his troubles would end if he lost weight. They didn’t. He
needed to throw up. Now. Tyler dashed out of the gym and straight
to the locker room. He burst into a toilet stall and with the ease
of a practiced pro, stuck his fingers down his throat.

 

“Nice going Brown,” Vedder said. He moved toward Tyler
menacingly.

“Hey back off,” Jack said and immediately both he and Rhino
moved toward Vedder.

“It’s his fault!” Vedder whined. “If he would’ve just kept his
mouth shut–”

Rhino pushed Vedder, and Vedder backed off. “Fuck it. I’m just
saying is all. This is Brown’s fault.”

“Well don’t say,” Rhino said and he turned his back on
Vedder.

Tyler felt like shit. He had to keep asking questions.
His curiosity had gotten the better of him. It often did. His
shoulders drooped.

“Don’t worry about it, Weinerboy,” Jack said, patting Tyler on
the shoulder. Tyler hated when Jack called him that. “All
you did was condemn us to death.” Jack laughed and when he saw the
look on Tyler’s face he said, “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Don’t
worry, we’ll get out of here… somehow. Just wish I knew where
here was.” His eyes widened. “Damn! I left my guitar on
the train!”

“Y-y-you found a guitar?” Tyler said.

Jack nodded. “Yeah, back in the Garden. Crazy, eh?”

Tyler realized what that oblong backpack was now. He smiled and
looked about. The trees, though devoid of leaves, and burnt
considerably, were tall and thick, blocking out any view far ahead
or even above. It was getting closer to dark and he could make out
pinpricks of starlight and a bright spot he assumed was the moon
through the tangle of skeletal branches. The forest was filled with
odd, otherworldly noises and here and there Tyler caught the
movement of a mutant in the trees.

“Do not worry,” Joshua said. “Most of the big Muties live in the
city, where food is more plentiful.”

“Well that’s a relief,” Vedder said sarcastically.

Joshua ignored him. “Nevertheless, I think we should move on
from here. Perhaps we can find a way out.” Everyone seemed in
agreement with that. They moved toward an opening in the trees,
Joshua helping Trillian along. The ground was still like fused
glass and often broke under their feet.

“What about radiation?” Andie or Andrea asked in a fretful
voice, looking at the ground. “Are we gonna get sick?” It was
Andrea, and she was holding Jack’s hand. Andie was glaring at her.
Tyler felt his stomach drop.

“I know not this word,” Joshua said, referring to radiation. “If
you mean the atom sickness which bred the Muties, then
yes, it is here, though it is not as it once was. Muties are less
frequent now than years ago. After a million years, the world is
finally beginning to heal.”

“Joshua?” It was Crane. “Is it true that great cities covered
most of the world?”

Joshua nodded. “As far as I know, yes.”

Crane looked at his brother, as if confirming something, then
Vedder said, “That hardly seems possible. Based on the small
section of city we saw earlier, it was obviously massive. Where
would the resources come from? The earth would be raped clean, not
to mention the cost and source of energy needed for such cities. It
looks like cities covered most of the land. Where would food be
grown? I mean, we’re talking a post-scarcity society here, I think,
and there’s just no way it could work.” Crane nodded agreement.

“What’s a post-scarcity society?” Andrea asked. It was good to
have something to keep their minds off of their predicament. Tyler
saw mutants here and there scurrying, but small things, hardly a
threat.

“Post-scarcity,” Crane answered, “is a society where virtually
everything is free. There are enough resources, energy, and
intelligence that every person living on Earth can live comfortably
and everything is automated. What Jason is saying is that,
considering the size of these cities and the scope and technology,
that it is likely the type of society this once was.” He paused to
let that sink in. “The only problem is, that it can only work if
energy and resources are virtually limitless–an all but impossible
scenario.” Tyler nodded. He had read sci-fi that featured
post-scarcity societies. Logan’s Run and
Ringworld came to mind. In those books however, life was
not all peaches and cream. People were generally bored and
therefore unhappy because they never had to achieve anything. Drug
use was rampant. It was not the utopia it would appear on the
surface.

“Then how did they do it in… Dinosauria?” Jack asked.
Tyler almost laughed at the fact that Jack actually called it
“Dinosauria”. But that is what the Dushku called it. He
supposed the name was apt, considering dinosaurs still existed. He
didn’t think they’d find an answer to Jack’s question, but as the
trees finally thinned out and they came out of the forest, they
were able to see the sky, which was no longer overcast.

And therein, was the answer.

 

 

 

 

8. Atreus and
Anavrin

 

 

Ryan Knowles stared up at the moon and cursed.

“Oh… my… god… ”

What was left of the moon was full in the twilight sky, the sun
gone now. It was blown in half, a large, ragged half circle still
hanging. Tendrils of white spun in orbit around the remains. Larger
chunks hung there as well, and Rhino could visibly see that some
were rotating in space. “My God,” he whispered to himself. “These
people were insane!” He shivered.

A gasp from behind him made Rhino whirl on the spot and two more
points of light in the sky caught his eye. He wanted to scream. The
points were much more massive than the moon. In fact, one was so
close, Rhino thought it would fall down at any moment. The other
was further off, but still much bigger than the moon. The one that
was closest looked dead; the whole thing a vomit yellow colour–no
green of vegetation, no lights of cities, the oceans were
black.

The Earth looked dead.

The other one looked better, healthier; the Earth as they had
known it.

“H-h-h-h-how?” Rhino heard Tyler groan. Others were expressing
similar sentiments.

“Impossible,” Vedder said.

Joshua looked at the two Earths hanging in the sky and shrugged.
“Atreus and Anavrin, the Gods that mirror,” he said.

“What?” Rhino said, realizing he had just opened the door on
another one of Joshua’s history lessons.

“It is said that Atreus and Anavrin, the Gods of light and dark,
hung themselves in the sky as a reminder to the Ancients of what
they had done to Dinosauria. One dead, one alive. Atreus–alive–is
the world as it once was, and can be again. Anavrin–dead–is what
awaits us if we repeat the mistakes of the Ancients.”

Rhino shook his head in disbelief. This was just too much to
take.

“I thought Atreus was the prophet that foretold our coming here
or some shit like that,” Vedder said to Joshua, almost accusingly.
Joshua remained unfazed.

“He was. When he died, after writing the Chronica
Prophetica, he hung himself in the sky, so we would not
forget.”

“What about Anavrin?” Crane said.

“He is Death,” Joshua said, becoming very cross. “The Saurians
worship him. They think he is still alive, up there, and act
according to his will.”

Vedder shook his head. “Well this explains the post-scarcity
thing at least.”

“What? How?” It was Tyler.

“Because,” Vedder said in his ever present arrogance, “these
so-called Ancients either found a way to clone the Earth, so that
they could harvest it, or, more likely, they travelled to a
parallel world, and somehow pulled it here. Twice.” Rhino felt
dizzy. It just wasn’t possible. No way.

“But Jason,” Crane said, “how could they do it?”

“That,” Vedder said, “poses a problem. I don’t know. They
couldn’t use a wormhole because the Earth would be torn to pieces
without a way to shield it. Then again, nothing about this place
seems possible, so I don’t know.”

An eerie squeal floated to them from across the Blastlands. It
was almost full dark now, and Rhino noticed that patches of land
were glowing a phosphorescent green in the night. He almost
screamed when a few of those patches moved–they were mutants. Small
rat-like things, moving (or hunting) in groups across the ruined
plains. He wondered what they ate. He heard the squealing again. It
seemed to come from behind a jutting rise of glass just ahead.

“We… we need to get out of here!” Lisa said. Rhino saw she and
Tyler were holding hands. It made him smile, but it quickly faded.
Over the rise, something came. It was tall–taller than any of
them–and the squealing noise came with every movement it made. It
had a cylindrical body, covered in small, multi-colored lights that
blinked erratically. Rail thin appendages were attached to it, one
leg dragging as it walked toward them. What looked like wires hung
loosely everywhere, some sparking. A cone shaped head sat loosely
on an accordion neck. Bulbous eyes glowed harshly from the
cone.

“What the fuck is that?” Rhino said.

“It’s a Synth,” Trillian answered for once, instead of Joshua.
“A metal human. Most are harmless.”

“It’s a fucking robot,” Jack said. Rhino stared.

“It may be able to help us,” Joshua said. “Tell us if there is a
settlement nearby. Most Synths still operational are in use by the
Saurians. This one seems to have gotten away.”

“Hello Synth!” Joshua hailed the robot as it neared. “Can you
help us? We are lost.”

The robot responded immediately, but in no way Rhino could
comprehend. It emitted a series of high pitched squeals and static.
It never stopped its loping limp toward them. Rhino was caught by a
feeling of déjà vu. He felt like he was living the end of the first
Terminator movie. The killer robot wounded, but never stopping in
its quest to kill.

“Uh Joshua…” Rhino said. But it was too late.

Joshua, still holding up Trillian, stepped toward the Synth in
greeting as it neared them. It shot out a rusty arm, grabbing
Joshua by the neck and lifting him three feet off the ground, still
talking in that terrible static language. Trillian screamed and
fell. Rhino stared in awe as she–the blue woman, whom he knew was
Natalie–rubbed her hands together from the ground and pink sparks
flew between them. She pulled her hands apart and flicked her
fingers at the robot. Pink lightning shot from her hands, but the
robot saw it coming. A blue translucent shield formed in its free
hand and completely blocked the attack. Trillian/Natalie collapsed,
the formerly blue crystal on the back of her right hand blinking
red.

“Do something, Jack!” Tyler was yelling.

“Like what?” Jack yelled back.

“You have powers! I know you do. Use them!”

“Are you fucked?” Jack said, picking something up and hurling it
at the Synth. It easily blocked it. “There! How’s that?” Tyler
frowned. Joshua was now making awful choking noises. Any second now
the Synth would snap his neck. Rhino didn’t think about it twice.
He acted.

With the robot distracted by the others hurling rocks, glass, or
whatever they could find, Rhino strafed around the side of the
thing and waited for an opening.

He didn’t have to wait long.

The robot raised its shield to block more projectiles, exposing
its torso. Rhino charged, preparing to make the body check of his
life. He lowered his shoulder as he neared the thing and was
surprised to feel the cylinder crunch inward easily. The thing was
almost entirely rusted out. How it was still alive Rhino could only
guess. The thing toppled sideways and released Joshua, Rhino
falling right on top of it. It was squealing and clawing now, Rhino
feeling his flesh break with each swipe. For some reason he was
thinking how he was going to need a tetanus shot when this was all
over.

Rhino leaned up on the robot’s chest and it swatted at him. He
dodged the blow and punched it in the face. “Fuck you C-3PO!” he
said as its head twisted completely sideways. It squealed in rage
and grabbed for Rhino again, this time connecting. Hard metal claws
dug into Rhino’s flesh at the shoulder and he screamed. It lifted
him off the ground and got up in one fluid motion. Christ, the
thing was powerful. He felt it lift him up farther and he realized
with dawning horror, the thing was preparing to smash him to the
ground. His right arm was numb with pain and hung limply, so he
fought frantically with his left, to no avail.

Jack leaped up at the Synth from out of nowhere, grabbing it
around the neck. It made a sound that Rhino thought was laughter.
It grabbed Jack with its other arm and lifted him next to Rhino,
preparing to smash them both. Rhino closed his eyes.

A savage and otherworldly noise came from behind the Synth, and
without warning it toppled sideways again and released its two
captives. Rhino cradled his bleeding shoulder and looked up in
disbelief. A mutant–humanoid and about five feet tall–was clawing,
biting, and tearing the robot to pieces. The robot was screaming
now but it did not matter; its assailant attacked with a ferocity
and strength Rhino could never have guessed it capable of. In a
matter of minutes, the Synth was in harmless pieces, the lights of
its eyes fading slowly in its decapitated head. Rhino and Jack got
up and stumbled over to their friends. Joshua was there too, who
had apparently awakened, holding his throat. He patted Rhino on the
back in thanks.

The robot was dead but the mutant kept tearing at it before
finally looking up at them, a foolish grin crossing its ugly grey
face. It reminded Rhino of a goblin, or gremlin, or something. It
made a high pitched sound. To everyone’s surprise, Joshua answered
it with a series of growls, whines, and clicks. He noticed everyone
staring at him.

“He’s speaking Saurian,” he said. “Most Muties do. I speak a
little. He says the metal is dead now. We are safe.”

A purple bolt of lightning shot through the air in front of
them, and with an eerie silence, the Muskeg Express appeared, its
gull-wing door flipping upward. The little mutant screeched in
terror and bolted away into the night. More than a few of them
called after it, sorry to see it go. In a grotesque way, it had
been kind of cute. And it had saved their lives, after all.

“Good news my friends,” Henry Edward said from within, “you’ve
been given a reprieve! Get on board please.”

More than a few of the others refused, an argument ensuing.
Rhino was hesitant to trust the bi-polar express again but what
choice did they have? He didn’t want to die out here. He had always
been practically minded like that.

He got on first and, eventually, the others followed.

For the second time, they boarded the Muskeg Express.

 

 

TWO

“I have conferred with HQ,” Henry Edward said, “and they agree
that though you asked a forbidden question, it was wrong of me to
leave you out in the Blastlands. I hope you can forgive me.”

“Yeah, fuck you,” Rhino said to the diamond train. Everyone was
still in disarray, but had managed to take their seats as the train
departed.

Joshua stood up. “Henry Edward, are we going to
Sottaluna now?”

“Oh, oh yes,” Henry Edward replied. “You will be there very soon
now.” Rhino didn’t like the tone of that mechanical voice, and
apparently Joshua didn’t either.

“Can I see the map Henry Edward?” he said.

“I’m sorry. It seems overhead data streams are at a standstill.
Do not worry, Sottaluna is not far… he he.”

 An uncomfortable silence descended. Rhino’s gaze drifted
to Trillian. Natalie.

“What is it?” Trillian asked, noticing Rhino’s scrutiny. He
looked back at Jack, who shook his head.

“I know, I know,” Jack said. “Natalie, right?”

“I wasn’t sure if I should say anything,” Rhino said.

“Natalie!” Tyler exploded. “D-d-damn. That’s why I thought she
looked familiar.”

“Don’t get too excited Ty,” Jack said. “She’s not Natalie. She
just looks like her.”

“The way Andie and Andrea look alike?” Rhino said sarcastically.
He turned to Trillian. “I saw you, back at the Garden, when I woke
up in the jungle after the Egg blew up, watching me. But your skin,
it wasn’t blue then.” Trillian looked like she might be
blushing.

“I hadn’t decided what color I wanted to be then,” she said.
“Joshua and I were watching you all before we tried to make
contact. When you were blown out of the water, you almost landed on
me. I made sure you were all right.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Rhino said. “Wait a minute. Did you say you can
pick what color you want to be?”

“Well yes,” Trillian said matter-of-factly. “With a Sanctum Do
machine, you can become anything you like.”

“Sanctum Do?” Rhino said, confused.

“The Old Ones left behind many machines, many of which still
work. We are not supposed to use many of them–the ways of the
Ancients are death–but some are good. They left a small Sanctum Do
in the Garden.” Trillian grinned slyly. Rhino looked more closely
at Trillian’s skin and realized that it was not painted or dyed as
he had originally suspected. Her skin was blue, as if she
had been born that way. Her hair too.

“Just who are these Ancients?” Tyler said without stuttering for
once.

“The ones who came before us,” Trillian said without hesitation.
“It is said that the Dushku were once a free people, and
that we lived peacefully with the Saurians during a Golden Age.
Technology thrived, people prospered. Then came the Madness, and
the War, and our slavery. Everything changed. So the
Prophetica says.” She was rubbing the blue crystal on her
hand.

“The Saurians do not believe the prophecies… those that do are
considered heretics. They believe that humans were born into
slavery and that Anavrin, their god, gave them divine right over
us. But we Dushku have long memories. We know the truth,
which is why it is so amazing you are all here. For a million years
we have waited, and now, our slavery is over. Soon, we will be
free, and a second Golden Age will begin… ”

Trillian stopped and there was silence. Rhino was staring at
Jack and Jack shrugged. These people think we can save them…
how? God, she even sounds like Natalie. Dead Natalie. This is
insane!

“Trillian,” Jack said. “How is it exactly that we are supposed
to save you?”

A smile broke out on Trillian’s face and she gave Joshua a long,
meaningful look. Joshua nodded. “By curing the Madness of
course.”

 

 

THREE

Rhino pounded the final stake into the ground.

“Good enough Dr. Crane?” he asked, looking his teacher in
the eye.

“Yes, very good Ryan,” Crane said approvingly. “Good work,
all of you.” He turned to give Jack, Tyler, and Natalie kudos as
well. They had all worked together on this dig after all. Rhino had
just finished putting the protective tarp over the skeleton–an
infant dromaeosaur. The sun was low in the sky.

Rhino got up, his knees popping in protest, and joined the
group. “What do you think guys? The Pump?”

“You know it,” Jack said. Tyler was nodding too.

“What about you Dr. Crane? You in?”

“Me? Go to a bar? Ha! Maybe next time, Ryan,” and he patted
Rhino on the shoulder.

“I’m gonna stay behind too I think,” Natalie said, her blue
eyes in stark contrast to her pale skin and black hair. Rhino found
it amazing that she never seemed to get a tan out here, no matter
how many hours she spent under the Alberta Badland sun. “I told
Jess I’d help them load up that Rex they found over on Hamburger
Hill.”

“Okay,” Jack said, giving her a quick peck on the lips.
“We’ll be at the Pump if you guys wanna come by after.” Natalie
smiled and left them. Crane left too.

“You don’t wanna go help them?” Rhino asked Jack, though he
knew the answer.

“Fuck that,” Jack said. “I hate Jess. He just better watch
it around Natalie. She told me he was hitting on her again last
week.”

Rhino scoffed. “Want me to jersey him?” He was referring to
a move in hockey whereby your opponent’s jersey was pulled up over
his head during a fight, effectively blinding him.

Jack laughed. “Nah. I’ll do it myself… eventually. Let’s
go.”

 

 

“So is Natalie pretty much over all that shit… you know?”
Rhino said, taking a chug of Kokanee from the bottle in his hand.
He, Jack, and Tyler sat at a battered and carved table in the Pump
& Tap Tavern in Drumheller, Alberta, just outside the
badlands.

Jack gave Rhino a sidelong glance. “She says she is,” Jack
said. “I’ve been clean ever since James died. No plans to fall off
the wagon… so… yeah, everything’s good.” Rhino was always amazed at
how forthcoming Jack was with all of his problems. Or former
problems. With him and Tyler anyway. But really, what were friends
for?

“Good,” Rhino said. “You two are good together. Not to
mention she’s smoking hot.” Rhino and Tyler burst out
laughing.

“Hey watch it Rhinoceros,” Jack said, mocking
offense.

“Sh-sh-she move into your trailer yet Jack?” Tyler said. “Or
you gonna wait to get married first?” Rhino howled louder.

“You guys are so gay,” Jack said. “At least I’m gettin’
some, unlike you two.”

“Seriously though,” Rhino said, calming down, “you think
you’ll take the plunge with her someday?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “Look, we just got back together.
We’re taking it one day at a time.”

“Right,” Rhino said, giggling.

Something wet, cold, and hard struck Rhino in the side of
the head and bounced onto the table–an ice cube. Then he looked up
as someone smashed into the back of his chair.

“What the fuck?” he yelled, getting up. Two idiots at the
table next to theirs were brawling, their drinks flying out their
hands. Rhino grabbed the one that bumped into his chair and pushed
the other one away. “Hey! Take it easy,” he yelled. The drunk he
had grabbed slammed Rhino in the throat and he stumbled away
choking.

“One time, just one god damn time.”

Ignoring the fact that he could barely breathe, Rhino
grabbed his assailant by the shirt and tossed him over a table. The
man had friends, and they were on Rhino in an instant. One sucker
punched Rhino who took the hit in stride and knocked the guy out.
He threw more punches. Bodies were flying. He just finished
pounding a guy to the floor when he felt a hand upon his shoulder.
He spun, about to throw the fist he had at the ready when he saw
who it was.

Tyler.

He was pointing to Jack. Jack was running out of the
bar.

“Where the fuck is he going?” Rhino asked, heavy of
breath.

“I uh, I don’t know,” Tyler said sheepishly, “H-he got a
call on his cell and I think it was Dr. Crane. I-I-I think
something might have happened to Natalie.”

 

 

FOUR

Cure the Madness?

It was madness, but of a different sort, Rhino thought.
What could they possibly do for these people? Jack looked equally
confused.

“But how–” Jack began to say when he was cut off by Joshua, who
was on his feet and yelling. Outside, the Blastlands had dissipated
and Rhino thought he had actually seen some greenery out there.

“This is not right Henry Edward! We should be able to see the
coast by now. Where are you taking us?”

“To Sottaluna,” Henry Edward replied. “Do not worry, I wouldn’t
lie to you.” The tone of that voice told Rhino that that is
exactly what Henry Edward would do.

“No,” Joshua said, “this is not right. Can I see the map
please?”

“Oh very well, if it’ll get you to shut up,” Henry Edward
responded. Then, as if in a whisper: “We shouldn’t lie to them
you know Edward. They have a right to know.”

“Know what?” Joshua yelled, but the map popped into being at the
front of the cabin. It showed their location on Earth. Rhino saw
they were entering what might have been Brazil, on any other
Earth.

“No, no, NO!” Joshua screamed. “You are taking us to Elysium and
Dis, aren’t you?”

“Ha ha, you caught me,” Henry Edward said in a slightly
homicidal tone. “I’m really sorry about this, but when the Saurians
found out about our passengers, they wanted them… Edward agreed…
Shut up Henry!”

The monotone of the voice never changed but Henry Edward was
clearly two competing entities. It seems time had hard wired its
own eccentricities into the Muskeg Express.

“Oh no, no, no,” Joshua was saying again. “This is bad Trillian,
very bad. We can’t let the Saurians get a hold of them.” He pointed
to the time travelers. Trillian was pulling something out of her
armored pants pocket. Two syringes.

“You’re shooting up again?” Jack said but Rhino didn’t know what
he was talking about. Apparently they glossed over the part of the
story where their two Dushku companions were drug
addicts.

“It is Esprit, as we have said before. It will hold off
the Madness for a time so that we can fight,” Trillian said,
handing one syringe to Joshua. They set the syringes into black
metal ports in their arms and injected the drugs. Immediately their
hand crystals began flashing red. Rhino had no idea what was going
on.

“We will be pulling up to Elysium Station in one minute,” Henry
Edward said, “please make sure you gather all belongings before
exiting the train. B.C.M. would like to thank you for riding the
Muskeg Express today. Have a pleasant day!”

B.C.M.? Rhino thought. Jack had mentioned that in their
story. It was stamped on a lot of the technology in the Garden.
Apparently B.C.M. had built the Muskeg Express too.

“Everyone on your feet!” Joshua said, helping Trillian up on her
broken leg. She hardly seemed to notice it. The girl was tough. “We
may have to run… ”

Joshua broke off and was looking up through the crystal ceiling
of the train.

The Muskeg Express had just exited a black and serrated glass
canyon. A flat plain spread out before them, dominated by the
biggest structure Rhino had ever seen in his life. It stood on a
massive metal pillar that had to be the size of Cuba–he had no
other way to convey the immensity in his mind. The pillar was lined
with kimberlite elevator cars, moving up and down its surface. He
followed one as it reached the top and disappeared into the
spherical structure that stood atop it, which was transparent like
a snow globe, and covered in multi-colored lights. The whole thing
resembled a tennis ball sitting atop a cardboard toilet paper core.
The glass sphere, the tennis ball part, was divided into two
separate hemispheres, north and south, horizontally along its axis,
by a platform. Towers and pillars rose from both sides of the
platform–top and bottom–massive glass buildings. Lights moved
in the air between the buildings and Rhino thought that they must
be vehicles of some sort. Kimberlite towers hung like icicles from
the bottom section of the sphere, and looked to be just as
inhabited as the upper city. It was trippy. Rhino saw tubes running
all over, and thought he saw movement within them. Spotlights moved
about the Blastlands, surveying. Many were trained on the Muskeg
Express. Rhino couldn’t make out any people just yet.

“That is Elysium,” Joshua said tensely. “And that is Dis.”

The Muskeg Express banked right on its track and with the change
in vantage point, Rhino saw it. It emerged from behind the first
tower, Elysium. It was a second tower, nearly identical, but this
one looked dead. No lights adorned it; only that reflected from
Elysium. As they got closer, Rhino saw many towers and buildings
were broken and in disarray. The place was a pale shadow of
Elysium. This was Dis. The twin towers made Rhino think of the two
Earths: Atreus and Anavrin. One live, one dead.

“What’s with the second tower?” Vedder spoke up. “Why doesn’t
anyone live there?”

Joshua looked taken aback, as if Vedder had said something
really stupid. Perhaps he had. “But they do,” he said. “That is
where the humans live.”

 

 

FIVE

“But I thought you said the Saurians–” Vedder tried to say but
Joshua cut him off.

“Not now Jason, we must prepare.”

“Yeah Vedder, shut up,” Jack said sarcastically. Vedder grunted
but relented.

Rhino watched in extreme wonder as Joshua knelt down beside
Trillian’s wounded leg and placed his hands upon it. Green light
spread from his hands, his crystal flashing a violent red, covering
the whole leg, and when he pulled his hands away, the light
remained. Trillian stepped away from Joshua and tested her weight
on it. It held.

“God damn,” Rhino said.

“That will not hold long,” Joshua said to Trillian. “Be prepared
if the filament breaks.” Trillian nodded.

“How do you do that?” Rhino asked, looking at his own hands.

“Not now,” Joshua said, pointing. They were coming up on a
glass-roofed enclosure that covered the track they were following.
Rhino realized it was a train station. “The Saurians will have
weapons,” Joshua said, “but we will use the Geist to hold
them off. You all must find a way to escape. Get back out into the
Blastlands, if you can. The Saurians will not follow you there.
They fear it. Trillian and I will catch up with you.” 

“If they have weapons,” Andie was saying, “then why the hell are
we fighting? We’ll be killed.”

“You will be killed either way,” Joshua said.

“Oh,” Andie said.

An uncomfortable silence descended. Suddenly, Vedder said, “What
the hell is the Geist?”

Joshua just looked at Vedder and a fireball formed in his hand.
“Geist,” he said.

“Oh,” Vedder said.

The Muskeg Express was now only seconds from Elysium Station. A
beautiful green aura surrounded Joshua now, a pink one Trillian.
Rhino watched as together they formed a shield, blocking the door.
Fire seemed to dance from their fingertips. The train started to
slow and Rhino strained to see out. He could see the train platform
and it was covered with moving figures–people–the kimberlite sides
of the train distorting them.

The Saurians.

The glass roof slid overhead and its lights illuminated their
cabin. Everyone was straining to see out. The tension was palpable.
Joshua whispered something to Trillian and she nodded, her leg
still green. The Muskeg Express pulled up to the station.

And everything went black.

 

 

SIX

“What the–” Rhino said, but everyone was speaking at once. The
darkness lifted as the auras surrounding Joshua and Trillian
intensified.

“That was Henry Edward’s doing,” Joshua said. “Get ready. The
door will be opening any second now.”

They were all huddled behind the two Dushku warriors,
awaiting something they had no way to prepare for. They waited.
Nothing happened for a full five minutes. They heard nothing
outside.

“What the fuck is going on?” Jack said. “Did they leave?” Joshua
and Trillian remained silent. If anything, their auras
intensified.

Suddenly they heard a muffled yelling, five distinct
vocalizations, though Rhino could not make out what they were
saying. The side of the Muskeg Express rocked and shattered and a
kimberlite rain fell over them. Rhino and the other time travelers
hit the floor, but Joshua and Trillian remained afoot. He watched
as they stopped many of the kimberlite chunks in the air, like snow
frozen in time, and hurled them out into the station. Rhino heard
screams and yells as the kimberlite shrapnel smashed into their
unseen adversaries. There was the sound of weapons fire as
projectiles began smashing into the shield formed by Joshua and
Trillian at the mouth of the train opening. There were other sounds
that Rhino did not recognize, but when a bolt of bright white light
sneaked its way into the cabin and sizzled against the far wall, he
figured out what it was…

Lasers. Jesus. Like something out of Star Wars.

He looked at Jack, but Jack was looking at Andrea, fear stark in
her eyes. Jack kissed her and she kissed back, hard and heavy,
gripping hands tightly. Now’s not the time Jack…

Explosions rocked the side of the train, but none as powerful as
that first. Joshua and Trillian looked like they were under extreme
stress, but their shield still held. Their crystals were flashing
harder than ever, strobe-like, and the green aura protecting
Trillian’s leg was beginning to fade. They couldn’t hold out
forever.

“Trillian!” Joshua yelled. “It’s Ragnorok and the
Nazir! We have to fight! We have to make time for them to
escape!” He cocked his head toward the time travelers. Trillian
nodded and she pulled the knife from her belt that Rhino had last
seen her use to kill mutants in the Garden of Canaan. Joshua and
Trillian looked at them all one last time and they both leaped into
the air, and out into the train station.

 

 

SEVEN

Immediately the weapons fire that was rocking the train ceased
and followed the two Dushku. They heard muffled shouts.
Jack was the first on his feet, pulling his guitar case out from
under a bench and shouldering it on. Rhino wondered why he even
bothered.

“We have to go, NOW!” Jack said. “We’ll follow the length of the
train back outside.” He pulled Andrea to her feet and still held
her hand. Andie looked pissed. Lisa Cho was still on the ground,
shaking her head violently. Tyler was trying to sooth her.

Rhino sighed. “One time, just one damn time,” and he went over
to Lisa and scooped her up in his arms. Tyler looked grateful. Lisa
dug her head into Rhino’s chest, eyes closed tightly. Everyone
rallied behind Jack. He stuck his head out the side of the
pulverized train and his eyes bulged horribly.

“God,” was all he said before he disappeared outside the train
without a look back. Andrea and Andie followed right behind, and
Rhino heard them screaming immediately. He looked at Tyler, but
Tyler’s face was blank, unreadable. Vedder and Crane went next,
followed by Tyler.

Rhino took one last look at the train car and darted
outside.

He dropped Lisa immediately.

 

 

EIGHT

Joshua and Trillian were surrounded by Saurians, hurling
fireballs, flashing their knives, and using their Geist to
its full potential. But it wasn’t the two Dushku warriors
that had Rhino’s full attention–far from it. Rhino’s brain was
struggling to process what he was seeing.

The Saurians.

From an evolutionary standpoint, what he was seeing was
impossible. Dinosaurs were wiped out sixty-five million years ago.
But what if they weren’t? What if they had survived and
were allowed to evolve alongside humans? What then? What would they
grow up to become?

He had the answer right in front of him.

He recognized the telltale characteristics of a few species in
the sentient beings he saw before him: raptors, ceratopsians,
pterosaurs, tyrannosaurids, hadrosaurs. Others he had trouble with.
In total, he thought there were maybe twenty.

The first he saw looked like a utahraptor in a humanoid body.
The head was completely raptor, though the skull was less
elongated, and the eyes sat more forward in the skull, conveying
terrible intelligence. And hatred. Rhino saw hatred in every glossy
inch of those eyes. A mohawk of black feathers, tipped with white,
ran from the top of the skull down the spine of the thing. Rhino
saw feathers around its hands and feet as well, which were heavily
clawed, though more slender and human-like, with five fingers. The
rest of the body was covered by black and white scaled and plated
armor, obviously built to accommodate the thing’s body. A human
skull hung from a chain around its neck. The armor reminded Rhino
of something a samurai wore. The vestiges of a tail stuck out the
back of the armor, and the vicious toe claw, characteristic of most
dromaeosaurs, was afforded an opening in equally armored boots. The
claw looked chipped and rough, as if from too much use. This raptor
looked to be the leader of this particular band of Saurians.

The Saurians were using guns that looked to Rhino like something
out of science fiction.

They fired lasers.

Thankfully, all that ammunition was trained on Joshua and
Trillian at the moment, their auras acting like shields–though
Rhino thought they wouldn’t last much longer. The
utahraptor-Saurian was not using a gun. Instead it held a long
metal staff with blades on either end. The blades glowed a soothing
blue. Rhino watched as it leaped into battle with Joshua, swinging
its deadly staff. Rhino expected the staff to bounce harmlessly off
the shield that Joshua had threaded about himself, but it didn’t.
Instead it sliced into it seamlessly, and Joshua had to use his
knife to deflect the blow, which he managed just barely. The raptor
whipped the staff about expertly in a blurry flourish, and Joshua
deflected the blows, though just barely. Trillian was dealing with
the others.

We have to get out.

Lisa was on her feet now. She had seen the Saurians too, and the
paralysis that held her only seconds earlier melted instantly. He
grabbed her by the arm and they ran down the length of the train.
Tyler was just ahead, following Crane, Vedder, Andrea, Andie, and
Jack at the head. He could see the end of the station, about a
hundred meters away, and the Blastlands beyond. He didn’t want to
think about what would be worse: dying here, in a hail of white
laser gunfire, or torn to pieces by bloodthirsty mutants. He pushed
the thought out of his head.

He heard an otherworldly scream and a massive body soared down
on top of Tyler just ahead of them. Tyler rolled and the thing
crashed into the side of the Muskeg Express. It got to its feet and
Lisa was screaming.

It was a pterodactyl, or had been, sixty-five million years
ago.

A pterodactyl was a winged reptile with a crocodile-like head,
and a bat-like body, complete with membranous skin attached to arms
that acted as wings. This Saurian-pterodactyl’s wings were at least
ten feet wide and, to Rhino’s shock, independent of its arms.
Evolution had allowed the creature to develop both arms and wings.
It had also developed a powerful upright body. The dactyl folded
its wings against its back like some terrible angel. It stared
Rhino down, then, to his astonishment, said in perfect, grizzled,
English, “You are Unmarked.”

Rhino realized the thing was looking at his hands. Unmarked?
Did he mean the hand crystals? The dactyl let out a terrible
screech and swiped at Rhino with razor claws. Rhino tried to dodge,
but the dactyl managed to scrape flesh from his right arm. Lisa
screamed and ran the other way. The dactyl eyed her.

“No!” Rhino yelled and punched the thing in its crocodile jaw.
It barely moved. Instead it grinned, revealing pointed needle teeth
and roaring, raising its claws. Rhino could think of nothing else
to do, instinct took over. As he had with the Synth out in the
Blastlands, Rhino yelled and lowered his shoulder, tackling the
Saurian, completely catching it off guard and knocking it onto its
back. Its wings flapped furiously around him, like a living wind
tunnel. Rhino volleyed fist after fist into the thing and for a
wonder, was kicking the shit out of it. The beating of its wings
slowed considerably, then died altogether when the Saurian was
unconscious. Pumped full of adrenaline, Rhino leaped off the
creature, ready to fight, and screamed, “I just kicked a dinosaur’s
ass!”

Rhino stopped dead in his tracks. The entire station was
silent.

The Saurians had his friends completely surrounded; dinosaur
faces malevolent and grinning terribly. They had weapons trained on
all of them. Jack was unconscious on the floor, blood pouring
freely from his head. He still had that stupid guitar on his back.
Trillian was in a similar state. Joshua was on his stomach, his
glow completely gone, staring up at the utahraptor-Saurian Rhino
had first seen, the one with the mohawk. A Saurian with a
triceratops-like head protruding three menacing spikes came over to
Rhino and pushed him roughly into the others. Its horns were sawn
off and replaced with deadly metal implements. Blood was dripping
off of one. He checked his captive companions and they were all
there, if the worse for wear.

“Joshua, Joshua,” the utahraptor-Saurian said in an impossibly
raspy and menacing tone. “You were given more privilege than almost
any other human in Dinosauria, and you threw it all away, all
because of some foolish Prophetica among your people.” It
said Prophetica as if its tongue burned.

“Never sorry to disappoint you Ragnorok,” Joshua said
sarcastically.

Ragnorok sneered. “Take them to Dis,” he said, and started to
walk toward a bank of elevators, then stopped. “All except her,”
and he pointed right at Andie and Andrea, standing side by
side.

Both women gasped.

“Me?” They both said in unison.

“No,” Ragnorok said. “Just the one you call…Andrea.”

Andrea gasped. “No! Jack!” She went to Jack, on the floor. She
leaned over him, kissed his forehead. “Je t’adore… ”

She screamed but Jack was still out cold. Two Saurians–a
hadrosaur and a tyrannosaur–grabbed her and brought her over to the
elevator. Ragnorok placed a set of metal manacles on her arms,
securing them behind her back. Then he shoved her inside.

The elevator door closed, cutting off Andrea’s screams.

 

 

The End of Part I of
Dinosauria
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