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            HELENA

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena Blavatsky came to her senses. Once again, she stood in a lonely, triple-wide diner. Was this the sixth time she’d found herself here in the Sonoran Desert? Any minute now, Aleister would appear. She would manage to kill him, or he would manage to kill her. Until he arrived, she would be unable to break through the exits or smash the windows. She tried anyway.

      After those attempts, she went into the kitchen and pulled her usual weapons from a drawer: a chef’s knife, and an ice pick. This time she took the wicked tenderizing hammer down from its hook over the butcher block and placed it in her belt. She stepped back into the dining room. From the window, she saw that the day looked beautiful. This time there were no ominous, black-green shelf clouds spawning evil twisters. From this view, the Sonoran stretched on forever.

      Every time she materialized here, Helena had a better sense of herself. Those little bits of memory she was able to claw forth toward the end of each episode now were in her mind as soon as her vision cleared. She was Helena Blavatsky, who, at twenty-seven, was already a famous polyglot. She was a young Russian aristocrat, much traveled. Her parents owned great tracts of land, and she had summered since childhood in camps along the borders of Tibet, as well as Prague, Paris, Moscow, and London. At seventeen, she married a Russian count and abandoned him the next day.

      Her mother was a novelist. Helena was an autodidact, theologist, philosopher, translator, spiritualist, historian, renowned raconteur, and founder of religions. In 1891, at fifty-nine, she died of the flu. That was a horrible experience—she had stood in the doorway and watched her future self die. In 1851, leaving a theater in London, she encountered The Masters of Wisdom. At that point, her life, already remarkable beyond belief, became a journey of wonders.

      From those special Tutors, she learned to travel in time. Her first explorations had carried her into the past. As a fly on the wall, she saw Ivan Vasilyevich take the Ivory Throne. She watched the Sea People sack Knossos. She stared into Michelangelo's eyes as he painted that little space between the finger of Adam and the finger of God.

      People traveled from afar just to chat her up. She was the epicenter of every soiree. When she was fifty-four, she was having luncheon with William Yeats at Simpsons in the Strand. Yeats was a very young poet who displayed an explosive Talent in verse and a huge appetite for every little scrap of metaphysical wisdom she tossed his way. They had finished the main course and had just tucked into the charlotte russe. A commotion arose near the door to the dining room. They both looked up.

      Their maître d' stood blocking the doorway. He had his arms out. He said, in almost a shout, “Sir! I must protest! Without reservations, you really cannot enter the dining room!”

      A man’s voice shouted in reply, “Arse! Cur! Lay hands on me, will you!”

      A gunshot rang out. The back of the maître d's skull dissolved in a red and grey mist. Young Yeats, just out of his teens, leapt to his feet. He lifted his chair and prepared to swing it at the gunman who stood over the corpse and pointed a still-smoking Beaumont-Adams percussion revolver at Helena’s face.

      Aleister Crowley. She recognized him instantly. She had met him some months previously in Sheffield at a lecture on the ancient Magi, and twice more after that at scheduled soirees. His presence unnerved her. He was as yet unborn, but there he was, always sitting three rows back, his eyes fixed on her. Could others even see him? The mere sight of him made her cringe. Whenever she spotted him staring at her, he looked outraged. Helena had famous lavender eyes, remarkable and unforgettable. As he aged, Crowley grew famous for the fear his countenance could awaken in others.

      Crowley flicked a finger on his left hand, and Yeats and the chair flew across the dining room and crashed into a wall. Shocked diners, already terrified, screamed. Crowley grinned at her and said, “I have traveled from the future to kill you, you bitch.”

      Helena watched Crowley’s index finger begin to tighten around the trigger of his revolver. She flung herself from that place and time without thought, without a plan. When she came to her senses, she was piloting an automobile down a lonely desert highway. She was no longer fat and in her fifties. She was thin again, and young. She had read about automobiles and had heard the engine of one as it motored by the hospital where she lay choking in the last desperate hours of her life. How she learned to pilot them subsequent to her own demise, she could not recall.

      Repeatedly, she came to her senses either approaching this remote restaurant or in the dining room. She was in a time-loop. Her Tutor had warned her of them. Once a Traveler fell into a time-loop, there was no escape other than rescue via an outside agency. One could not clamber out of such a predicament through sheer force of will. Reality, already sufficiently porous and insubstantial, became a random and chaotic stew through which she tried her best to swim.

      She could not save herself by leisurely reflection and the consideration of abstractions. Helena had to take action. All too soon, Aleister Crowley would make his appearance. Blood would flow, his or hers, and then the cycle would start again.

      Why did the fates choose this place and this time? What was so special about this pathetic eating establishment into which a true aristocrat would never wander? She waited. She paced. She patted her tenderizing hammer. She clutched her chef’s knife and her ice pick, and she waited.
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        * * *

      

      To arrive here, Breaker and his Talented friends transported through an artefact from Second Chance to The Grove on Earth One. From The Grove they transported to Seattle, having finally secured the location on Cougar Mountain, almost in Seattle itself. From there, Breaker piloted a private jet to Sedona. At Sedona they loaded into a luxury passenger van for the last leg. Of course, there was no traffic. Seventy-five percent of the humans alive five years previously were dead. Few survivors chose to remain in the city. Breaker drove fast. After all, he owned the road.

      There were no other vehicles in the restaurant’s parking lot. Slipknot was the first out of the van. He was big, very big. He tipped the scales at two hundred forty, and there was no fat on his frame. With Slipknot came Rider, a being of light. Rider had proven herself a great friend and formidable ally. She rode Slipknot’s right shoulder. The driver’s side door swung open and Anders Benson, called Breaker, climbed out. Breaker was as large as Slipknot and probably ten years older, placing him in his mid-thirties. He wore cut-offs, tennies with no socks, gray tee, bandoliers, and guns. Breaker saw through the tree you hid behind, and he saw through the lies you told. He was The Breaker of Visions.

      Finally, God’s Finger descended from the front passenger seat. He stood on the gravel, shaking himself. He was slim in build, dressed in favorite loafers, chinos, white oxford shirt, and black vest. On his head perched a white, straw fedora.

      “Listen,” God’s Finger said to the group at large. “I’m creaking. Can you hear it? I’m so old. I’m so very, very old. When did it happen? Yesterday, I was just like you, Fred—young, ready to hop around for hours.”

      Though he felt one hundred years old, he was, in fact, seventy. God’s Finger, Emerson Beekman, was a retired law enforcement investigator. In his head he carried a magic radar, and with it, he could find you anywhere, no matter how distant, no matter how well hidden.

      Breaker said, “We’ll get you inside and have us some lemonade, onion rings, and chile dogs. That’ll fix you right up, by gar.”

      “You realize, Breaker, nobody talks like that,” said God’s Finger.

      “Like what?” Breaker pasted an injured expression on his face.

      “Like a hermit up a holler,” Slipknot interjected. “Livin’ on yeller-bellied wood chucks and racoon teeth.”

      “You wound me! I bleed!” Breaker clasped his hands to his chest and staggered dramatically on the gravel parking lot.

      God’s Finger said, “For pity’s sake, Anders, you earned an MBA from Stanford.”

      They filed into the café, Breaker leading the way. The interior was cool and less bright. Breaker recognized the waitress standing behind the counter. She had waited on him when he’d last visited.

      “You still work here,” he said. “You’re alive! That’s great! Can we just sit anywhere? We thought we’d order some lunch.” He smiled. He remembered then that he was carrying three visible handguns and a rifle. Well, times were different. Still, he hated to make his waitress uneasy.

      She came out from around the counter, past the cash register. Breaker took in the knife, the pick, and the hammer. He saw her study the group and lock eyes with God’s Finger. She said, “A man is coming to kill me. He will be here very soon. Please help me.”

      There was no pause. God’s Finger said, “Of course we will help you. No one will hurt you. Let’s go outside so we can see what’s what. Fred, could you step out first and give the perimeter a scrutinizing squint?”

      Slip Knot nodded and was out the door. God’s Finger said, “Anders, could you follow along? Miss, let’s go out into the light and stand under the sky. It will do us good.” He offered his arm to the waitress, and she took it. The two stepped out together, and Breaker followed.

      In a moment, they were outside. Ten steps from the door, half-way to the van, Breaker froze. He said, “Alert! Threat at the back of the restaurant. Walked in the back door and is coming now to the front door. Emerson, guard the lady.”

      God’s Finger said, “Miss, would you care to step behind me?” To Breaker, he added, “Dammit, you’re getting good at this, Anders.”

      Slipknot asked, “Do we take him, or do we talk and then take him?”

      Before God’s Finger could answer, the restaurant’s door flew open, and a man stepped out holding a revolver. He pointed it at God’s Finger. Breaker and his friends did not know they were facing Aleister Crowley, the fabulously wealthy Victorian alpinist, spiritualist, media hound, and powerful magician. Similar to Helena, Crowley had regressed to his mid-twenties. He exuded athleticism, and he was, at this age, remarkably attractive. The young man said to God’s Finger, “Kindly step aside, fellow. I need to kill that bitch cowering behind you.”

      Rider had been perched on Slipknot’s shoulder. Faster than a speeding bullet, she shot into the bore of the revolver and wrapped herself around the shells in the cylinder. Before the man could pull the trigger, the bullets heated. The revolver turned red, and the man dropped the gun.

      “Cheap trick. Parlor game,” the man said. “How fortunate I do not require guns, certainly not to brush aside outsized circus freaks such as yourselves.”

      The waitress behind Breaker said, “He can do things. Have a care.”

      Breaker said, “Best you slow your roll, son. Counting our friend the light, there are five of us. I see one of you. Do you know your eye anatomy? That little piece of pink tissue in the corner of your eye—it’s the lacrimal caruncle. Before you have time to think, the light that roasted your revolver can slip into the lacrimal caruncle and do to your brain what it did to your antique revolver. I’m not up on pain receptors vis-à-vis grey matter, so I can’t say whether it will hurt much. But I do believe it will all be over for you pretty quick.”

      Slipknot said, “She says you can do things. I can do things, too. I’ll turn you into a pile of hot raspberry jam, right here on the gravel of this parking lot. I just have to blink.”

      Breaker said, “When it comes to clearing leather, I am the GOAT, buddy-boy. No one has ever seen me draw a gun because the brain cannot interpret movement at that speed. I don’t miss.”

      The waitress said, “If you kill him, he will come back.”

      “We can deal with recidivists. We’ve got experience,” God’s Finger said.

      Slipknot said, “When he comes back, we’ll have the pleasure of killing him again!”

      The man took two steps toward them from the doorway. He said, “I’ve fallen among madmen. I do not fear you. I will have what I want, and I want her life.”

      “Why?” asked Breaker.

      “Enough!” shouted the man. He drew a deep breath and lifted his arms. Before he could act, two holes appeared in his forehead, followed by the deafening report of two 10mm pistols fired simultaneously. The man’s head erupted in flame, and half of a split-second later, the man collapsed to the ground as a pile of coarse-ground meat.

      “I won,” said Breaker. “You guys are slow. You need to up your game.”

      Slipknot said, “Damn, he was beautiful.”

      “Drop-dead beautiful,” said Breaker.

      God’s Finger said, “We warned him.” He turned to the waitress. “Miss, what is your name?”

      “Helena.”

      He said, “Helena, I regret that you had to witness such an event.”

      “I am not,” she said.

      Breaker asked her, “How long?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “How long ‘til he returns?”

      “I cannot say. I have returned six times. I jumped into a time loop to escape him and pulled him in by accident. What year is it?”

      Breaker said, “I’m pretty certain it’s 2028.” He looked to his friends for confirmation. They nodded.

      “Well, Aleister and I were in the time loop for one hundred forty-three years. My God! Most of that time, I was not cognizant of myself. I was lost in swirling chaos.”

      God’s Finger said, “Would that be Aleister Crowley?”

      “Why, yes.”

      “And are you, by chance, Helena Blavatsky?”

      “As it happens.” She smiled.

      “Bingo,” said God’s Finger.

      “I’ve heard of you,” Breaker said.

      God’s finger said, “You are much older than Crowley. You were born at least four decades before him. Yet here, today, you were the same age.”

      “The time-loop changed us, made us young,” she replied, “and he traveled back in time to murder me. I was in Simpsons, dining with Billy Yeats, that skinny young Irish poet, when older Crowley burst in, waving his gun.”

      At this, Breaker perked up. “Yeats, you say?”

      “Indeed,” Helena said. “Do you know of him?”

      “Some people hold his verse in high regard,” Breaker told her.

      Slipknot said, “We’ve got what we came for. Let’s take her home! Quaker and Nameless will have our hides if they don’t get to meet her.”

      Breaker said, “I concur.”

      God’s Finger said, “Absolutely, we must introduce her to the women and others—that is, if Helena would be pleased to stick with us.”

      Helena said, “I believe I would be safer in your company than making a go of it alone. Yes, I would be happy to accompany you to your home and meet the ladies.”

      God’s Finger said, “May I make a suggestion? I have suffered from an itch. I believe it might be a significant itch. We should find the gold and then take Helena home. I mean, here we are, on Earth One, and we’re even in the correct quadrant of the planet.”

      “Breaker is fixing to tell you that more gold will just get in his way,” Slipknot said.

      “More gold will just get in my way,” Breaker said.

      God’s Finger said, “Fixing? Did you say, fixing, Slipknot? Breaker is a terrible influence on you.”

      Helena asked Breaker, “Pardon my interjection. Are you suggesting that you do not want gold?”

      Breaker said, “Not this year, no. There isn’t any commerce. We fought a war, and more than three-quarters of all humans died. Three quarters of all life died, birds, trees, grass, squirrels, whales, bees, everything. It’s tough to discern the damage here, in the Sonoran Desert. People are starting to trade favors and even goods. Before too many centuries flash by, people will need gold again.”

      “Good heavenly days!” Helena responded.

      Slipknot asked, “Why do you want to go look at a big pile of gold bullion, Emerson?”

      “I admit the gold is mildly interesting—from the standpoint of fascinating curiosities. But I want to see what else is stashed along with the gold. Like I said, I’ve got a ferocious itch.”
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        * * *

      

      After a long and complex series of switching vehicles, refueling, flying, driving, and hiking, they found themselves at last, high on the peak above Milepost 823 in northern California’s coastal range. Breaker piloted a Bell helicopter to the top of the mountain, and the passengers climbed out. The day could not have been more beautiful. There was a light breeze from the northwest, and the temperature was perfectly temperate. The pungent aroma of Ponderosa pine was in the air, and somewhere a sparrow chittered. There were no butterflies, bees, chipmunks, elk, or other creatures, but Breaker had hope. And he had faith in the passage of time.

      “Some of us have been here more than once,” Breaker said. “Nameless reared her cubs here.”

      “We’re here to search for her den,” God’s Finger said. “When Breaker fought a great battle here, and I looked on in terror and scuttled down the hill to hide, I found an engraved rock with what I believe is a symbol of Viracocha etched into it. The itch tells me it was near the entrance to the den.”

      He walked down from the top toward a towering old-growth. At its base, he brushed away twigs and leaves with his aluminum cane. He lowered himself onto his knees in the loam, groaning a little. He blew a puff of breath onto a flat surface. The last bits of dust and dead grass flew off. There it was: the etching, a stick-figure holding wavy staves or snakes.

      “Can you two brutes help me to prize up this rock?” It was a square, three feet to a side. With six hands pulling on one side, the stone stood up. It was four inches thick. Below the stone lay darkness. From it emitted echoing silence.

      Events of the previous year had taught them to carry little flashlights. Slipknot flicked his on and said, “There being no objections—” He shone his light into the hole for a moment and slipped in feet first.

      “Well, I must say,” said Helena, “you lot very much favor the abrupt course of action. I admire that.” She followed him in. Breaker peered into the hole and backed quickly away when intense light shone from it.

      Breaker asked those below, “Is that Rider’s light?”

      “Yes! You guys should see this. There’s a second tunnel.” It was Slipknot’s voice.

      God’s Finger said, “I have to go down there, Breaker. Hold my arm so I don’t tumble in. Fred! I’m coming down!”

      He slid in and felt Slipknot’s hands guide his feet to the floor of the den. Helena had her arm around his shoulders, steadying him. “Thank you,” he said. He looked around. The cave was roughly circular. It showed evidence of long use by denning mammals. Against the wall farthest from the entrance was another hole in the floor. Above the hole hovered Rider, glowing yellow and white. Around the hole were bits of wood and rusted iron, the remnants of a trapdoor. He saw Slipknot’s baseball cap disappear down the hole. “Slipknot, are you okay?”

      Breaker dropped into the den from the surface. “Fascinating,” he said, and walked to the second tunnel. With no sign of hesitation, he jumped down.

      Helena went next, leaving God’s Finger alone. He looked into the hole and saw, with light emanating from Rider and the little flashlights, that the floor was just five or six feet below, and that he could slide down to it rather than plummet onto it. Moments later, he stood with his friends in a sloping tunnel. It was no natural cavern, and it was carved in the hard granite of the coastal range. Together, they walked twenty feet before coming to a very large cavity in the mountain, rectangular with squared corners and straight walls. He saw no ornamentation. Even with Rider’s light illuminating much of the area, God’s Finger could not see the walls. The most fascinating characteristic of the great hall, even more interesting than the apparent vastness, was the singular fact that it was full of stacked gold bullion bars.

      “Gods above,” said Helena.

      “I buried the last two people who saw this marvel,” said Breaker.

      “You showed me their graves in the desert,” said God’s Finger.

      “How many?” asked Slipknot.

      “I’d hate to hazard a guess,” said God’s Finger. “How long would it take to count it, do you think?”

      Breaker said, “What use could we put it to? Quaker might need an ounce or two in her lab. Five years ago, a discovery of this sort would have ruined the gold market forever.”

      God’s Finger picked up a bar at random and inspected it. His fingers detected the inscribed symbol. He turned the bar over carefully as he held it. He did not want to break his foot. He found the image he sought, the stick figure with snakes. It was small, a little less than an inch in length, but deep. He held it toward Breaker and raised his eyebrows. Breaker looked at the symbol and nodded.

      “I have two of these, you know. I can’t remember where I put ‘em,” Breaker said.

      “That’s a bit of trivia I’d not soon forget,” said Helena.

      “At this point, I don’t need gold. It would just⁠—”

      “—Get in your way,” Helena finished for him.

      God’s Finger said, “What say we walk to the other end of the hall and, as Breaker taught us to say, have ourselves a little look-see? Rider, would you be so kind as to light the way?”

      When they reached the other end, Breaker calculated that the length was something like three hundred feet. There were enough bullion bars to build a subdivision of solid gold condos.

      God’s Finger said, “Friends, we will want to examine this wall and the floor and nearby walls minutely. We are looking for buttons and pedals. We are searching for a portal.”

      God’s Finger knew it was there, of course, and he knew, as well, they could find it, so they did. They had encountered several portals, some to locations on Earth and one to Second Chance, an Earth-twin with a full complement of life sans humans. Most survivors chose to stay on Old Earth, fearing the unknown, willing to live on a depleted planet rather than transport instantly to another planet completely unspoiled. Nevertheless, thousands and thousands chose to migrate.

      In the other portals, they encountered carved panels in the walls that displayed stylized shapes corresponding to the continents. On the maps in those portals were buttons. Around the planet there were several dozen such portals, each accessed with a button on a map. One button was not on the map. It stood outside, and it led to Second Chance.

      But here, today, in the golden portal below the lion’s den, there were no maps, and there was not a selection of buttons. There was one button exactly at the wall’s midpoint at head height. It was large and black, likely obsidian, Breaker guessed. The other portals had floor buttons as well, to actuate the transport device after the Travelers selected a destination. At the other portals, the floor buttons were cunningly camouflaged and tricky to spot. The floor button here was large, protruding, and circled with gold inlay.

      Breaker said, “I vote no.”

      God’s Finger said, “I concur.”

      “You guys are party-poopers,” said Slipknot. “We could slip in, take a look, and slip out.”

      “We’ve tried that at least twice, and it did not work. You remember,” Breaker said.

      “I have seldom felt such signification,” said God’s Finger. “We are coming back soon, and we are coming back in force and loaded for bear. Now let’s go home. We need input from Quaker and Nameless.”

      They exited the hall and lion’s den safely. Breaker warmed up the chopper’s engine, and God’s Finger asked Helena, “Are you going to be okay? Are you feeling secure?”

      “Having seen your friends’ display of sorcery, I cannot imagine a group with whom I would be safer from my enemies.”

      “Helena, I am going to ask a personal question. You do not have to answer it. Now that you broke free of the time loop⁠—”

      “You broke me free!”

      “Yes, well, now that you are free of it. If you (God forbid!) lose your life, will you rise again like Lazurus?”

      “No. I will die.”

      “And will you, now you’re free of the time loop, return to the chronological age you had attained when you dined with Yeats?”

      “I know only what the Masters taught me. They say I will maintain this age until I die or find myself in another loop.”

      “Will you live a normal lifespan, or are you now an immortal?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Another question. Now that you exited the loop and left the restaurant and that region, can Crowley locate you?”

      “Again, I can only give you second-hand accounts. My understanding is that now that we broke the loop, we are not so tightly linked, but Crowley’s knowledge of the arcane arts is very advanced. He’ll find me if he still wants me, but not so quickly now.”

      “Thank you so much. What you told me helps me think. You must have questions of your own.”

      “Yes, scores, but just several for now. First, where did you learn your magic? I presume Crowley learned the same way I did. Additionally, he is devoting his life to the study of ancient texts. If a subject is esoteric and arcane, Crowley must huff it up all in a go. I studied his future, and nobody accused him of baseless thoughts. His library is huge. His fascination just now is summoning, perhaps the most dangerous of all magic arts for himself and for all of us. He means to pull great Powers from the ether.”

      “What is a great power?”

      “A demon, such as Rider, but bigger. Some have bodies. Others do not have physical shells. Who taught you the magic I saw? How did you come to learn it?”

      “I, and my friends you’ve met, and several more folks back home, form a gang we call The Talented. Our Talents manifested gradually. I guess there are three exceptions. I suppose Rider is just like other members of her species and she does not possess what her fellow light-forms would call special magic. Nameless is a member of The Talented. She was a normal mountain lion. Rider made her five times bigger. She gave Nameless the physical ability to speak and added a speech center to her brain. And Slipknot was born with a portion of his Talent, and then Rider entered his brain and modified it.”

      “Next question: You friends are very large. How did they achieve this?”

      “There are two reasons they got big. First, Rider persuaded their bodies to grow again, in the same way that children grow, in spurts. And second, there is a tree new to our understanding that is incredibly salubrious. Its sap strengthens and energizes and even heals to some extent.” He pulled a little dropper from his pocket and squeezed five drops into his mouth. “Here, put a little on your tongue.”

      She took the dropper he proffered and tasted it as he suggested. It was herbal and not at all unpleasant.

      God’s Finger said, “Space aliens attacked earth, Helena. One of their weapons was a horrible and infectious fungal disease. Having come to this time period, you inhaled it. Almost everybody got sick. Once you get sick, you die. But you won’t get sick now. You just took the one-time antidote.”

      “Thank you for responding so generously to my questions so far,” Helena said.

      “Telling you about ourselves helps me to understand our situation. We’re still trying to process our experience. We’re still mourning. And we are trying to come to grips with the horrible violence that was done to our race by those aliens. And to cope with the horrible violence we did to those aliens. To save ourselves, we murdered their planet and everyone on it. We burnt it to a crisp, and now we live with that.”

      “Another question. What sort of equipment operates the portals? What powers them?”

      “That, Helena, is a fantastic question. I jumped into that rabbit hole a year ago. There is no equipment. The buttons in the walls and floors? They do not connect to anything. They’re just buttons! Using the portals is very much like blinking or drawing breath. There’s no fanfare. Cymbals do not crash. You just step out of the door, and the world is utterly changed. At this point, I am prepared to say that it might be operated from an ancient satellite. Begging your pardon, but there is no magic. What we call ‘magic’ is simply science and technology so far advanced that we stand back amazed when we see it in operation.”

      “This is my last question for now. Who brought you all together? You are a remarkable crew. How did you find each other?”

      “I lose sleep over this issue. Three old, identical triplets, vampires it turns out, spent centuries acquiring vast wealth and building a global criminal enterprise. Soon after the silent invasion, they kidnapped Breaker and gave him a billion dollars and a list of names. Breaker went down the list and recruited us. Those triplets called themselves The Fallen. In the end they gave up everything they owned to save what little life remained on our planet. They fought beside me and lost their undead existence, battling to save what remained of life on our world. They died for us. How did they learn about us? How did we receive our Talents? It drives me mad. And now I see Breaker motioning us to climb aboard. We have a long journey ahead.”
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      Anne Forcetti swung at a mosquito and missed it. She sat in a lounge chair outside the portal on Second Chance. People called her Quaker. From her location, she could watch waves roll onto the beach below. The portal, an artefact from ancient times, stood five hundred yards back from the edge of cliffs on the shore of a great body of water. Second Chance settlers called it the Kovalchuk Ocean, in honor of Dmytro Kovalchuk, fallen hero in the Red Ghost War. Rising up from the coast by the portal was a craggy, snow-capped massif dominated by three stunning peaks, Jano, Jago, and Josto. Inhabitants of Second Chance named them for The Triplets, three old mafiosos who bankrolled the defense of life and, to some extent, helped mastermind the survival of the human race. They lost their lives in the war, fighting for the preservation of humans.

      The Quaker, cutting-edge cosmologist, Breaker’s romantic partner, and mother of their child, waited by the artefact for Breaker and their friends to return. Back in her teens, she learned the earth itself seemed to react to her emotions: joy and anger especially. As she grew older, the condition strengthened, ‘grew worse,’ she would have said. After Breaker recruited her and activated her in battle, she gained the skill of controlling her Talent. She could command Earth to open and swallow a person, an army, or a city. Few if any people had ever been more dangerous than Anne Forcetti, The Quaker.

      Now and then she looked down at her calculations. She told herself to work on the design for a new style of radio telephone, one that bounced signals from layers in the mesosphere, but today her mind wandered. With the great die-off, cell phone communication and the internet disappeared. A growing concern, besides the loss of instant, worldwide communication, was the condition of jet fuel. Much of the planet’s stockpile had not been stored for the long-term. No one had thought to add antioxidants. She gazed at her one-year-old, Jimmy, asleep on another lounge chair beside her, cuddled under her jacket. She wondered if he would explore Second Chance from horseback and sailing ship rather than airplane and ATVs. Instant communication and high-speed transportation were two of her concerns, but there were a host of others. Right now, her chief concern was the return of Breaker and the gang. Thus, it was, that she waited by the artefact.

      Something he could not identify had drawn Breaker once again to Old Earth and the Sonoran diner. That Fred Collier wanted to go with him was only natural. Fred, The Slipknot, had been so concerned with self-preservation, that his Talent, when it first manifested, made cowardice the greatest virtue. As Talents go, it had its uses. Simply put, nobody could target him. But that Talent negated battle ability, and ferocity in battle was in demand, at least as far as Slipknot was concerned. Before the war, he saw himself as a craven failure. With Rider’s help, Slipknot’s Talent morphed. Now, while enemies could not get the drop on him, he could focus anger into a massively destructive force against those who brought threat against himself or those he loved.

      Breaker had told Quaker that Emerson Beekman, aka “God’s Finger,” had not needed much persuasion to go on the outing. For Quaker, that signified greatly. Nothing was insignificant about Beekman’s Talent. Without him, humanity, and life itself, would not have survived. If God’s Finger wanted to go on the outing, there was a reason, and it surely mattered.

      Voices pulled her from her reverie. When they first arrived on Second Chance, Breaker, Quaker, and their friends had cleared the area around the artefact and planted one Red Ghost Pisonay. They had named the parklike field after Shawn Meadows, one of Slipknot’s two romantic partners. They installed park benches. Shawn had died fighting on the side of life. In his honor, this place was Meadows’ Meadow. The Talented had constructed a lane back from the clifftop park and artefact. It led to a settlement and laboratory.

      Friends emerged from the woods and into Meadow’s Meadow. Clay Samaris, Fred and Shawn’s surviving partner, walked in front with Nameless and her cubs. Clay, like so many of them, was young. Fate had not picked him to carry a Talent. Still, his valor at the third battle of Paracas Bay had been nothing short of unparalleled and miraculous. Yet he was kind and soft-spoken. As a friend, Clay was utterly devoted. In fact, he was so widely respected that some people became tongue-tied in his presence.

      The group came forward at the speed of the cubs. They had passed the drunken, wobbly kitten stage and were well on their way to attempting short hops. Clay scooped them up, one in each arm. Instantly, they gnawed on his hands. For their age, they were huge. This was no surprise—the apple does not fall far from the tree. Their mother was the equivalent in size to the Smilodon more than ten thousand years ago. With them came a third of the settlement’s population. They carried card tables, laden baskets, and brimming bottles. Several brought musical instruments. In minutes they surrounded Quaker and Jimmy. She closed her notebook and enjoyed the day and her friends.

      Late in the afternoon, the singing slowed down. The group had finished their impromptu singalong with Beatles’ standards. People were full to bursting with picnic food and sweet tea. They were folding the card tables, placing instruments in cases, and stacking dishes in baskets and boxes. It was then Clay spotted Slipknot exiting the artefact, Rider on his right shoulder, followed closely by Breaker, God’s Finger, and a stranger, a woman. Clay and Slipknot walked directly to each other. They embraced. Quaker stood. Breaker came to her. He hugged her, saying softly, “Anne, Anne, sweet lady, I love you.”

      Breaker surveyed the group, smiling. He said to Quaker and Nameless, “You’re having a party.”

      Nameless said, “Clay saw Quaker sitting here with the baby. He did not want her here, waiting alone. He chased us out of the lab, and here we are.”

      God’s Finger and the woman with him were staying back. Breaker motioned them forward.

      He said to Quaker and Nameless, “We have a guest! Introductions are in order. Anne and

      Nameless, may I introduce you to Helena Blavatsky, late of the Victorian age and famous around the world for her powers of perception, deduction, and analysis. What she does not know about ancient metaphysical wisdom, no one knows. And, as you surmise, she travels in time. We found her engaged in an unhappy conflict with a contemporary, a gentleman who would not cease his attacks. We, ahem, extricated her from this situation. Helena, may I introduce you to my beloved, Dr. Anne Forcetti? Anne is a leading cosmologist and physicist. What’s more, she is the partner of Earth’s tectonic forces, and she can cause the earth’s surface to behave as she wills and at her command. In battle, she is The Quaker. Beside her is Nameless, our friend and ally. Nameless fought aliens as long as any of us, and who is there that can match her ferocity? Or her beauty?”

      Helena said, “Nameless, I could not be more pleased and honored to meet you. I must, however, admit to some dissatisfaction with your appellation. Nameless is no title for one so stunning as yourself. May I please call you Freyja? She is the Norse goddess of beauty and battle, and none could embody her persona better than you.”

      “Your eyes are quite attractive,” said Nameless. “I have not seen that color in a humans’ eyes. What is appellation?”

      “Another term for name or designation.”

      “This Freyja, she is a fighter, you say?”

      “None doughtier, none bloodier.”

      “Thank you, Helena, for the gift of the name. Now I am Freyja, Goddess of Beauty and Battle.”

      Helena turned to Quaker. “I met those three men and Rider in the desert when they came to my rescue, at mortal risk to themselves. I owe them my life. On the one hand, they appear as machines designed for war. On the other, they engage in chuckaboo banter and teasing wordplay. They are dangerous, deadly men—this I can attest. And they are kind. I’d go so far as to say they are chivalrous. Their battle magic is awesome and terrifying. They could rule the planet if they chose. Freyja and Quaker, you are both lucky to have them in your lives.”

      Quaker said, “We have a little guest house next to our cabin. You must stay there. I fear you will find it quaint, but we are all pioneers. Please stay with us. I have some lovely port set aside for special occasions, and your arrival certainly qualifies. The two of us will stay up late and tell each other stories. Friends, may I call a meeting of The Talented for ten tomorrow morning in the lab’s conference room? Clay should be with us, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Breaker held his hand up.

      Fred said, “Why are you holding your hand up? Who’s going to call on you?”

      “I want to nominate Dr. Forcetti as chair of this meeting,” Breaker said.

      “He knows what’s good for him,” said Clay.

      “He knows what side of the bread has the butter,” Beekman said.

      Breaker said, “All in favor.” Seven hands went up, and Rider flashed green.

      “No dissent,” said Breaker. “It’s unanimous. Dear heart, you are chair.”

      Quaker looked at her friends. They met in a log conference lean-to connected to the lab. Next to her was an easel with butcher paper.

      “We cannot talk about everything,” she said. “So, I chose a handful of topics that I see as a little more urgent than most others. I propose these items for the agenda.”

      With a heavy marker, she wrote a list on the paper:

      
        
          	
        Security
      

      	
        Time Travel
      

      	
        “New” Artefact
      

      	
        Gold
      

      	
        Viracocha
      

      	
        Satellites
      

      	
        Genevieve
      

      

      

      “First, security. Breaker, Slipknot, God’s Finger, and Rider visited Four Corners. Slightly more than twenty-four hours ago, they killed a man there. Like Helena, he was a time-traveling Victorian celebrity, an A-Lister from the nineteenth century, self-proclaimed bad-boy Aleister Crowley. He is a revenant and he has Talents and skills similar to Slipknot’s destructive abilities. So, while you may hear me speak of him in the past tense, please be aware he can once again become an item in the present tense as well. We have a semantic difference between traditional old terms and the terms we use among ourselves. For example, our Talents were not completely unknown on Old Earth. People called it magic. What we refer to as skills, the people of Old Earth called spells. We are not Talented. We are witches and warlocks. We are wizards.”

      “Oh, that is so cool,” said Slipknot. “You shall not pass!”

      Helena looked a question at Beekman. He said, “A famous line by the greatest fictional wizard.”

      Quaker addressed Helena. “Can Crowley find you here? We are not in Four Corners. We are, in fact, in a different universe. Can Crowley come to our little settlement and hurt us?”

      “I do not know. His motives are a mystery. Why he wishes me dead, I cannot say. His powers are greater than my own. I travel through time. I am a historian. I collect symbols, the sort that survive millennia. I trace the origins of the world’s religions. That is all. But Crowley is a true practitioner. He can scry. He can attempt other divinations to locate me. He might even request assistance from the Sages. How far Crowley has advanced in matter transmission and apportation, I cannot guess.”
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