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Aapo stood along the ridge after he spotted the lights in the sky. His eyes couldn't believe what they were seeing. There on the horizon was a glowing disc of light. It looked like a gemstone hanging in the sky in the same manner as a bird but it hovered above a vessel in the water. The elders had spoken of beings from the heavens before, but he thought they were just stories.

Smoke and fire erupted from the side of the equally impressive boat. Aapo had seen ships like that when the Conquistadors came but this one was tilted nearly on its side as its cannons blasted into the sky. The gem-like plate in the sky was hit but still remained upright.

Several things happened at once and Aapo struggled to make sense of all he was witnessing. Lights descended from the ship in a vast array of blues, greens, and reds. The blue erupted as the ship in the sky was hit. The green light took things from the ship, cannons, and men. While the red lights started fires on the capsizing vessel. Another impotent blast came from the ship but that was its death rattle as the ship erupted in flame and was cut in half by the barrage of narrow red lights.

The resulting explosion turned the night into day and Aapo dropped to the ground in fear for his life. He couldn't stay any longer. His heart was threatening to burst from his chest and he feared he had been seen. His feet carried without resting for almost an hour before he was back in the village.

The Chief was waiting when he entered his hut. “Aapo,” he called out, his voice full of fear. “The gods are screaming from the water,” he said.

“Father, the stories are true. The star men have returned.”

The chief nodded solemnly. “Gather the priests and prepare for war, my son.”

“The elders have always said they mean us no harm,” Aapo was confused.

“It isn't the star men I fear, it is what follows them. One of our scouts has seen a star open from the air in the forest and we may not be alone for long.”

“What will come?”

“I don't know but I won't be taken unaware,” the Chief bowed slightly as his son left the hut. In his years he had seen the Conquistadors take their people and land for their own, but this omen was far more troubling because soon something evil would be coming from the star that fell into the forest. He could feel it in his bones.
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​Chapter 1
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Joe Hill closed his dark eyes and tipped his hat forward as he leaned back in his chair on an old worn wooden porch. The wiry man next to him looked like he'd never seen the sun. They never quite got his name but called him the Padre on account of the white-collar around his neck. He leaned against a post watching the track. 

Bill was a squat brick of a man in dusty, sweat-stained clothes. He never seemed to have much use for a razor, but he sure kept that gun of his clean. He was on the other side of the plaza past the ragged clay well at the center oiling his Colt Peacemaker and whistling to himself. 

A fly buzzed around Joe's head. The Padre took a long swig of whiskey from his flask and wiped his mouth with his sleeve as he watched the fly crawl around Joe's hat. 

Inside the small wooden shack, George and Jesus were playing with knives trying to one-up each other. Joe didn't know much about them, but they took orders well, they waited inside the shack out of sight. 

Little Walter was young and handsome for a thug. He used his looks well, but he locked up the last time they were on a job together. Joe couldn't see him and that made him nervous.

The plan was simple, get a box of gold from a jeweler about to get off the train. They were told he had two bodyguards but was otherwise on his own. According to the information they had there were two other passengers besides their target.

Two carriages pulled up alongside the shack and the Padre perked up as the train appeared through the heat mirage of the desert. “Keep cool,” Joe said in little more than a whisper without looking at the Padre. The Padre looked at Joe, nodded his head, and relaxed his shoulders back into the post. “Easy as pie,” Joe said to himself as he lifted his hat and looked over the train. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bill stow his piece and casually walk towards the carriages. Both stagecoach drivers had a man on the shotgun, and they looked professional and alert. A rifle was lifted as Bill approached. Joe's hand patted the piece at his hip and gripped the handle for reassurance. Bill raised his hands and asked if the driver had any flint and tinder.

The train whistle blew as it trundled into the station. The ground vibrated as it came to a stop. A ticket-taker got out with an apple box and set it on the ground in front of the door. George and Jesus were at the door in the span of a breath. 

“Ain't time yet,” Joe yawned as he stretched his arms over his head and eased back into his seat and reset his hat over his eyes. “Few more minutes. Keep out of sight,” he ordered from under his hat.

“What's the signal?” Jesus asked.

“Gunshots,” Joe answered quickly.

The other guests stepped out first and quickly got to their carriage. The driver helped them in as the jeweler's bodyguards stepped off the train. They zeroed in on Bill who was still looking for fire and put their hands on their pieces, watching him like a hawk as the jeweler stepped out with what looked like a medicine bag. He was followed by two more bodyguards. Bill yelled, “Shit!”

Joe sat up as the ticket-taker took the apple box and closed the train door. They were approaching Bill who didn't look happy. Joe looked over to Padre who took another swig of whiskey. The Padre's eyes darted over to Bill and that's when he saw it in his face, this was gonna be a meat grinder. Joe didn't have time to focus on it so he looked over at the twin stagecoaches

The bodyguards had their guns drawn and the stagecoach drivers and their security were all focused on Bill who looked like he was figuring out how many he could shoot before they took him out. He didn't like the odds because he wasn't shooting yet. Instead, he was backing away trying to play it off as a misunderstanding. 

Padre coughed as he took another swig of whiskey and he raised his rifle to them. Joe snarled as he stared down the stagecoach shotgun man. His hand hovered close to his sidearm. The shotgun man kept his finger on the trigger and stood in his spot. The driver was petrified from the look of him. The only sound came from the train as the engine hummed. No one moved. That fly came back and buzzed around Joe's face again, but he didn't flinch even as it crawled across his lip.

The train whistle sounded and Joe drew and fired on the Shotgun as Bill hit the other and pivoted to take out the bodyguards. George and Jesus busted out from the shed firing as they strafed the bodyguards. One was caught in the fat on his thigh, the other took a headshot and dropped. The bodyguards returned fire and hit George in the shoulder. He dropped his gun and fell to the ground holding his arm.

Bill nailed a bodyguard in the chest as another fired on Bill but fired wide and put a hole in their driver's abdomen. Bill moved behind the carriage for cover and Joe could hear him calling for Little Walter. 

The jeweler was flat on the ground with the case clutched to his breast. Joe lined up his shots and caught the guy with the leg wound in the neck as the final bodyguard's chest exploded from the right as Joe's bullet cut his shoulder in half. Joe spotted Little Walter cut across to the man with the case. Walter's double-barreled shotgun aimed at his head.

There was a moment of calm and a few left standing. The Padre stepped off the porch, ran to the jeweler, and more importantly his case. Joe eyeballed the drivers, both had sidearms but didn't move. One had his hands over his ears. “Bill, keep your gun on them.” He eyed George and Jesus. “You alright, George?”

“Just a flesh wound,” George answered, cradling his arm.

He nodded. “Why the hell were there so many bodyguards?”

Joe shrugged as he reloaded his gun, “Don't know, but I'm guessing the Padre does.”

The Padre ignored Joe and lifted his piece to the Jeweler's head, “Give it up,” he ordered the cowering jeweler. The jeweler shook his head and buried it deeper into the doctor's bag. “If you don't give that case up I'm gonna shoot you in the leg,” he cocked his gun for emphasis. “Then I'm gonna get really mean.”

“How about it Padre, were you playing a side angle?” Joe looked at him. Bill's eyes were on the Padre too. The driver who had his ears covered went for his gun, fast, like a rattlesnake. Joe raised his revolver and put a bullet in his forehead before leaving the porch.

Padre kicked the jeweler, who squinted in the noonday sun and pulled at his bag. He resisted and pressed his gun against his forehead, “I ain't playing here.” He pulled the bag from the jeweler and turned to Joe. “Don't know what you're implying Joe and frankly I'm a little insulted.”

“Just a question, Padre. I saw that look, seemed like you knew that would happen,” he raised his gun and pointed it at the Padre.

The Padre didn't raise his gun, he figured that would just get him a shot. He stood with the bag in one hand and his gun in the other. His eyes flitted to one of the stagecoaches for a split second and Joe caught it a second too late. 

The doors opened and the two passengers came out shooting blind. Bill jumped back and vaulted over the wall for cover. Little Walter got pelted in the stomach and dropped to the ground. From the corner of his eye, Joe saw the other driver draw and managed to pivot and fire. His shot didn't catch the driver but it was enough to cover for the Padre to make for the stage couch. 

Jesus was on the ball and fanned his gun at the two new assailants. One of them got caught broadside and dropped. The other ducked behind the coach.

Joe's sight was clear enough to see the Padre dive into the coach and yell “ride!” Joe wasn't gonna let him get far. He stood in front of the stagecoach and was about to fire when the sky lit up green and pink like a watermelon. There was a sound like the whole world was about to come crashing down. The ground shook and everyone dropped. The coach horses reared up in a fierce panic, but the driver managed to get them running.

Joe's vision went cross with the strange light in the sky and he felt like his skull was trying to exit its fleshy cage. The lights stopped and the coach was already a dot in the desert. “God damn it!” Joe yelled and said, “Get the horses!” Jesus ran for the horses.

“We lost Little Walter!” George yelled.

“Ain't got time for a burial, George,” Bill said as he got on his horse.

There was one shooter left confused by everything that just happened. His eyes were wide and he shivered in place. George's mind was equally confused and he asked, “What the hell just happened and what do we do with that guy?” He got on his horse with some pain from his arm.

Bill got on his horse and looked at the man standing there. He mulled it over in his head, “What do you think, Joe?”

“What, the sky?” he asked in response.

“Nah, the driver?” Joe looked at the driver, but before he could respond, Bill shot him down where he stood. Joe gave him a disapproving look and he shrugged. Joe shook his head and spurred his horse into a run.

“What about the sky?” George called after but got no response from his companions.

* * *
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It was midday when Port Royal came into view. Selina was at the helm, her hair was loose around her shoulders and her blouse hung open revealing a cleft of deep cleavage somewhat obscured by the bandoleer of flintlocks strung across her chest. There was a feeling of restlessness on the Yucatan Princess. The men had been drinking more and the weather had been strange for the past several days. She had a feeling something was coming, but she couldn't put her finger on it.   

She felt a shudder in the wheel and suddenly the sky erupted from some unknown point. It turned a strange glowing green with pink and red ripples radiating from the center of the storm. The world looked like it was falling apart. The heavens erupted and waves crashed against the deck. Sailors ran from aft to forward and from port to starboard in a panic. Men climbed the foremast and the sails were rocked in what felt like the wind, but it came whipping across as if it were actively trying to rip apart the ship. It stopped just as suddenly as it began, but the sky was still changed by it and something in the air changed.

The mood of the crew was shaken from the strange storm so they docked and her crew set about restocking the ship’s store while she ventured into town with Rodriguez, her first mate. He was a tall bronze statue and had been invaluable in keeping her safe from the troubles of seamanship. He acted largely as a bodyguard but was an able-bodied sailor as well who broke away from the Spanish years before and went rogue. “What do you make of the sky Rodriguez?”

“Never seen anything like it, Captain.” The sky was riddled with green ribbons that blended with the blue sky well enough that an untrained eye wouldn't have seen it without it being pointed out.

Selina and Rodriguez arrived at a small pub. The door was falling apart and the floor was composed of dirt and sawdust. Inside there was a simple bar with a potbelly stove in the center of the room. Tables were set around the room haphazardly with a few sailors and fishermen alone in their drink.

They went to the bar, ordered a bottle of rum, and found a table to sit. “Who are we looking for?”

“A man dressed in black with a case. The shaman said he saw him in a vision wearing the amulet and that he and it would be here,” she whispered.

An ancient man with a patch of gray fabric wrapped over his eyes raised his head and spoke aloud. “It is cursed,” he said, then bent his head close to the table and took a swig from his bottle. His skin looked like paper but it was darkened by years under the sun. His white hair fell in greasy strands around his head.

Rodriguez stood to fight the speaker but Selina laid a hand on his arm, stopping him from further action. “What do you know about it?” Selina asked.

“Only that a ship was lost when we recovered it,” he said knowingly. “I was blinded by the captain for even laying eyes on it,” he continued.

“How can you be sure it is the same artifact?”

“Smell of the air, the rumble of the earth earlier. They're omens, but even the artifact wasn't the greatest treasure on that island. There was more than you could believe. Gold and treasure more than any one man could ever spend, or woman it would seem.”

“What is the artifact?” she asked again with a hint of frustration in her voice, and she didn't want to entertain a madman's wild tales.

“A necklace. Strange gems set into it. It was all my captain was interested in, and we lost half our crew just getting to it.”

“Why?”

“It's guarded by a creature and we barely escaped with our lives. The captain was never the same after we left that island. He would go into a frenzy at the slightest provocation. He would howl in the night talking to invisible men and used such strange words when he wore it. That was when he took my eyes. I was worried about his health and entered his quarters unannounced. I will never forget the glow that surrounded him. He spoke in a language I had never heard before or since. Indeed when he struck me I thought he was going to kill me, but it was luck that saved me.”

“The sky opened and the storm raged and there in the sky, a golden disc hung. I dove into the water and my face swelled and burned from his strike. Water was the last thing I saw, forty years ago it was, but I remember those last minutes as if they happened yesterday. I promise if you seek out the island you will meet the same fate. If you wear the amulet you will suffer the same fate. I give you a warning,” he continued speaking into his bottle about the days that followed.

“Are you sure you want this artifact?” Rodriguez asked.

“It's just a story,” she said defiantly. “He's clearly insane.” The man continued speaking with the same fervor as before.

“I washed ashore and was met by men, but I could not see their faces. They sounded like they were debating whether or not to kill me. Luckily I heard a roar as of some beast I could not name...”

“How long should we wait, Selina?”

“I ask for your patience, Rodriguez,” she looked him sternly in his eye.

“Aye aye Captain.” She took a long pull and listened to the old man ramble again.

“Its skin was like a lizard, dry and scaly, but it felt massive like it's leg was the size of a tree...”

“I will cut that man soon,” Rodriguez admitted.

“I do not fault you,” she agreed.

Shortly after a man came in as predicted, dressed in all black save for the white-collar around his neck, He carried a black bag at his side and a strange-looking gun strung along his opposite hip. “I need whiskey,” he said through a parched throat.

“I am unfamiliar, sir,” the bartender admitted.

“Just give me what you have,” he stammered and the bartender set a dark brown bottle of rum. He slapped some paper on the bar. “Cocksucker,” he muttered to himself.

“What is this, sir?” the bartender bristled.

“Money, that's money,” his voice was rising.

Selina nodded to Rodriguez who stood and approached. “I'll get that for him.” The bartender nodded and took the pirate's gold. The man's eyes bulged near out of his skull when he saw the gold on the bar. Rodriguez turned to the man in black and said, “We would be honored if you would sit with us.”

“For such a generous fellow, anything,” he nodded and smiled as he sat across from Selina.

“May I ask your name?” Selina addressed him.

“They call me Padre,” he answered and took a swig from his rum and winced as it went down, “It's not whiskey but I dare say it'll do the trick,” he looked at the bottle with a portion of respect.

“How much would you like for the bag?” Selina cut to the chase.

* * *
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Along the shore Caleb, a tall lank white man covered in white robes walked along the beach trailed by five women in similar robes. Their hoods were raised over their heads and their arms set out in front of them in an inverse of praying hands. They walked to an outcropping of rocks and made a loose circle. Caleb was at the head and he spoke in hushed tones under his breath. At first, they were mutterings but they soon grew in volume and fervor. 

“Grant us your wisdom, oh heavenly beings, that we may learn from your teachings!” He repeated the phrase and as he did the women around sang in strange tones at different octaves and raised their hands to the sky. Caleb looked at the green ribbons and broke the formation to look towards the center out in the gulf beyond the range of his human sight. “Angels on high hear our message of worship and show us your secrets!”

Rocks large and small rumbled and rose from the ground as the green-pink sky opened up and a golden disc inlaid with glowing gems of every color burst from the sky. Caleb and his flock screamed in joy. “They worked!” He yelled, “the tones and the prayers worked as the savage said they would. Thank you, God, grant us your wisdom,” Energy shot out from the ship and bathed each of them in their blue light. The man laughed as he dropped to his knees shouting, “Thank you for your blessing!”

His face changed from adulation to horror as their bodies were lifted from the rock. All of them hovered in the air, ever closer to the bright ship in the sky. Caleb looked at his congregation and saw the fear in their eyes as they lifted with him. “Fear not, for this is the rapture,” he tried to console them as fear rose in his heart.

A large door opened in the side of the ship and they were brought into a dark room and laid on the ground. The vast door behind them closed as they were released from the strange blue energy. 

The women screamed first. As Caleb's eyes adjusted he saw strange tentacles unfurl from the darkness. They were attached to bulbous gray heads with large green-black eyes. Caleb screamed as he and his congregation were surrounded by strange creatures.
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​Chapter 2
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The train whistle blew and Rick Magnussen was staring into the barrel of Elmer Whitaker's Colt M1861 Navy and he didn't like it one bit. The gun was a beast and he knew if Elmer took his shot he'd cut him in half. Elmer was gonna try to shoot him and on any other day he would have gunned him down but today was his mother's birthday, and even though she was dead, he made it a rule never to shoot a man on her birthday. She wouldn't approve, especially since he figured she could probably see him from Heaven. His own Smith & Wesson was at his hip, unused. 

“Look,” he said raising his hands, “now we got off on the wrong foot Elmer. I wasn't talking to your girl there,” he said as he winked at Daisy. She was a pretty little thing, and in his defense, she was giving him eyes when he came into the diner car, at least that's how Rick saw it.

“You did it again, you son of a bitch.” His mouth was black from tobacco and he spat on the floor.
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