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      Waves tossed the galleon like a cork. With each gust, the vessel nearly capsized. Isla heard the sharp report of a wheel lock pistol even above the grinding of ship’s timbers. Snapped lines whipped in the gale. Sailors lashed themselves to masts and stanchions. She could hear the storm’s force twist the ship’s planks. Isla fought the wind and the violent pitch. By force of will, she moved from the sterncastle to the helm. Green, foaming waves washed across the decks, sucking sailors and equipment over the side. The wind howled like a maddened beast. Was it night or day? No one could tell. Whether the ship would shatter on the rocks was anybody’s guess. Could the galleon survive for even one more minute? This was their desperate hope.

      The ship’s manifest listed Isla’s full name, Infanta Isla de Rosario Trinidad de Trastámara, distant cousin to Charles V and confidante to his royal sister, Eleanor. Isla sailed on board La Nuestra Señora de la Luz. Her husband, Pariente Don Felipe Hernán de Mendoza y Guzmán, Duque de Cataluña, traveled aboard a different ship. They sailed as parts of the 1536 Spanish Fleet, and they were bound for Drake’s Passage and the wide Atlantic.

      For her, Felipe would always be Pipe, the affectionate name from their childhood. They grew up in the royal courts and manor houses of Spain. Charles and Eleanor had been their companions and riding partners. Remarkably, His Majesty permitted them to marry for love. Their bond strengthened ties between two great families. Their wedding and the formal grand balls following it had been the center of palace life. Because Pipe and Isla were so in love, the nobility of Spain loved to be near them. When they danced to the measured strains of “La Folia,” the dancefloor cleared for them, and the revelers applauded their grace and beauty.

      They were Royal Hand members. They carried out the king’s bidding with perfect discretion and ruthless efficiency. They traveled to the royal courts of Europe, often with gifts of gold and jewels, but just as often with poisoned daggers.

      A terrible disease had gained a foothold in the royal families of Europe, carried home by Peru’s conquerors. Its victims fell ill to a strange infection. The disease began as a simple flaking and scaling on the skin. In days, the stricken would die, and the disease would completely consume them. No one spoke of it. The Church burned the transmuted bodies. Those who fell ill lost first their minds and then their humanity. The course of the illness was too ghastly to consider. Isla and Pipe each carried the curative substance from the lowland jungles of the Montaro Valley, Isla’s in the hilt of her sword. They sailed on different ships to increase the likelihood of success. The minimal dose for a complete cure seemed infinitesimal to Isla. Barely one ounce would suffice to cure the entire nobility of Spain and perhaps all the royals of Europe.

      The cure came from the bark of a strange variety of the Pisonay. The Pisonay tree was sacred to the Incas, and this variety, Fantasma Rojo, Red Ghost, was impossibly rare. Its wood was red with black veins. Its brown bark was thick and soft, easily peeled from the trunk. Mountain shamans insisted that an inch of the stuff, softened in the mouth, would kill a demon on contact. She kept a precious inch of it in her sleeve. She and Pipe fought the jungle for three months to reach the grove and return with the remedy. They began with a score of men and staggered back to Lima with a handful of exhausted and injured survivors.

      And now they sailed with the Treasure Fleet for home. A storm of this magnitude was a great mystery. The waters off Peru and Chile were too cold to sustain a typhoon. How could this happen? Galleons carried the empire’s force to the world’s corners and were the most successful seagoing vessels in history, but no ship made by mortal hands could stand for long against the devil-waves that pounded the 1536 Treasure Fleet. Each galleon carried an average of five thousand pounds of gold. Sixty-two ships sailed with the fleet that year.

      When Isla was away from her husband on missions such as this, she slept fully clothed beside her naked sword. The gunshot brought her to her feet. She rose and did not take time to pick up her scabbard. She thrust her sword and two wheel locks into her belt and stepped out into the chaos.

      Isla used both hands to battle toward the helm. The slant of the deck rose and fell more than fifty degrees. They had lost the lateen spars, and now she watched the mizzenmast break free from the deck and slide over the gunnels, still tangled with ship’s lines. Ahead she could see the helm. The helmsman gripped the wheel. Beside him stood the captain, Diego Flores de Oquendo, and in each hand he held a wheel lock pistol, the sort favored by His Majesty. A third pistol lay discarded by his feet. Isla set her jaw and forced her feet forward and finally reached the captain’s side.

      Captain Flores shouted at her. His words were barely audible. “Doña Isla! Return to your quarters and pray for our souls! This is no place for you, Infanta. Look! The very devil walks the decks!” As he spoke, Isla saw an apparition approach. It was a man. He was naked and emaciated. His stride seemed unaffected by the raging storm. His wet hair was grey and long, reaching almost to his waist. In each hand he carried a short staff. What sort of witchery was this? Not far from the captain, an arquebus leaned against an oak cajonera. Isla reached for the gun and brought it to bear. She had to lean back to lift the heavy piece. There was no way to miss at this range. She prized back the lock and pulled the trigger. Even in this storm, the mechanism worked. The gun fired with a report that matched the roar of the raging wind. Without looking to see the effect of her shot, she dropped the arquebus and pulled a wheel lock pistol from her belt. It was charged. She cocked it and fired. She dropped the wheel lock and drew her sword.

      Eleanor had given her the sword. The best blacksmith in Toledo forged it from a billet of Wootz steel. The smith balanced it expressly for Isla’s hand, and the components in it were the finest to be had, in keeping with the exquisite performance of its patterned steel blade. She saw her shots had hit her target in the chest. She delivered a wide sweep at the man’s throat. Duelists in the capitol argued that she and Pipe were likely the finest fencers in Spain, and her melee experience with falchions, sabers, and cutlasses was, at her young age, extraordinary. Isla was an accomplished killer. Her cut did not miss. The strange man’s head hit the deck with a thump. The body toppled forward like a tree. There was no blood. She registered this but did not take time to consider it. The body and head on the deck turned red and smoked. Then bloodless flesh changed to ash. The rain and the waves breaking over the rail washed the ashes away. She pulled the priceless bark from her sleeve and placed it in her mouth. She expected vile bitterness, but the flavor was savory and herbal.

      On average, the galleons of The Treasure Fleet carried seventy cannons apiece. When three cauldron-sized metal spheres rose from the waves and hovered off the port hull, Captain Flores took the wheel and sent the helmsman below to order the gunnery crews to fire at will. They were to fire continuously at all targets. Captain Flores took four arquebuses from a locker by the companionway. He straightened to hand two to Isla. His eyes grew wide, and he shouted in fear. Isla spun. The twin of the man she beheaded stood inches from her. In each hand he held a staff that writhed and twisted. She smelt the stink of his breath. She spat the glob of Red Ghost bark in his face.

      The demon opened its mouth as if to shriek and then exploded. She heard cannons firing. Their roar drowned out the storm’s din. In the continuous lightning flashes, she saw five spheres. Two blew up from direct hits. A blast of lightning struck the main mast. Isla felt the keel snap. La Nuestra Señora de la Luz broke asunder and slid beneath the waves. As quick as that, the galleon took with it five thousand pounds of gold, three hundred souls, a hidden stash of medicine for which so many had perished, the finest sword in Europe, and Infanta Isla de Rosario Trinidad de Trastámara, trusted member of The King’s Hand.

      Barely two miles distant, Don Felipe Hernán and his galleon survived the storm. Only one demon attacked them, and they fought no spheres, although they saw a dozen. In helpless rage, they watched two spheres hover over a galleon. Light shafts shot out from the spheres and sliced the galleon into sections. The galleon sank with her crew. All told, four galleons sank in the storm and demon attack. Don Felipe never recovered from his grief.

      Upon his return to Spain, Felipe accepted the king’s gratitude for the Fantasma Rojo and condolences on Isla’s death. Felipe retired to one of his vineyards and lived three horrible years before his broken heart and a sudden spring fever took his life. At the end, after shrivening, as he drew his last breath in his final moments, Pipe danced once more with Isla at their wedding ball, spinning slowly across the floor. Formal and stately, the measured steps of the sarabande matched his heartbeat, taking them to the end of the song and stopping with a final, sad chord.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE FALLEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jago, Jono, and Josto studied the man duct-taped to the wheelchair. Somebody had gagged him with the same tape. Over his eyes was a black blindfold. They had agreed (they always agreed with each other) that their guest receive neither injury nor insult that could not heal. Two security guards stood just behind the wheelchair, flanking the prisoner. The Triplets sat at a walnut seminar table facing their captive. During preconference, they decided to let Josto speak for them. He was the oldest by two hours. They looked to be in their fifties, but no one had any idea, really, and no one would ask.

      At a slight gesture from Jono, the security guards stepped out of the room. The doors slid shut behind them. Josto stood up, walked around the table, and flipped away the blindfold. The prisoner’s eyes flashed in rage as Josto cleared his throat. The gag remained in place.

      “I am Josto Caduti. These are my brothers, Jago and Jono. You are Anders Benson. So that settles names. Mr. Benson, may we call you Anders?” Josto leaned forward, gripped the edge of the duct tape, and ripped it from Anders’s lips. “I am so sorry,” Josto said.

      He returned to his place at the table and sat down again. Like his siblings, Josto wore black trousers, black blazer, and white shirt. His silver hair was neat and trimmed, combed back. He was clean shaven. He wore no jewelry, no watch. Jago and Jono appeared identical, of course.

      “We are certain you have questions, and we know you must be angry and confused. You came to Chicago intending to obtain signatures on certain instruments that would substantially add to your net worth. We promise that wealth to you now, and we have never broken our word.

      “You hired a car some hours ago to take you to the financial district, and that is all you remember, except perhaps you may have noticed in the last waking moments that your driver wore a tiny gasmask. We drugged you to facilitate matters.”

      Jono piped up. “He must be thirsty, Josto. Would you care for a drink, Anders?”

      “Fuck you,” Anders said. He was in his early thirties, with russet-brown hair and a runner’s build. He glared at his captors through green eyes. He maintained top physical shape, active in climbing, skiing, lifting, and skydiving. Just weeks earlier, he had risked his life to achieve a great prize.

      “Mr. Benson, we need your help. We are desperate for it. That said, to bring you here under these circumstances is perhaps not the very best tactic. But we could not settle on another course of action, and this meeting means everything to us, and to you, too.”

      “Go to hell,” said Anders. A giggle escaped Jago.

      Jono spoke. “Cut to it, Josto.”

      Josto said, “Three weeks ago, shortly after a severe storm, you walked into the Sonoran Desert and walked out with two gold ingots, their combined value a little in excess of two-point-nine million U. S. dollars.”

      Anders, already enraged, somehow managed to look even angrier.

      “And we believe,” continued Josto, “that to retrieve this treasure, you met and fought an adversary determined to stop you, and that it used—ahem—highly unorthodox means. It tried to end your life. You broke that opposing force and survived the encounter. That you yet live and possess the gold makes you incredibly interesting to us.”

      “Tell him we do not want his gold,” Jago said.

      “He heard you,” replied Josto. “Mr. Benson, we are convinced that you did not kill your new enemy—you only inconvenienced one of its personas. Your enemy, your adversary, will be coming to kill you and to kill us and everybody else.”

      Laughter erupted from Anders. “You’re out of your heads. What makes you think you have any grasp on reality?”

      “We watched high-definition video relayed from one of our satellites. We saw your battle. We replayed it over and over. We studied it.”

      “You want my help, and you drug me and tape me to a wheelchair, kidnapping me. The three of you are barking mad.”

      “Mr. Benson,” said Josto. “We never meet with people. For you we made an exception. If we wished you harm, well…”

      “Tell him who we are, what we do,” said Jago.

      “We control the Chicago Consortium. It is the largest criminal enterprise on the planet,” said Josto.

      “We own it,” said Jono, “and we will not give it up to some sick-brained monster from who knows where.”

      “We do not know if you can fight it and win, but we have reason to believe you might have the talent to locate some others who can help,” said Josto.

      “You’re crazy. What have you been sniffing? Why am I tied up? What the fuck is The Consortium? Let me loose!”

      “Give him the list,” said Jago.

      Once more, Josto rose from his seat and came around the table. He took a slip of paper from his blazer pocket. He folded the slip in half and placed it in Anders’s front shirt pocket.

      “These are the names of people who might be strong enough,” Jago said. “The name at the top is your own. We call you Breaker.”

      “Idiots! Dweebs! Nut jobs! And who are you, then—The Fallen?”

      Jago choked. Jono said, “Listen, brothers—we can accept this. We cannot deny the name is apt.”

      Jago said, “Next is Fred Collier. Young bank robber. Queer. We call him Slipknot. He is impossibly slippery. Like the others, he seems unaware of his own abilities. He likely thinks his own cleverness keeps him out of jail. The harder you try to catch him, the farther he slips from your grasp.

      “Third is Anne, last name unknown. The Quaker. When people hug her, the earth leaps in joy. When Anne makes love, cities sink into the sea. Remember the huge subsidence in San Francisco two years back? That was Anne. She was happy. Maybe someone rubbed her tummy.

      “Next on the list is Emerson Beekman. Retired federal cop. Apparently receives written warning of impending emergencies. He thinks his dead wife sends the messages. Beekman believes her ghost is a medium for God. We do not know the origin of the messages. We call Beekman ‘God’s Finger.’

      “Finally, we come to our very own Genevieve. We’ll let her choose her own nom de guerre. Contend with Genevieve, and you will meet your end. She’s on extended sabbatical, presently somewhere in Guatemala. We are pleased she is our ally rather than our enemy. We will ask her to extend every hospitality should you come in contact.

      “Outside is a limousine waiting to take you to the airport.” Jago reached under the table and brought up a leather briefcase. “This briefcase,” said Jago, “is full of one-hundred-dollar bills, more than sufficient to see you home to Missoula. This puny pile of cash is only walking-around money, Breaker. As of five minutes ago, your six preferred bank accounts show a combined balance of one billion dollars. The funds are at your disposal now. You are filthy, stinking, rotten-rich. Like us.”

      Jono said, “And you can keep the money even if you turn us down because money does not matter if we are all dead in six months. If we exist six months from today, you will find another billion in your accounts.”

      Jago continued, “At this moment, you believe we are insane. You think maybe you are crazy, too. You have no conception of the threat we face, of the peril at our throats. Go home, Breaker. Check your bank balance online. Stare out the window. Think hard. Take a week, no more than that. Time is short now. We will be in contact. You are in grave danger, and so are we.”

      As one, Jago, Jono, and Josto rose and turned. They walked to the blank wall behind them, and a panel slid aside. The Fallen stepped through an exit into darkness. Breaker heard Jono say, “Wait. Tell him the words. The words might help him.”

      Josto stepped back into the room and stood by the panel. He said, “Cosmology. Cosmic vortices. Conical wormholes. Triggering megahertz. Auditory mandalas.” He looked at Breaker. Then Josto Caduti stepped back into darkness, and the panel door slid shut.

      The guards returned. They wheeled Breaker into the elevator. From prior experience, the guards knew their journey would take a while. They settled in for the ride. After all, it was a long way up to the surface of the World.
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      Genevieve’s explorer-class yacht, The Dirty Girl, rode at anchor only a mile out from Puerto Patillas. She barely noticed that her cellphone had stopped working. Little could break through her focus on current operations. She could still access files. She could still open her call logs and her saved voice messages. But she could not send or receive calls or texts, nor could she access the internet. And given that every day she and her crew pulled fortunes in gold off the seabed, well, there were many issues fighting for her attention.

      Genevieve was a pirate. She could discuss market analytics with chief financial officers and artillery emplacements with gunnery sergeants. She could decode arcane cost accounts, and she could throw a hatchet. At setting traps and planning battles, she had no peer. She was a gangster, one of the most dangerous. At this point in her career, her base of operations was the round world’s ocean-sea.

      She and her crew were diving on La Nuestra Señora de la Luz, a galeón listed in the rolls of the 1536 Treasure Fleet. Full of stolen Incan gold and sailing south from Lima, La Luz sank in a storm off central Chile. Three hundred years later, anchored above the wreck, and only a mile out from a little port-city, The Dirty Girl could not help but draw attention to itself. The commotion from round-the-clock diving, noisy deck cranes, and dredges snaking over the bulkhead, not to mention the constant sweep of lights, told the tale to anybody with the motivation and discernment to take note. Genevieve paid no license fees for permission to bring up the wreck’s wealth. She forked over no bribes. She had not envisioned working this site for so long and had been willing to bet the Chilean government would have chased her off before now. This project was a frenzy of labor to pull up as much treasure as possible now—before the heat closed in.

      Genevieve calculated that spot gold was three thousand dollars per ounce. Along with precious personal objects, ornaments, coins, and jewels, Genevieve’s crew had recovered sixty bars of gold. The bars weighed, on average, five pounds. Not even considering the premium for collectors’ pieces, she estimated they’d pulled just shy of three million dollars from the silt. There were fifteen members in the crew, and in ten days, they’d each made two hundred thousand dollars.

      Among the hoard of valuable items brought up was a beautiful sword in the spada da lato style. The blade carried a magnificent Damascus water pattern. Almost certainly it was Wootz steel, and it came from a Toledo forge. This was a nobleman’s fighting sword; bladesmiths fashioned it to cut through chainmail. And because it was so formidable, its hilt came decorated with two emeralds and two rubies. Somehow, over the centuries, the blade kept its edge. Genevieve fell in love with it as soon as she held it. The balance was perfect in her hand. She decided she could never sell it.

      They came under attack eleven days into their operation. It was brazen and fast, a hopped-up ferry loaded with mercenaries pointing rifles. Genevieve had mined the area around their salvage. The mines were the size of apricots. Somehow, they maintained saltwater buoyancy at three feet from the surface. They were cheap. With a switch at the wheel, she could turn the mines on and off. They were tiny, but she planted all she secured: two thousand. Preparing for this moment, she seeded them in a perimeter some distance from the diving zone. The mines were untested, so she asked Antonio to man the heavy machine gun mounted at the stern. As the boatload of mercs sped toward them, she flipped the mines’ charging switch to ON. The merc’s ferry sliced into the minefield, and hundreds of little security mines exploded below the water line. The boat was perforated with golf ball-sized holes. In moments, the boat foundered and went under, settling belly first. The men onboard were swimming. And then, they, too, were full of holes. Amid much shouting and thrashing, the attackers sank beneath the waves. Were there two dozen men on the attackers’ vessel?

      She turned off the mines. Antonio gave orders for the bodies to be fished up and transported to shore. Genevieve looked to the skies. The next attack would come from the air. Her blood was up. She felt good. Without thinking, she reached for her phone to check the status of her shore-based battery. Oh! Right—she had to use a ship’s radio. But while she held the phone in her hand, she checked to see if it worked. She looked at her call log. There were no new calls. She checked messages. There was one, a week previous. Likely it was the last one before she lost service. From force of habit, she opened it. It was from Walt.

      Her breath caught. Her vision swam.
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        * * *

      

      Three years ago, Genevieve had stolen two of Chagall’s Paris landscapes from a private collection in Miami. After a flashy heist, she liked to visit the rural countryside until the heat died. This time, for no particular reason, she chose the North Cascades of Washington State. She picked Borgo, a decrepit, antique mining village famous for its home-style Italian restaurants and bucolic scenery. She stayed in a chain motel that promised no surprises on its marquee. She spent her days sipping coffee outside of coffee shops. She strolled the two main streets, reading historical markers and plaques.

      In mid-May, the weather in Borgo’s narrow valley was a little unsettled. Most days brought bright blue to the strip of sky visible from Borgu, but on the third day, a heavy rain came. Genevieve slipped into a poncho and carried on. She loved weather, especially bad weather. She stood in the rain outside a saloon of historical significance. She bent forward just a little to better see the historical narrative set forth in peeling, wet paint. It was then the phone she carried out of habit slipped from her wet fingers, landed on a grate, teetered for an instant on a crossbar, and slipped into the drain.

      Before she could say damn, a man in a blue sport coat and striped tie fell face forward into the puddle surrounding the grate, threw his hand and arm into the drain, and fished out her phone. He handed it to Genevieve, and then he stood up. Behind him, she saw at least two dozen teenagers. Her eyes focused on the yellow bus across the street. In the course of normal events, Genevieve would curse the ill fate that brought such an accident, thank the benefactor profusely, and hand him a thousand dollars. That would be that. The presence of watchful students, obviously on a school outing, changed her plan.

      “Thank you so much!” she said. “My God, I am so grateful. But look at you! Your clothes!”

      “I hope your phone will be okay,” the man (obviously a chaperone) said.

      “Dry cleaning isn’t going to fix your coat and trousers. And the tie! Let me pay you something for the costs.”

      “No, I couldn’t accept anything. I just grabbed your phone.”

      “Please.” It struck her she had just begged. She remembered begging when she was ten.

      “No. I didn’t do⁠—”

      “What is your name?” she asked him. His class was watching. She would have an answer.

      “I’m Walt. Walt Frederick.”

      “I’m Genevieve Cocklin. The bus says,” she gestured behind her, “‘Seattle Greater School District #6.’ I’m going to contact your bosses and congratulate them for employing a person of your quality.”

      “Really, you don’t⁠—”

      “Thank you again, Walt.” She stepped into the saloon to dismantle and dry her phone. She was happy to escape the students. That same afternoon, she kept her promise, calling his principal, his district administrator, and even the system’s superintendent. Of course, they didn’t care that Walt Frederick was polite and chivalrous and that he served as a great example to the younger generation.

      She shocked herself when she sent an investigator to get his clothing sizes. The private investigator’s professional fee (these days, professional always preceded fee) was ten times what she paid for a new coat, trousers, shirt, and tie. She knew she would spook him if she selected clothing of exceptional quality.

      She even set spies to report back to her what teachers wore to work. She had learned, of course, where he lived. She knew what time he left for school and when he returned. She considered herself a little crazy, perhaps even dangerously obsessed. She was loving it, the entire experience. She thought like a thief. She knew everything there was to know about him. She could take him now, but Walt had nothing to take except his heart. Genevieve would have that.

      On a Monday, she sent a little note to his school, directed to him (Mr. Fredericks, Room 326), and asked if he would care to meet at 6:00 PM the following Monday for pie and a soda. Genevieve named a quiet bistro close to his little rented house. She included her cell number. Walt messaged her on Wednesday: “Sounds great! See you then!”

      She had the packages hidden under her chair when he came in. As they waited for cherry pie a la mode, she presented the clothing. He tried to decline, of course, but she had bought them, after all, and she was quite insistent this time without the students watching. He accepted with some grace, and he seemed genuinely grateful. He smiled, and his face looked, almost in a way, relieved. Her heart soared. He seemed shy and inexperienced in their little meeting. She smiled and encouraged. She asked to meet again. In subsequent weeks they met several times. They walked in a neighborhood park. They went to an adventure movie. They ate at modest restaurants. He asked her to his house for dinner.

      After that dinner (he made her pot roast from scratch with all the fixings), she was the instigator in their first lovemaking. He stood washing dishes at the kitchen sink, and she took his arm and led him into his bedroom. She slowly undressed him. He did not resist. He was shy and only concerned with pleasing her. Her obsession evaporated then, and love bloomed in her pirate’s heart. Walt shared with her everything about his life—his college days, the story of his parents, baseball in high school, the pride he felt in teaching, and the constant financial desperation that teachers endure all of their lives.

      She would never tell him who she was. Nothing good could grow from that disclosure. She would lose him if she did, and that truth controlled her. Genevieve lied most of the time to most people, of course, and especially she lied to people who were not criminals. But she learned now that to lie to a lover left her heart scalded. Was Walt a lover, or was Walt the man she loved? She hated herself but lived for her moments with him. She lied about a meaningless job in a meaningless company. She lied about non-existent coworkers and non-existent siblings. She did her best to spend two or three days with him every month.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Genevieve stood now on the deck of her honest-to-God pirate ship, off the shore of Peru. She had just killed dozens of men. She read Walt’s old message on the screen of her phone, cursing herself for missing it until now. As such things went, it was a long message, likely dictated.

      
        
        I love you. Times are getting rough. There are no open stores. Gas stations are closed. I can’t call out. Food is scarce. School closed. Buses don’t run. I hear gun fire. I can think only of your safety. Text back. Tell me you are safe. Please come to me if you can. I need you in my arms. I love you.

      

      

      “Antonio!”

      “Sì, capitano mio.”

      “Bring up the divers. Pay the men their shares in gold. Commandeer three big, fast choppers. Recall all of our crew currently on shore leave. Invite as many as would like to join me on a new mission. I want one hundred dangerous men and women, armed. Can we pull that many in?

      Antonio said, “They are waiting for an assignment, Genevieve. They are your loyal crew.”

      “Good. Arrange for us to fly to Seattle with all due speed, the Dirty Girl following. Is Malcolm in the wheel room?”

      “Yes.”

      Genevieve climbed the companionway to the wheel room. Malcolm was hunched over what appeared to be bits of wires and transistors. He gripped an electric soldering iron. She spoke his name, and he jumped.

      “Malcolm, the need now is for speed, and the need is great. I must contact my old bosses in The Consortium. Can we communicate through email or phones?”

      “No. I think the world is ending.”

      “On that, Malcolm, we agree. That said, I need to speak with my old bosses. How are your connections? Can you whistle them up on shortwave?”

      “Do they have shortwave radios?”

      She looked at him and growled.

      “Is there a city I should try first?”

      “I last saw them in Chicago.”

      “I’ll send up smoke signals. I’ll flash Morse code from mirrors. I’ll have pilots pull signs across the sky.”

      “Whatever it takes. Just put me in touch with Jago, Jono, and Josto.”

      “Boss, we’ve been bobbing around out here for two weeks. Was there a war?”

      “We’ve got to find out, Malcolm, or we’re dead.”

      As usual, she left The Dirty Girl in the hands of Chen Mei, her third in command. She would deliver the yacht to Seattle. In less than an hour, Malcolm called Genevieve back to the wheel room. Malcolm had set up a shortwave radio with wires running out the window. Static emerged from its speaker. He handed her a mic and said, “Try.”

      She pushed the mic’s thumb-button and said into it, “This is Genevieve calling Jago Jono Josto. Repeat. Genevieve calling Jago Jono Josto. Over.” She released the button and waited, holding her breath. A raspy voice came over the speaker.

      “This is Milking Stool Mama in Tulsa. I have them on a patch for you now. Proceed when ready, over.”

      “Thank you, Milking Stool Mama. Can you three gentlemen hear my voice?”

      Moments passed. The static increased. Then she heard, “Jago here, Genevieve. Jono and Josto stand beside me. We rejoice you yet live!”

      “Has there been a war? Do you three need help?”

      Eerie whistles and clicks emerged from the speakers. “Josto here. We surmise you have been cut off from events. Yes, we are at war. And we are losing. Our enemies are unknown. They are intelligent. We believe they are not human. Further, we infer they have cosmic origins. We do not understand their motivation, strengths, or weaknesses. They employ a contagious fungal disease against us.”

      “Are losses heavy?”

      “We estimate that more than half of all humans have died.”

      She looked at Malcolm and saw him turn white.

      “A man I hold dear is in Seattle. I am going to fetch him now, and I am traveling in force. After I take him to safety, I will contact you. I’d like to kill some aliens. I suspect you are busy with that same pursuit. How shall I reach you?”

      “Josto here. Do you recall Raul, your colleague, that poor man who passed away so abruptly?”

      Genevieve indeed remembered Raul, an assassin The Triplets hired her to kill. She trapped him in a shootout with the FBI, and Antonio was set to pop his melon when the Feds beat him to it. As payment, The Triplets gave her everything Raul owned, and as a part of that largesse, she came to own Dirty Girl.

      “Return to that location,” Josto said. “On the beach, use a stick, and scratch out in big letters, ‘Genevieve stands ready.’ Then give us a moment. We’ll send someone right along. Goodbye for now. Stay strong.”

      She set the mic down on the radio’s case. She looked at Malcolm. She said, “You’re great. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      All of them piled into three choppers. She had revised The Dirty Girl’s destination from Seattle to San Diego. She planned to hug the coast, stopping to raid airports for fuel. The entire venture was a horrible risk. Antonio’s walkie-talkie squawked. He said into it, “Speak to me, Malcolm.”

      “A nice lady in Tulsa relayed a message. Messages follows:

      
        
        To take you faster a maroon jet waits in Lima. Fly it to San Diego International. Three fully fueled Huey’s wait for you there. Do not fly into SeaTac. Chaos reigns. Signed JJJ.

      

      

      “Message ends,” she heard Malcolm say.

      “Thank you, Malcolm,” said Antonio. “In minutes, we’ll be out of radio range. Have a great cruise to San Diego. See you there.”

      Genevieve told Antonio to set course first for Lima. After Lima, they made but the one stop in San Diego, transferring from jet to choppers. Eighteen hours after departing Lima, they landed three loaded Huey helicopters in Kerry Park near the Space Needle. A fleet of cars waited there, courtesy of The Triplets. She sent twenty-five men in three black vans ahead to set up a defensive perimeter around Walt’s neighborhood. She instructed her major domo, Antonio, to wait ten minutes with another twenty-five men, and then to follow her. They would move forward in three waves.

      She chose the front passenger seat in one of the vans. On her lap she cradled a Mossberg Shockwave. Her men carried Stoner 63s, the favorite of Navy SEALS. They’d brought them along from Peru. She tried Walt’s cell number again. The phone did not ring. He did not respond to her texts, and she had no confidence the texts she sent even left her phone. “Go fast,” she said to the driver. In the last red glimmers of day, they raced up the hill on Olive Way. Her driver whipped the van onto Madison and sped toward Madison Valley and Washington Park. The streetlights were dark. So were house lights. There were no other cars moving on the streets. She saw no people. The radio would not bring in channels. Computer and notebook screens showed only white fuzz. Genevieve was frantic with worry, and frantic did not suit her. She studied the bits and scraps of Seattle that flew past her window like herds moving in the darkness, and she recognized Walt’s neighborhood.

      She wore a full-face respirator, of course, and so did all of her assault group. This day Genevieve made no attempt at subterfuge. She had no time to dream up lies. She came in hot, ready to kill. Tonight, Walt would learn her true identity, and he would hate her forever, and his heart would break. The pain of this would likely kill her, but she was willing to lose him in order to save him. She did not come dressed as an office subaltern, a powerless administrative assistant. She arrived now as a cold and ruthless warlord because she was. Her black leather tunic and pants were second skin. Her hair was black, and she pulled it back in a ponytail. She wore black shooting gloves. For this outing, she wore no jewelry.

      The drivers did not bother with the niceties of parking. They stopped in the street. Genevieve saw her forward group covered the cross streets north and south. Antonio’s group would be right along. She threw the car door open and hopped out. She strode to the front door, back stiff, the point of a vee, ten men behind her. The front door was locked. She used the key Walt gave her and went in, flipping the light switch out of habit. Of course, the lights did not come on. The warriors behind her switched on flashlights, and the place was bright.

      Walt had taped the windows. This was an attempt to keep out contaminants. She heard water dripping in the kitchen. She went in and turned the cold tap harder to the right. The drip stopped. She checked the fridge and freezer. She looked in the cabinets. They were empty. There was no food in the house. She saw no dirty dishes in the sink or counter. She walked back into the living room. Not so much as a paperclip was out of place. In the corner was the little desk with Walt’s desktop computer on it. Next to it, farther out in the room, was the dining table, the workplace where Walt expended the years of his life, night and day, correcting essays. There was no stack of essays on it now. She looked in the bathroom, even behind the shower curtain. She looked in the hallway coat closet. She looked everywhere but the spot she knew he must lie.

      Genevieve took a breath and walked to the bedroom. Walt was on the bed. He’d begun to change, so he’d cut his wrists. She saw his childhood Boy Scout knife where he’d dropped it on the mattress. She saw the deep cuts running almost vertically on his forearms and the blood soaked into the bed. There had been no hesitation. The fungus scale was visible on his hands, around his nose, and near his eyes. She looked at her lover, and then she turned and left the bedroom. She exited the house. Genevieve noted that Antonio was walking beside her. She got into a van, and Antonio slid behind the wheel.

      “Find some means to notify the Dirty Girl. Tell them our mission failed. We are returning to ship. Exercise full precautions. Tell the ship’s engineers to prepare for departure as soon as we are on board. Set up decontamination showers on land. We have to get away from this pestilence, the sooner, the better. Use bleach solution everywhere, on everything.”

      Antonio guided the van down the hill toward Elliot Bay.

      “Antonio, your people are in Sicily, am I right?”

      “Yes, my captain. My family lives in the central mountains.”

      “Are you close to them?”

      “They seem very happy when I visit.”

      “Old friend, forgive me for asking. Do you think they are alive?”

      “I would not think so. Not now.” Antonio kept his eyes on the street.

      “They murdered our hearts. They took our friends, our families, and our lovers. Those who support us, those we support. Are they all dead? Antonio, I’ll go with you to Sicily, now, today, in full force, and we’ll find your family if any of them survive.”

      “And the families of the other crew members? Should we travel to Macau to find them dead as well? To Helsinki? To Tampa? Where would it end?”

      “Then let’s find these space monsters. I’d like to have a word with them.”

      “How shall we survive until such time as we can hold this conversation, my captain?”

      “There’s no better question than that, Antonio. I surmise there are two types of people on this side of the turf right now: those currently infected or those soon to be infected. We have to live at sea. It’s shipboard life for us. But I want resources. Dirty Girl needs a tender, a big one, for three helicopters. Fly us to the wharf. Tell the other choppers to fly behind us in formation. Let’s go repo a cargo ship. We’ll meet up with Chen Mei and Malcolm in San Diego. And then we’ll seek revenge.”

      As per usual, what seemed fast and easy to say took time and effort to accomplish. But before too many days elapsed, Genevieve stood on the beach of the same resort where Raul fell to his death. Now that marina stood uninhabited. The Dirty Girl rested in her slip at the marina, and a Huey helicopter clicked as it cooled nearby. A cargo ship with two more helicopters aboard it followed just days behind. On its transom was the cargo ship’s name in clear, stenciled letters: Working Woman.

      Genevieve held her new Toledo sword. She named it Wootz. With Wootz, she wrote in the sand, well above the waves. “Genevieve stands ready.” She straightened up and took a place beside Antonio and her raiding party. They would see who The Fallen would send their way.

      Above them, a bald eagle flew in broad, flat circles. The food it required was disappearing. A fungal infection was spreading from its feet and legs. Its lifelong mate had toppled from their nest and was dead when it landed. The eagle population was too small now to reverse course. It could never return to previous numbers. Genevieve watched the eagle circle high above. The bird whistled and pitched its wings for a dive. It swooped and flew at their group. The eagle banked sharply and lifted as it came near to them on the beach. Genevieve could swear it looked into their eyes as it passed. They heard the whoosh of its wings beating the air. It rose rapidly. Her crew of bloody-handed killers watched the eagle’s acrobatics. They sighed at the beauty of the eagle’s performance. It seemed to her the eagle flew for sheer joy. The eagle’s valor and pride transported them.

      The eagle was a point in the sky. And then the point grew larger. She could see now that the eagle had folded its wings. It plummeted with terminal velocity. She heard Malcolm’s voice. “No! Not that. Oh God.” He did not quite sob. The eagle’s descent was not a controlled dive. It was a fall, and the eagle made no last-ditch effort to recover. The raptor slammed into the hard, smooth surface of the sea. It was a piece of refuse now, a broken thing, no different from any flotsam in the tide.
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      Like all members of the Cat Tribe, she thought without thinking. She felt in pictures too complex for words. A wrongness from not here shook her and the mountain both while she hunted away from the den, and that shaking pulled rocks down upon the entrance and blocked her from the cubs. She could hear them breathe and mew. She could smell them. She could not see them or reach them. She scratched and chewed on the rocks that blocked her, shrieking in fury and fear. And then came two humans to her den, somehow increasing her fury and fear, and they pulled the rocks away and made their way in, to her babies, and she ran to kill the humans and die in so doing, but they emerged with her babies and set them at the foot of a tree, and she raced with the cubs one at a time to a safe crack in a cliff, and then the humans were gone. But she witnessed, and she held fast to the image of those humans who brought her cubs from the den. She held fast until she felt the wrongness from not here create a cyclone that sucked her humans into the sky and spat them out to their deaths. She howled her hatred at the stars, at the face of the night sky, at nothing but rabbits and deer. A thousand miles away, God’s Finger, not knowing that he heard her, heard her in his sleep. God’s Finger began then in his spirit to turn toward where she seethed, not knowing yet of his own turning.
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        * * *

      

      Emerson Beekman pulled his Miata into a spot for compacts. The Miata was five years old now, and Beekman felt ten years older. He’d come to the big Spring Blowout Sale at Bonmeyer’s Nursery. Really, it was still too soon for flowering annuals and far too late for bulbs. That left shrubs and trees. This included roses. He was in the market for a good Peace, but first-class hybrids did not come cheap, and Beekman, who just four years previously felt almost rich on his retirement pension, now knew the ragged bite of inflation. At this rate, he mused, in eight years, when he’d be too old to even walk, he’d live in a cardboard box and eat Alpo out of the can with his fingers.

      Beekman felt quite a bit less self-contained than he had. He was lonely more these days, and he missed his wife. Sylvia’s absence was palpable. The ache of loss curled his spirit into a tight ball.

      He stood up from the Miata and looked over the parking lot, half of which Bonmeyer converted to garden inventory for the event. His eyes scanned the aisles and soon enough focused on the roses. The day was glorious, mid-seventies, no clouds, a light breeze. He walked over to the rose display and stood admiring the potted climbers, hedge specimens, multifloras, grandifloras, floribundas, and hybrids. Among the hybrids was Peace, and those on sale looked healthy. Thery were forty dollars. Well, dirty word, he thought. Dirty word. His Social Security dropped on the fourth Wednesday of the month. His ATF pension check went in on the first. Today was Monday the twenty-fourth. Why was he here two days early? Evermore, Beekman felt himself an idiot.

      Still, Beekman repeated to himself, the day was beautiful. And something drew him here, the sale, the beauty of the day, the pink and creamy perfection of Peace roses. The parking lot sale was not too crowded. Most shoppers found their way to the lawn fertilizer, but he was not entirely alone in the rose section. Another man stood there, in his thirties, athletic, alert, not looking at roses. He was looking at Beekman.

      Beekman looked back calmly. Nodded. Smiled. “Nice day to look at roses.”

      The man stepped up within five feet and said clearly, “I am not Sylvia’s courier carrying a message from God.” Beekman grew dizzy. He heard the blood rushing in his ears. His vision went all to mosaics, and he felt himself starting to topple. He grabbed onto a plastic lamppost made to look like wrought iron. It steadied him. He breathed in and out, taking three deep breaths. He looked up. The world swam back into focus. The man still stood there, five feet away.

      “Well, what else? You must have more,” Beekman managed.

      “You are Emerson Beekman, retired cop. ATF. You get very mysterious little handwritten notes regarding relatively small emergencies. You wonder if your deceased wife sends these notes. You and your pal Jim Sanders, the retired religion prof, go haring across the country to save the victims, and sometimes you require saving yourself.”

      Beekman said, “I won’t ask how you know this.”

      “If we live in a world where Emerson Beekman gets little mission objectives from God, then we can also live in a world where a fellow can be briefed on this activity. I’m Anders. People call you Beekman. Can I call you that? Doesn’t matter.

      “What matters is this: You have been chasing minor emergencies. All your life, no matter how big the score or how numerous the perps, it’s all been small-time, Beekman. I, we, need you. Help us please. People are in danger, more people than you can imagine, and worse danger than you have ever encountered.”

      He paused for breath. Beekman asked, “So what is the emergency? Why approach me at Bonmeyer’s Nursery? And who sent you?”

      Anders said, “The Triplets sent me. They gave me your name.”

      “The Triplets do not exist. They are a myth evoked to trouble the sleep of newbie agents.”

      “They exist. We spoke in person⁠—"

      “In person, you say!”

      “Yes, in person, just three days ago. They gave me your name. We’ve no time. What you don’t believe about The Triplets does not matter. The Fallen exist like you exist. Drive the Miata home. Feed the dog. Drink coffee with Jim and pick his brain. Pack your bags. Then find a quiet moment and unspool your tendrils.”

      “My what, now?”

      “You know, relax, and put your thoughts out on the ether. See what you can pick up, Beekman. We need you to point God’s Finger at our target. More soon.”

      With that, Anders walked away across the parking lot. Beekman watched Anders turn left and disappear around the building. He stood motionless, staring into space, still clutching the plastic light pole. After a minute, God’s Finger walked the few paces to his Miata and drove home with no Peace in hand.
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        * * *

      

      Beekman and his friend Jim Sanders had decided upon the experiment after several hours of coffee and then port and now scotch. Beekman did not suspect even for a moment that his friend had talked to anybody about the hidden and mysterious part of his retirement. And Jim even suggested what Anders suggested: If one crazily impossible condition can exist, then so can two. If Sylvia’s ghost could take an interest in the world and communicate with Beekman, then so could The Triplets exist. Or three guys calling themselves The Triplets.

      They were out of port and low on scotch. Beekman had a sheet of butcher paper spread out on the kitchen table. He wrote on it with a thick marking pen. After some effort, he held it up against the kitchen cabinet. He said, “How’s it look, Jim?”

      The sign read, Hey Triplets! I’m broke. Prove you exist. Send money! Beekman.

      Jim said, “Looks great to me. Let’s give it a shot.”

      Beekman carried the sign outside and placed it on the picnic table. He put some stones on the corners so the breeze would not take it away.

      Jim said, “Okay. So now what?”

      As if in response, the phone rang. It was in the kitchen, on the counter where Beekman had set it. Beekman and Jim walked inside. Beekman picked up the phone, switched to speaker, and said, “Hello.”

      A female voice, pleasant, a little husky, said, “Take a look.” Then the line went dead.

      Jim shook his head. He asked, “The hell does “take a look” mean?”

      “It means check my account,” Beekman said. He rolled his thumb across the phone’s screen, stopping on the bank app. He signed in, looked for a moment at his balance, whistled tunelessly, and showed the phone’s screen to Jim.

      Jim said, “Good God, Beekman. Are you going to call the bank and tell them there’s been a mistake?”

      Beekman said, “Why call the bank? The money is real. The Triplets are real. They’re using satellites.”

      He made a new sign. It said, in big, bold magic-marker letters, “Tell Anders I’m in. Ask him what’s next.” He carried it out to the yard and placed it on the picnic table.
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        * * *

      

      Beekman felt no surprise to learn that Anders, now calling himself “Breaker,” could pilot choppers. Breaker met God’s Finger in Gallop at the municipal airport. He led Beekman to a red and black Bell 407. Breaker said, “Light armor. Bulletproof glass.”

      Beekman was familiar with many helicopters and intimate with several. He admired the machine.

      Breaker said, “I’ll land us where the car crashed like you asked. This is just to reconnoiter. We’ll go in armed, but not with armament. We’ve got no backup. We’re just taking a quick look-see. You get set to unspool those mental tendrils, okay?”

      Two days prior, God’s Finger and Breaker had met in Gallup. They drove a rented Challenger two blocks off Harrison Boulevard to a huge cafeteria, Bobby’s Cattle Drive. Generally, diners waited in line for a table. Despite it being noon, the restaurant was nearly empty.

      Over coffee and chocolate cake, Breaker related the events on a crazy day not so long ago. He told Emerson how he’d stopped for coffee at a café off a lonely highway in the desert. Another couple was there eating and taking shelter from a hellacious storm. He’d overheard them speak of murder and gold. The storm grew worse, and fearing the triple-wide café might fly to pieces with them in it, they fled in their separate cars. Breaker survived, but the young couple died when a tornado lifted their car, carried it over a mile, and dropped them.

      Breaker went back to the desert weeks later. He found the couple’s car, and he found the two bodies. He also found gold bullion. Walking out, he came under attack by a mysterious, inimical force that took the form of desert creatures. Spiders and scorpions came for him en masse. A rattlesnake far bigger than the norm fought him, but Breaker lived. He walked out of the desert a millionaire.

      Emerson and Breaker drove to Ogden, then flew northwest for forty minutes, making good speed. Breaker brought them down at a point of the desert that was as bleak and barren as any in the Sonora. The two climbed out of the chopper. Beekman stretched and groaned as they walked around their landing spot. They each carried a carbine on a sling and a sidearm in a holster. In the chopper, they stored ten gallons of water. In canteens, they carried two gallons of water for a one-hour hike. They wore straw Stetsons and dark glasses.

      Underfoot was sand and gravel. Their chopper clicked and ticked as it cooled in the sun. Bleak and barren as it seemed to most observers, the Sonora looked beautiful to God’s Finger. He identified saguaro, agave, mesquite, and ocotillo. He spotted a black silky flycatcher take flight.

      Beekman stood still for a moment, then turned slowly in a complete circle. He closed his eyes for three seconds. Nothing. He detected nothing. He stepped into the shade of the chopper.

      Breaker said, “Let’s take a look at the smashed car.” He walked off across the desert, Beekman following. Above the two men circled three black vultures. The going was easy. The morning was young, and the mercury had not yet climbed high. The terrain rolled gently. From the top of a gravelly hillock, Beekman saw the remains of the smashed car just twenty yards off, not yet rusted. It was relatively recent, after all.

      The scene was exactly as Breaker had described. How horrible those last moments must have been for those two young people. Not for the first time, God’s Finger wondered how they’d come upon the bullion bars.

      He asked Breaker, “Where are the bodies?”

      Breaker nodded toward a pile of rocks thirty feet away.

      God’s Finger said, “Take me to the restaurant where you overheard them.”

      As they walked back to the chopper, clearly visible, Breaker said, “I’ll show you where the critters jumped me. We walked right through the area to reach the car.”

      Very soon, Breaker stopped and gestured to the general space around them. It looked exactly like every other little spot of gravel and cactus. He did not see a snake-throne.

      Nothing appeared untoward. Skills garnered from a lifetime at crime scenes did not reveal any clues. He closed his eyes and tried to feel for vibrations or itches or pulls or anything at all. Nothing. He heard a rattle close by, to his left. He took four quick paces right and looked. It was a sidewinder, just a little fellow, a baby. The bright, beautiful markings told him the snake had just molted.

      The little snake was striking in its black and brown herringbone suit. Prominent horns above the eyes announced to the world its membership in the local family of vipers. The baby rattler was perhaps thirteen inches long, and it formed a tight S on the ground fifteen feet away. It rattled nervously, a visual and auditory display. To Beekman, it seemed small and exposed. He feared a passing roadrunner might gobble it up. Beekman leaned forward for a better look at the pretty little beast, and it sprang. It flew like an arrow straight for his face. The jaws opened impossibly wide, and the fangs pointed directly at Beekman’s eyes.

      Before he could so much as wince, an explosion deafened him. His ears rang. He smelt burnt powder. Of the baby snake, there was no sign. He saw that Breaker held a 10mm Sig Sauer pistol in his right hand.

      “Well, that was fast,” said Beekman. “You’re a good shot. Thanks.”

      Breaker nodded.

      “I didn’t know they could fly,” Beekman said.

      “They can’t,” Breaker said.

      “Tell The Fallen I’m too old for this.”

      “They’ll just say that if you’re really too old, then we’re all going to die.”
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        * * *

      

      Beekman crawled out of the chopper that had landed about a hundred feet from a triple wide. They were just off an old highway running North-South from British Columbia to Mexico. The triple wide had a small gravel parking lot, perhaps big enough for five or six cars. Three wooden steps led to the entrance. In the window just left of the door hung a yellowed, fly-specked sign. It said, “Closed – Cerrado.”

      Beekman stood in the lot with Breaker. The sun was overhead now, and the day had quickly grown too warm. Beekman walked over to the wooden steps and sat on them. Breaker followed, standing over him.

      “Tell me again,” Beekman said, “what you can remember of their conversation. About where they found the gold. Do you know what happened to them?”

      “They did not mention the location of the gold. Something quite negative occurred, because the guy asked his girlfriend or wife, his partner, whatever, if she would still love him after what he’d just done.”

      “So, he killed somebody for the gold. Or killed somebody to keep the gold and save their own lives.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “You say he had a mouse gun in his pocket? And it had not been fired?”

      “Correct.”

      “And no mention of the location?”

      “No, just that they found more gold bars than they could ever count.”

      “Well, that would be fun,” Beekman said, “if we ourselves were not freshly minted billionaires, and if we had more than a few months before the entire lot of us faces extinction.”

      Beekman walked off across the parking lot, no destination in mind, kicking up little dust clouds in the gravel, lost in thoughts that began with nothing and led nowhere. He ambled over to inspect the crudely painted sign supported by two steel fenceposts. Someone had painted the peeling plywood in shaking letters: “Burgers. Fries. Shakes.” In the gravel between the poles, just visible in the sand, was a watch. A woman’s watch, he saw as he came up to it, small, delicate. Oval, the size of a cough drop. Gold. The bracelet was delicate. He stooped and picked it up, then carried it back to the wooden steps, where he sat down again.

      Breaker said, “Something?”

      “Something,” said God’s Finger.

      He held the watch up in the light to see it clearly. There were tiny white accent gems, probably diamonds, at each hour marker. The watch was a notch or two above the norm as such pieces went, not cheap, but not too fancy, either. It would rate high at the big online stores. Sylvia never wore one like it. The watch was not hers. His index finger felt an inscription on the caseback. He turned it over. In a crisp and clear inscription, it said, “Milepost 823.”

      “Bingo,” said God’s Finger. “Bingo, bingo, bingo.”
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        * * *

      

      In California’s Coastal Range, there are more than two hundred seventy-six named peaks.

      Beekman and Breaker stood alone on yet another gravel parking lot, this one carved into the side of a mountain and with a sign proclaiming it a scenic overview. A flexible, green marker proclaimed the spot Milepost 823. Their sleek Bell chopper had disgorged them and six fighters, then flown off to make room for a quick succession of six more identical helicopters, carrying, all-told, forty heavily armed fighters. Breaker deployed them in a wide perimeter. A park officer’s remains had been located in the rock debris at the bottom of the embankment.

      At this elevation, the temperature was significantly cooler. A Spotted Towhee and a Dark-Eyed Junco flitted past. The air was heavy with the aroma of ponderosa pine, the predominant conifer in this range. A single metal cable strung through wooden blocks warned cars back from the edge of the steep mountainside. Beekman peered over the edge. Far below he saw the glint of water, a silver ribbon in the distant treetops. God’s Finger heard the lonely, fierce cry of an osprey. He turned to face Breaker.

      “You scattered our forces out into the woods. You want to fight alone. Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      God’s Finger gestured to the slope rising above them. “Can you kill it by yourself, now, here, today?”

      “Stay by me, old man. You’re a cool old dude, and we need you around for the rest of the show. We sent drones up to show us the lay of the land and to spot out threats. We see steep hills, some cliffs, mountain stuff. No enemies. Unspool, Finger-Boy, unspool.”

      “Stop that. We’re probably going to die here.”

      Breaker pulled a collapsible aluminum cane from his rucksack, and with no explanation, handed it to Beekman. They began the hike.

      With no hesitation, Breaker led them upward, following an almost-indistinguishable path in the forest floor. He led them directly to the handholds and toeholds carved into the cliffs perhaps a thousand years ago, having seen and recognized them in the drone shots. He lifted and pushed God’s Finger through the hard spots. After an hour of uphill trudging and out-of-breath panting, they neared the rounded summit. Beekman’s thighs were on fire. Between gasps, he managed, “Stop! Stop for a moment! Let’s take a look around.”

      “Okay.” Breaker pulled the carbine into both hands from its sling on his shoulder. It was a Henry Big Boy in .45 Colt, a gorgeous weapon.

      Beekman tried to sit down against a fir. It seemed too much effort. He gave up and flopped down onto his back, arms stretched out. After a minute, he managed to sit up. He used the aluminum cane to lever himself to his feet. He looked around. He did not spot any scraps of paper with handwritten clues. And what would they say? “Behind this very cottonwood awaits the ogre”?

      Breaker said, “Catch your breath?”

      “Just about.”

      They climbed several yards. They made their way into an older burn, a small one. There were charred trunks in amid the grasses. The trees here were younger, greener. One nearby had been skinned. The bark had been torn away and lay about on the ground. The damage was recent; the exposed wood was bright-white and still running wet with sap. A few feet further, another Douglas fir sapling stood bark-less, almost trembling in shock. Ten feet further yet, he saw a pile of feces. It was large, wet, still covered with slimy mucous.

      They continued up, the slope now very gentle. A patch of ground to their left was wet. He looked at it closely. It was a seeping spring. He saw cress, bitterroot, and dagger pod growing in the mud. He saw a bear track, impossibly huge. As he looked, it filled with water.

      Drawing his handgun, God’s Finger shouted, “Bear! Bear! Bear!” A guttural roar disturbed the mountain’s birdsongs. He felt and saw a looming shadow. He looked up trying to see all of it. This close he could not see it, just the hairy belly of it. He scrambled behind a dead aspen and opened fire. The big 10mm jumped in his hands. A paw descended at him like the shovel of a backhoe. It smashed into the aspen behind which Beekman cowered. The tree disintegrated.

      He saw Breaker stand next to the hairy monster and fire round after round from his carbine at point-blank range. A flash of red light erupted from the beast. When his vision cleared, Beekman saw the grizzly, already impossibly huge, had grown by five feet. Beekman was not a man much given to cursing. “Fuck,” he shouted. “It’s twenty feet tall!”

      “Thirty feet!” shouted Breaker. He had his phone in his hands now and was pushing keys. The bear advanced on Breaker, crouching to lunge at him, when the air around the burn filled with armed Honeywell T-Hawk military drones. Breaker danced back from the bear, and the T-Hawks opened fire.

      The Finger of God scanned the area for a location at least nominally safer. He saw an old growth Ponderosa just a dozen feet down the hill. He ran to it, interposing its trunk between himself and the ursine hell-beast. At the base of this tree was a limestone rock, about three feet long. Carved clearly into the rock was an anthropoid, a stick figure, one such as children draw. It had two arms and two legs and a neck and a head. At the end of the arm lines were squiggles. The figure held sticks, staves, or snakes. Then he recognized it.

      God’s Finger swallowed his fear and stepped around the tree. “Viracocha, you coward! Fool! Oath-breaker! Idiot! Your mamma, the goddess of all-water, is a hot fuck! Ask anybody!”

      The ground shook. Lightning flashed from a blue sky. The drones dropped silently to the ground. Breaker ceased firing.

      Uber-Bear was gone. In its place stood a naked man. In each hand he grasped a writhing snake. He looked to be a hundred years old. His eyes were bright yellow. Grey, oily hair hung to his shoulders. He stared at God’s Finger.

      He raised the snakes toward Beekman, pointing them as though they were wands, darkness forming at the head of each poised viper. The ancient man opened his mouth, perhaps to speak. Behind the old man, Breaker had managed to lift a granite boulder above his head. He brought it down onto the ancient man’s skull.

      Lightning erupted from a blue sky. When Beekman’s vision cleared once more, the ancient, naked man was gone, and in its place a dead yearling black bear sprawled on the forest floor. It was barely larger than a cub, about the size of a German shepherd. It looked like a dirty wool coat. Beekman pitied it. Breaker spoke quietly into his cellphone. He placed the phone in his pocket and said,

      “Well, old boy, let’s head down.”

      “We did not kill it,” said Beekman.

      “I know.”

      “The biggest parts of it are still alive. I feel it.”

      “I know. But maybe we have a little more time. Let’s get you home for now. I have a speedy private jet waiting to whisk you away.”
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        * * *

      

      When the humans had left, the mountain lion emerged from hiding. More humans had arrived at her mountain this morning than she had known existed.

      She crept to the dead bear and sniffed it, ready to turn and flee. She growled. In a sudden fit of fury, she spat and raked her claws across its face three times. She roared at the sky. She stood over the dead bear and pissed on it. She scraped dirt onto it. Tail whipping side to side, she loped into the forest.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, a thousand miles away, Beekman awoke to the doorbell ringing. The clock told him it was 11:00 A.M. He climbed to his feet, put on his robe, and staggered to the door, opening it. On his step stood a striking woman in formal black livery. Behind her purred a Cadillac Celestiq limousine. She held out to Beekman a slender glass vase. It held one pink and cream Peace rose. He accepted the vase and flower. She smiled, bowed almost reverently, and walked to her car. She climbed into the limo, and it pulled away from the curb like a steamer departing the pier.

      He carried the flower inside. The aroma intoxicated him. He admired the rich delicacy of its petals. On a gold elastic string around the vase, he saw a note in a small envelope. He snapped it loose, pulled the little slip from the envelope, and read the hand-lettered contents.

      
        
        
        Proud lion at dawn,

        The solid gold of the sun,

        And this long-stemmed rose.
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            OCCASIONAL ROCKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jago, Jono, and Josto convened at the round conference table. At its center were two items in dramatic juxtaposition to each other: a delicate woman’s wristwatch, and a small boulder. Josto said, “Recapping what little we know. Whoever inscribed the rock used focused heat, likely laser. They inscribed the watch with a cutting tool, probably a diamond router. We can find trace signatures for both methods.

      “The watch barely rises above mediocre in design and component parts, but it’s bespoke. A master of his craft made the watch by hand to look like a commercial watch. How long would such a project require? Who would undertake such a crazy commission? Incredibly, the rock itself is bespoke, too. Somebody constructed the rock especially for the occasion, limestone apparently, but crystalline structures in its composition differ from all the other limestones in Oregon or the continent or on Earth.

      “At most, forty-five minutes elapsed between Emerson Beekman asking to visit the restaurant and his spotting the watch in the sand under the sign. How to have accomplished this so quickly?” He gestured at the watch. “And how did those who placed the watch under the sign know that God’s Finger would be along to find it exactly there, and that he would spot it before anybody else who might have pulled over to answer the call of nature?”

      Jono picked up the screed of questions. “Rocks with this inscription do not litter the area on the slopes above Milepost 823. There was only this one. God’s Finger ran right to it during the battle. Who could know that would occur?”

      Jago said in a voice almost a shout, “Who sent the flower? We didn’t. We should have, but we didn’t! Who did? A god would have made the bouquet materialize on the step, as he did the watch at the restaurant and the inscribed rock on the mountain.” To this he added in a softer voice, “Apparently.”

      Josto said, “While these incidents are mysterious, even bizarre, we cannot ascribe them to a supposed omniscient, omnipotent entity. A true god would simply alter reality with the merest twitch of its will. I’d wager that our allies, thus far demure in the extreme, are mortals like most humans, and they approach godhead because they travel, or their thoughts travel, through time.”

      Jono said, “But we do not know this. We do not know anything.”

      Josto said, “The flower, brothers! Who on Earth commands more power than we? I defy you to make a Peace rose appear before me in eight hours. Could you locate them? Could you bring them to me? Would they be fresh and aromatic? Would they be Peace roses? How did they do this? How? Grow me a perfect Peace rose overnight. I dare you.

      “That Valkyrie in livery! Did they pull her out of central casting? And the car! How many of that make and model are in Beekman’s little hometown? In his state? In that quadrant of the country? In the nation? Zero! Zip! None! Did our allies transport it with a rocket and drop-ship it with a Huey? Did they craft it from scratch in the hours before dawn?”

      Jono repeated woefully, “We do not know anything.”

      Jago said to his Fallen brothers, “We know something. We know the beast that Breaker calls the Midwest Mushroom Monster is still purulent in the heart of North America. What’s the doubling rate? Before we realize it, this version of our adversary will explode in size and consume the animal life in that hemisphere.”

      Josto said, “Our planet as a ball of mycelium circling the sun. Lovely.”

      Jago said, “Spores travel in the air. Who can fight it? Who can hide from the air itself? Sooner or later, the tanks deplete and the filters clog.”

      Jono said, “Let’s put Breaker onto our lucky little bank robber. Where is that serial felon? Does anybody have a clue?”

      Josto said, “God knows, but we haven’t been on speaking terms with God for what seems like forever.”
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            CORONADO

          

        

      

    

    
      Genevieve Cocklin stood on the beach, flanked by the sea on one side and a resort on the other. The resort was now defunct like every business. She looked out to sea. Her majordomo and pirate crew stood with her. From what they could tell, the resort, and apparently all of San Diego and Chula Vista, were lifeless. She held her new sword, Wootz, and her crew carried their machine pistols. She saw a bright green dot far out on the waves. It grew as they watched, and slowly it swam into clarity. They could hear its engines. Similar in shape to the tender they had stolen, it was common in shipping ports the world over. Its paint was new and its speed surprising. It slowed as it neared shallow water. Then she heard the ship’s bell, and she saw the anchor drop. A davit crane swung out. From it descended a cigarette boat. Quickly the narrow boat settled into the water. Almost at water level, a hatch opened on the larger ship. A man stepped into the sunlight and sprang nimbly into the cigarette boat. He turned, then, and helped another man to climb on board with him. The davit crane let loose its grip, freeing the tender. The first man sat behind the controls. The second man took a passenger seat. The boat roared to life. Its driver brought it around, and it raced toward the beach, the thunder of its engines rebounding across the bay.

      The pilot brought the boat’s prow right up onto the sand. He cut the engines and hopped out. He acknowledged Genevieve and her crew with a nod and turned to help the other man climb out. Genevieve could see the second man was older, perhaps a tad north of seventy. The pilot could be thirty, not more than thirty-five. The older man was tall, thin, and distinguished. He wore white linen pants, closed-toe sandals, a peach silk shirt, and a straw Panama hat. The younger man wore ragged, cut-off jeans, a grey tee, tennies with no socks, and a ballcap advertising tractors. Over his shoulder he’d slung a fully automatic assault rifle.

      The younger man surveyed her crew. His eyes landed on Genevieve, and he stepped right up to her. Beside her, Genevieve felt Antonio tense and inch toward her. Looking straight at her, the visitor said, “Genevieve Cocklin! I’m Anders Benson. Friends call me Breaker. This tall guy with me is Emerson Beekman. He just told me he feels like Venus on a clamshell. The Triplets asked me to recite this as soon as we met: “Everything we have is yours. Everything we can do to help, we will do.”

      “Welcome Emerson and Anders. The Triplets are generous. Was your journey easy?”

      Emerson spoke. “The journey was fast and dangerous. As we flew from Missouri to Portland, somebody shot missiles at our jet. Anders evaded them, and then somehow, he caused them to blow up.”

      “Countermeasure electronics,” said Anders.

      “And then some guys in pickups with shotguns tried to kill us when we refueled in Portland. Anders pulled a flame thrower seemingly from the air and burned them down. It was horrible.”

      “Needs must,” said Anders, shrugging.

      “Your journey was long,” Genevieve said. “You must be exhausted. There’s a tarp with tables and shade trees by the resort. I’ll have someone scare up coffee and rations. How big did you say is the crew on your vessel?”

      Breaker replied, “We think it came with five old geezers. Tight-lipped. There could be more. They were not trying to make friends.”

      Closer to the resort was a gazebo with nice picnic tables and padded sun loungers. Genevieve introduced the two guests to her officers. Antonio spoke with one of her crew. In minutes they had mugs of coffee and store-bought chocolate cookies.

      Genevieve began the conversation. “Our last mission had us at a remote location off the coast of Peru. The situation required extreme discretion, so we stayed onboard. When we returned to land, the old world was gone. Since then, we’ve gathered supplies, weapons, and intelligence. I managed to speak with The Triplets.

      “They told me there is a war, an invasion. They said we are losing that war. Fucking aliens from space are attacking us. They’re using a horrible plague, some kind of God-awful contagious fungal infection, to kill us.

      “Look out there at the slip. See the yacht with the trawler hull? That’s the Dirty Girl. She’s my baby. At the airport nearby, we hid a Boeing 737. We liberated a cargo ship to tend Dirty Girl. She’ll be along perhaps as soon as tonight. She’s a big girl, and we’ll have to locate a petroleum farm to keep her moving. We have two Huey’s parked in the tender. Antonio tells us there are one hundred seventy-five of us. We have experience. We do not hesitate to employ violence to achieve our ends. My people come first. I risk myself before I risk them. They eat before I eat. I pay them before I pay myself. I’m guessing money no longer has much value?”

      “True enough. People can’t find much use for money right now,” said Breaker.

      “When we managed to speak, The Triplets told me that more than half the population has died.”

      “Yes,” said Beekman.

      Genevieve said, “From what I can see, the enemy is killing all life, not just people. Right?”

      “It’s horrible,” said Beekman.

      “A person very important to me died. The enemy killed the families and friends of my crew. We seek revenge. We want blood. We have enough gold. The ones who hurt us—we have to kill them. Can you help?”

      Beekman said, “Anything, Genevieve. Anything. All that we have.” Breaker nodded.

      “We cannot stay on shore,” Genevieve said. “We’re alive only because we were remote when the bioweapons struck. We’ve been on shore too long. What can you offer us? We need bleach. We need a reliable source for Jet A-1, JP-8, regular diesel, and gasoline. We need industrial 3D printers. We need a GP and an infectious disease specialist. We need respirators and filters. We need ships’ machinists and carpenters. We need armament of every sort, the bigger the better.” She ran down.

      Breaker spoke. “Speaking of weapons, I cannot pass by the opportunity to praise that beautiful sword.”

      “We brought it up from the wreck off Peru. There’s not another like it.” Beekman was closest, so she handed it to him to hand to Breaker. When Beekman had the sword in his hand, he said “Bingo” and stood up. He carried the sword away from them. Antonio’s eyebrows went up.

      Ten paces away, as though the spada da lado were fragile glass, he set it down on the dying lawn. He stepped back and walked around it, never taking his eyes from it. He sat down on the ground beside it and gazed at it intently. He closed his eyes. Genevieve looked at Breaker.

      “What’s he doing? Is he, like, okay? Should we be concerned?”

      “He’s saving our lives. It’s this thing he does. He’s good at that and at making peanut butter cookies. They’re killer, and they stay soft and chewy. So, we let him hang around.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “In tone, but not in fact. Emerson Beekman makes clues appear. Little notes write themselves and materialize under his teacup. Sometimes he doesn’t require written clues. He just stares into space, and then he knows. The Fallen call him ‘God’s Finger.’ He points at what we need to know or where we have to go or who we need to kill.”

      “The Fallen?”

      “You call them The Triplets.”

      Genevieve said, “So, if I’m reading this right, my new sword triggered some kind of epiphany?”

      “Yes. Looks like it.”

      Beekman rose slowly, wincing. He pressed his hand to the small of his back. He bent and picked up the Toledo Wootz. He held it by the quillons, the hilt next to his ear, and shook the sword up and down. He frowned and shook the sword again, harder. He carried the sword to Genevieve and handed it to her.

      “Here. You try,” he said.

      She accepted her sword, held it near her ear as God’s Finger held it, and shook it. She heard something shift inside. There was no doubt. She looked at Beekman. He looked back expectantly. On the table was a pile of paper napkins under a rock. She folded several over the pommel to improve her grip and twisted. Gold does not rust. Under moderate force, the pommel loosened. She twisted it off and peered into the cavity within the hilt. Gingerly she pulled the hilt from the tang. She tilted the hilt over her open hand. A tiny box fell into her palm.

      “Do not open it,” said The Breaker of Visions.

      “My captain,” said Antonio, “Mr. Beekman is correct. We must proceed surgically now.”

      God’s Finger said, “Breaker is the diplomat here and speaks for The Fallen. I came along for one task, it turns out: to locate that little item.” He nodded at the little box in Genevieve’s hand. “My talent is never trivial. We’re at a nexus. We must proceed cautiously. I’d say send it on to The Fallen⁠—”

      “No,” said Genevieve.

      “—but how could we send it to them fast? And can we guarantee its safety? Genevieve, you should hang onto this. It is yours, after all. But we must study it right away. Nothing else matters so much now.”

      “Malcolm!” shouted Genevieve.

      “Here, boss.” He was standing beside her.

      “You’re great, Malcolm. We need a sanitary theater, a controlled environment. We need bright light and strong magnification. We need chemical testing kits. Our tender had a big crew. How is her sickbay?”

      “You’re asking if there’s a dissecting gloving system onboard. Well, no. She does not have facilities for containing a hazardous outbreak like hemorrhagic fever. But I can jury-rig something. The space is big.”

      “Malcolm, I can’t delegate this to you and send you off with that package, whatever it is. If something goes wrong, I should take the hit, not you. How far out is the tender?”

      “She’s making top speed. I figure six hours,” Malcolm said.

      She looked at Breaker. “How many can fit into that speed-wagon?” She pointed at the cigarette boat.

      “Eight max,” said Breaker.

      “There’s seven of us.” Genevieve turned to her third. “Chen Mei, You’re in command until my return. Security first and last. Find preserved rations, canned food, microwave meals, oatmeal, flour, anything to eat with a long storage life. Find bottled water—little bottles, five-gallon bottles, whatever. I intend to return within five, six hours. She looked at the rest of the small group: her guests, Antonio, Malcolm, and the engineer, Dmytro. She said, “The sooner started, the sooner done. Let’s hit it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dmytro led them to Working Girl’s sickbay. They stood in a circle around Malcolm, the metal table, and the box that rested in the center. Above it was a high-intensity light. They wore surgical gowns and full-face respirators with goggles. Malcolm wore surgical gloves. So too did Genevieve. She handed him tools and adjusted the light as Malcolm requested. He wore a visor fitted with magnifying loupes. A mounted camera with a macro lens stood off to the side. It instantly replayed the procedure on a big screen mounted to the wall.

      “There’s a coating over the container.” He peered through the lenses, squinting. “Likely beeswax hardened by time. Or a glue. I think I see a seam around the edge. I’m trying to pare off some of this covering material. There, that’s got it.” He used an artist’s paintbrush to chase away some specks. The covering, transparent and yellowed, came off in four pieces. He brushed them carefully aside. He held the little object up. His audience stared at the big screen. “Looks like horn, like cow’s horn.”

      “Ot tortoiseshell,” said Genevieve. “It’s a pretty little thing.”

      Malcolm held a metal rule to the little box. “Two inches long. One inch wide. One-half inch thick. That seam is clearly visible now. Captain?”

      “Let’s find out, Malcolm,” she said.

      Breaker said, “Crack that puppy open.”

      Malcolm used a scalpel to trace the seam around the circumference. His hands were steady. He repeated that operation twice more. The seam was more visible now, darker and deeper. Malcolm set down the scalpel and picked up a dental probe. He chose a spot and pressed the point between the halves so it barely went in. He pulled the probe free and pushed the point into another spot, just breaking the seal. He repeated this six times. He used the scalpel’s blade to pry a little crack into the seam. He set the box down on the table and lifted the top half off, setting it to the side. In the carved interior of the tiny box there were three little curled objects resembling nothing so much as cinnamon sticks. Beneath them was a scrap of parchment, tightly folded.

      “I’ll set the bark shreds aside and try to open the message.” Malcolm used two sets of tweezers, one in each hand. There were three folds. Slowly, wincing with each tiny movement, he opened the first fold. It made a cracking sound, but the parchment neither tore nor turned to dust. He took a deep breath and exhaled. He held the parchment down with his left tweezers and opened the second fold with his right. His movements were deft but smooth. They could see the message. The ink was brown with age and the parchment nearly so, but the words were clear.

      
        
        Majestad, pero la cantidad más pequeña bajo la lengua sólo una vez para usted y los que desea salvar. Este es Fantasma Rojo. Soy su obediente prima. Isla.

      

      

      From her pocket, Genevieve pulled her phone. It would not send or receive, but the camera worked. She snapped three shots from different angles. Malcolm’s camera on its tripod still recorded its video. She stared at the message. The ink was brown with age, and the parchment nearly so. “Does it appear to be in a woman’s hand?”

      God’s Finger said, “Yes, appears so.”

      Genevieve asked, “Emerson, do you speak Spanish?”

      God’s Finger cleared his throat. He read, “Your Majesty, but the smallest amount under your tongue just once for you and those you wish to save. This is Red Ghost. I am your obedient cousin. Isla.”

      Breaker said, “I just have to state for the record there’s no way that dried bark is an effective prophylactic drug or cure for the fungal disease. We need to determine what the substance really is. If it’s bark, what kind of bark? Further, we need to culture some of the fungus and see what happens if we inoculate it with bark juice. And can we run a chromatography test? Maybe somebody can synthesize it.”

      God’s Finger asked, “Where is the scabbard?”

      “We never found it,” said Genevieve. “I wish we had.”

      “Where did you find the sword within the wreck?”

      Antonio said, “I saw the tip of the blade poking through the silt. It was near the mizzenmast where the sterncastle would have been.”

      Malcolm said, “You know, there is just the tiniest bit of bark dust loose in the bottom of the box.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not hungry just now,” said Breaker.

      God’s Finger said, “Testing with human subjects at this juncture might not be the best course.”

      Genevieve said to Breaker, “Return us to Dirty Girl so we can pull away from the marina. I do not want my people on land.”

      They stripped off their gowns and gloves and removed the respirators. They stepped into the passageway. Genevieve pulled Malcolm to her and gave him a hug and a wet kiss on the cheek. She said, “Did anybody ever tell you you’re great?”

      “Now and then,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      God’s Finger, The Breaker of Visions, and Genevieve sat in Dirty Girl’s salon. They were making good time, and after just two hours, they rendezvoused with Working Woman. Just aft and to the starboard was the vessel that had brought the visitors. They drank iced tea. They smelled like swimming pools. Everybody on board smelled like swimming pools. Under her direction, Dmytro adjusted chemical levels in the resort pool to just below toxic, and she insisted that all parties strip to their skivvies and take a dip. There were piles and crates of new department store clothes next to the pool.

      Genevieve said, “I was too hasty when we spoke. Malcolm broke one of those sticks in half for me. We wrapped it, sealed it, and taped it. It’s in this little bubble envelope. Here. Study it.” She handed the fat envelope to God’s Finger.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      She turned to The Breaker of Visions. “I told you I spoke to those three—The Fallen, as you call them. They would send you, they said, to show me the location of the enemy. We located the object of your desire, and that pleases me. But now you must tell me: Where are my enemies?”

      “Finger-Boy, answer the lady. She’s beautiful and deadly. She wants to help. Her request is utterly apropos,” said Breaker.

      “Working on it,” said God’s Finger.

      She said, “I have found it is helpful to target practice when I’m solving a problem.”

      “You two go ahead,” said God’s Finger. “I’ll stay here in the shade and let my tendrils unspool.”

      She looked a question at Breaker. He said, “I taught him how to say that. It means he’s going to stay here and coax his stubborn brain into finding your target.”

      She and Breaker left the salon and walked to the prow. She opened a lazarette and handed out two shotguns and two boxes of shells. Just to the port of the bowsprit was an aluminum trap machine pointing out to sea. Genevieve unwound a pedal control. “Think you can beat me?” she asked.

      “I really doubt it. I’m no shotgunner. I never really went hunting. I buy chicken at the grocery store.”

      Genevieve said, “I shoot to help me think. Let me rephrase that. I shoot to help me NOT think. It’s like bowling, shooting pool, and golfing. The competition is in your head. When I aim, I don’t think.”

      As she spoke, they thumbed shells into their shotguns. He was pushing in the sixth shell when he heard the trap machine actuate. The butt was in his shoulder, his cheek was on the stock, and the bead was three feet in front of the target. Breaker squeezed the trigger. The target disintegrated and the shotgun bucked. His ears rang. “Beginner’s luck,” he said.

      Genevieve looked at Breaker with new admiration. She was not impressed that he had hit the target. She was impressed that he brought his piece to bear so fast she did not see it occur, despite her looking right at him.

      “You’re fast,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      God’s Finger paced in the yacht’s salon. Through the ports he saw blue sky and blue-green water. The chop was light. He realized now they’d traveled to San Diego under false pretenses. The Fallen had sent him out to locate the target that he found in the hilt of Genevieve’s sword. The Fallen had told Genevieve he would come to help them in their fight. Genevieve and her crew (in his mind he called it Group Genevieve) counted on him to point the way. They’d stood on the beach waiting for him, for Cripe’s sake, and he had nothing for them. They stood on the beach, and he would by God find some way to help them.

      Where was the enemy, really? In the Andes? In Detroit? Hong Kong? How should he know? The enemy might be on land. It might float in the air, for pity’s sake, an airborne jellyfish. It could be in the water below Dirty Girl right now. Why not? Why could the enemy NOT be attacking them from the depths at this moment? Then God’s Finger knew. BINGO!

      Emerson was on his feet. He ran for the salon’s sliding doors. He pushed the button, waited for the sliding door to open. He ran through the dining salon and pushed another doorway button. The door slid open, and he was on the starboard gangway racing for the prow. He was shouting, “Below! Below! Attack from below!” He could see Breaker and Genevieve on the deck. Breaker was facing him. God’s Finger cried “Attack from under water! Attack! Attack! Alarm! Alarm! Alarm!” He could see that Breaker saw him and heard him now. In a flash, Breaker’s demeanor changed from nominal boredom to alert fighting stance. A metal dome the size of a beachball rose out of the water behind Genevieve.

      Genevieve saw the change in Breaker’s face. She heard a commotion. She turned and saw God’s Finger running toward them. He was shouting. Her ears rang and she could not hear what he said. Crew members paused work to stare at him. Breaker raised his shotgun and pointed it at Genevieve’s face. She dropped to her knees and Breaker fired. She heard buckshot slam into metal at very close range. From her kneeling position, she saw Antonio leap from the flybridge to the main deck. She stood and turned to the sea. Four feet away was a metal sphere. A dent showed where the buckshot struck, and cracks radiated from it. Another sphere rose silently from the sea. It was as close as the first. She jacked a round into the chamber and fired at the new sphere. Breaker placed four more rounds onto the first one. He fired faster than a person should be able to pump rounds and pull a trigger. The sphere dropped into the water. She shot five more times. She did not want to take time to reload. She stepped to the mounted machine gun and pulled the protective tarp off. She flipped the safety lever down and sprayed bullets at the second sphere. It fell in pieces into the sea. A third sphere flew straight at their prow. Antonio fired the machine pistols he held in each hand. In moments, a hundred rounds smashed against the shell of the sphere, deforming it. It grew red and dropped into the water. It exploded and a gout of foam shot into the air.

      Genevieve took stock. The four stood together on the main deck near the prow. She heard sirens, and she looked to the vessels in their group. A sphere hovered over the cargo ship that had delivered Breaker and God’s Finger. The sphere emitted a yellow shaft of light. The shaft came down like a chef’s knife across the vessel. It sliced the ship in two. The two halves stood up straight for several seconds. Then they sank beneath the waves.

      A little rocket streaked from Working Woman. It left a trail of smoke. It looked and sounded like a firework. The rocket’s payload compartment was full of high explosives. When the little rocket struck the target, the sphere became a fireball and then a puff of dirty smoke.

      “Dmytro,” Genevieve cried, “I love you!” As she shouted this, two military drones rose above Working Woman. Two more rose above Dirty Girl. Antonio stood inches from her. She faced him and looked into his eyes. They said nothing aloud.

      She walked away from the tight group and shouted, “Malcolm! Where are you?” He was coming onto the deck from the gangway. He held the remote control for the drones.

      “Before you ask, Boss, there were no signs of them before the strike. Radar and sonar showed nothing. Not a ping. Not a blip. Until they attacked, they were invisible to our instruments, such as they are.”

      “Send five crew members to Working Woman to help Dmytro fire rockets. Set up crow’s nests on both vessels to be manned 24/7. They are to detect and warn us of underwater incursions. Send our six meanest men to Naval Base San Diego. Likely it’s deserted. Still, it will be tough to crack, and it will be dangerous as hell. They’ll know what to grab but tell them depth charges and mines are priority. Tell them Quickstrike Manglers are my current favorite. The base is like five miles from here. Speed, Malcolm. Move fast.”

      She turned to her guests. “Emerson. Anders. I’m glad you’re both alive. Let’s sit down.” She nodded at Antonio. She led them into the salon. They sat on leather wingbacks. She turned to Breaker. “I thought you were going to kill me.”

      Breaker said, “How could I harm the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met?”

      She said to God’s Finger, “You knew a minute before we did. Something tickled a tendril?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you repeat this, but with more lead time?”

      “I can give you map coordinates now,” said God’s Finger. “Until today, my talent never contemplated checking below the water. Suddenly, my perspective has doubled, more than doubled.”

      “This is good news.” She turned to Breaker. “Now your ship. You said there were five crew members?”

      Breaker said, “That’s all we saw. There could have been fifty. We stayed in our quarters.”

      “If I send you back to Seattle in the morning, can you arrange transportation to your base in the Midwest?”

      “Not from Sea-Tac, no. Madness reigns there. Spokane has an airport. Can you get us that far?”

      “Yes.” She turned to God’s Finger. “Can you give me the list of targets at breakfast?”

      “Yes, I can draft it before bed. I just need good maps and charts.”

      “You ran out onto the deck to give warning. You came unarmed. You sprinted along the gangway on a moving ship. That little chain rail won’t stop anybody from going into the drink. I hold you in high regard, Mr. Beekman, high regard indeed.”

      “Well,” said God’s Finger, “it wasn’t all that, really.” His face was red. He looked at the floor.

      She said, “Since we left Seattle, I’ve been stuck in a reacting loop. Bad things happen, and I react. If this continues, we’ll die. We have to attack. There’s no other way.

      “I’ll say goodbye now rather than tomorrow. Emerson, Anders, I hope we survive to meet again.”
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        * * *

      

      Genevieve kept the owner’s cabin, despite her protestations that it was too grand. Antonio stayed with Genevieve through long strategy sessions, repair issues, and personnel matters. Late in the night, the endless bits of business subsided at last. The end of day finally took her to bed. Next to Genevieve’s cabin door, Antonio slid down the wall to sit on the hallway’s floor. Dirty Girl was a world of sounds night and day. The sea made its own unceasing susurrus, and Antonio heard the wash of waves tickling the skin of the yacht, compressors turning on and off, the wind, and now, as every night since they left Seattle, there were sobs that came from the owner’s cabin. Antonio waited outside her cabin until the sobs quieted, then ceased. He pictured Genevieve breathing regularly, asleep at last. Only then did he take himself to his quarters and climb into his cot.
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      Jim Sanders and Emerson Beekman sat on canvas chairs under the pergola. Jim had a little pad of paper on the picnic table, and he doodled furiously with a red rollerball as he spoke. It seemed to Beekman that had Jim aged considerably since he had left the classroom five years ago. Beekman had read that the elderly undergo age spurts just as children undergo growth spurts. This bit of knowledge depressed him.

      Jim slapped the picnic table. He said, “I think I fell upon a metaphor that might shed some light. We are symbionts, Emerson. Well, you're a symbiont. From the Voodoo perspective, you’re a horse, and so is Breaker of Visions. Powers ride you. The powers provide what you need, in your case a big-event-compass. And you provide what the powers need, and we have no idea what that might be. Really, this is the best explanation.”

      God’s Finger pulled a jar of ibuprofen from the kitchen cabinet above the sink. “It wants my brain cells, Jim. The power is eating my brain cells.”

      “You’re hungover, Emerson. A hangover is eating your brain cells. I prescribe a large gin and tonic. As for those who ride—are they aliens? I don’t see spaceships in the driveway. Did they evolve here, with us?”

      Beekman held his face in his hands and groaned. “I hope those who ride us let me rest here in the paddock today. I don’t want to jump the fence, run to the river, and race with the others after the fox. I’m not up to it.”
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        * * *

      

      When Breaker called upon him, God’s Finger had pointed on the map to Puerto Vallarta, so within sixteen hours, the Breaker of Visions piloted a Gulfstream G500 to the Mexican Riviera. The city seemed oddly quiet. Now he sat in a rented Hyundai in the parking lot at Pepe Toro’s. He felt like a grungy alley cat sneaking up on a brilliant cardinal. Logically, approaching the target and his friends should not be difficult. After all, Breaker’s purpose was to help them save their own lives and everyone else’s. Breaker was a life preserver in Slipknot’s life, and although Breaker very much preferred girls, certainly that made him no threat to The Slipknot. Breaker’s mere appearance should not, in itself, seem sufficiently dangerous to spook The Slipknot.

      Pepe Toro’s was a busy gay nightclub, and it had been at the center of Puerto Vallarta’s gay scene for decades. The club was two blocks from the beach and high-rise hotels. Breaker felt the throb of the bass emerge through the club’s open doors. He climbed out of the rental car to stretch his legs. He walked over to a little Oxxo station on the corner, used the facilities, and bought a bottle of water. He walked back to the car. Down the street, just visible through the native pines, Breaker saw the ocean’s waves glisten. The club’s lights flashed in time with forty-year-old disco tunes. He approached his rented car and cursed. The front-left tire was flat.

      The Hyundai’s trunk held a cheap jack and a small spare. There was nothing to it, Breaker supposed, but to set to work. The jack operated in the normal fashion. A knob fit into a hole in the frame, and the lug wrench doubled as the jack handle. In a few minutes, Breaker had the hub cap and lug nuts off. Flashing rainbow neon from the bar’s entrance provided light for the job. As he worked, Breaker considered the flashing lights and thumping disco sound. The overall absence of customers was most striking. He wriggled the flat tire on its rim and began to pull it away from the car, but to his horror, Breaker watched the jack’s ratchet bar fold in half, and as it did, the car came down on Breaker’s left hand faster than Breaker could react. The pain stopped thought, and he cried out. He saw that next to his trapped wrist was the jack’s base—precisely the same height as his hand. That base was sharing a good part of the car’s weight. His phone was on the car seat. He lay flat on the asphalt, hard to spot. Breaker took several deep breaths and prepared himself to call out for help.

      A voice behind him said, “You’ve got yourself in a pickle.” A man leaned down and looked at Breaker from close up, studying his hand and his face.

      “Hey,” the man said over his shoulder. “I bet the three of us can lift this car enough to let the guy skitter loose. What do you think?”

      A second voice said, “We only need about an inch of clearance.”

      A third voice said, “I see a brick next to the dumpster. We can push it under that frame’s edge when we get enough height.”

      Several moments passed. The first voice said, “Slowly now, on three.”

      From that point, the procedure was simplicity itself. Gently, the three men lifted the car enough to nudge the brick under the frame and allow Breaker to pull his hand clear. He sat on the ground, cradling his hand. He saw no blood. Afraid to move his fingers, he experimentally wriggled them anyway. The pain was like hammer blows, but his fingers moved.

      The one closest asked, “Can you stand up?” Breaker could see the three of them now. They were young, several years shy of thirty. The speaker extended his hand, and Breaker accepted it with his right. He stood up, took a breath, and looked around. His three rescuers stood facing him, managing to smile and look concerned at the same time. “Are you going to be alright? Do you need a lift to the hospital? A cab to your place? What can we do?”

      Breaker said, “You’re great. Thank you so much. Really, I can’t thank you enough. The damned jack folded up like putty. My hand’s not broken. I just need to find a room and get some ice on this.” He held up his left hand.

      One of the three, the shortest, asked, “You landed at the airport and made a beeline for the gay disco?”

      Breaker said, “Well…”

      “I’m Shawn,” his inquisitor said. “That one who found the brick is Clay, and that shy one in the shadows is Fred.”

      His turn had come, and Breaker said, “I’m Anders. Anders Benson.”

      Shawn said, “Hey guys, let’s take Anders back to our place. He can decompress with us!” Clay smiled and nodded. After a moment, Fred nodded, tentatively.

      Clay brought around their car, a Lexus SUV, and Shawn and Fred transferred Breaker’s two travel bags from Breaker’s rental to their own car. Once in the Lexus, Breaker called the rental office to cancel his contract, but no one answered.

      Before he knew it, Breaker was in The Boys’ beach villa. He had taken to calling them The Boys in his head. From where he sprawled in an overstuffed, vibrating, heated recliner, he could admire the main rooms. The décor was rich and sumptuous. Breaker mentally catalogued the chandeliers, paintings, sculptures, crystal, silver, and woven carpets. He marveled at the wages from a lucky run at bank-robbing.

      His hurt hand rested in a nest of ice cubes. The Boys gave him ibuprofen and Tylenol. Within easy reach on the side table rested a glass of Dow’s vintage port and a demitasse of espresso.

      Shawn and Clay took Breaker’s bags down the hallway to what they called the VIP room. They returned and settled in on the sofa. Fred chose a fortress-like wingback. After a silence that was not unbearable, Fred asked, “So what brings you to Mexico, Anders?”

      “I’m an investor. I buy into new casinos that look well-positioned to survive. This is a working holiday.”

      Clay asked, “So somebody’s going to turn that old gay bar into a casino?”

      “No. I was unclear. I keep my eye on Metron Resorts. They develop big venues. They just purchased a chunk of property north by the golf course. I flew down to eyeball the location and get a feel for the environment.”

      Breaker did not like to lie. He considered himself unskilled at it. He wanted to grab Fred and say, “Listen to me! You’re the Slipknot! A horrible monster wants to eat Earth, and is going to succeed, and in six months you and your two friends are dead meat unless you help me fight it.” He knew Fred’s talent would have him up, out the door, and in the wind before Breaker made it halfway through the sentence. If Breaker took the wrong step at this delicate juncture, then poof, Fred would disappear, and no one would see him again. He held the port to his lips and took rather more than a small sip. He looked through the picture window at the surf under the moon. The tops of the waves glistened like polished silver.

      Shawn said, “Guys, Anders must be bushed. It’s a long flight from anywhere. And his hand hurts. I’m wore out. I bet we danced six hours at Pepe’s. I’m for calling it a day.” Shawn stood up. “C’mon, Anders, I’ll show you where your room is.”

      The “room” was a suite. The walk-in closet seemed as big as his mother’s single-wide. The bed looked more like a territory than a piece of furniture.

      “Security is on the grounds all night,” Shawn said. “We’re safe here. Sleep well. There are no set hours. A very patient cook comes in from town at five, and she takes care of breakfast.”

      And with that, Breaker was alone. He’d located his target in a miraculous fashion and could not have been more distrustful of the events. For months, Breaker’s life had bounced from one impossible coincidence to another. About The Slipknot, he knew almost nothing. All he knew, really, was that The Slipknot loved safety and handsome men.
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        * * *

      

      Breaker crawled out of bed. He must have slept eight hours. The morning sun shone brightly through the windows. He dressed and walked toward the great room. On a buffet table were breakfast pastries and fruit. Breaker chose a croissant and a ripe Bartlett. From an insulated sterling decanter, he poured a mug of black coffee. He carried these through the open French doors and down to the beach.

      Some five yards above the furthest reach of the waves, he found a canvas deck chair by itself, facing the sea. Next to it was a bamboo side table. He sat down to enjoy his coffee and breakfast. Slowly, he pulled his mind from the world of sleep and back to the events of waking life under the Mexican sun.

      He spotted sandpipers and plovers dancing on the sand. He even spotted a cormorant. Laughing gulls wheeled overhead, and though he could hear the shrill cry of birds, the endless, booming voice of the sea reduced all else to insignificance. The smell of fish, salt, and seaweed rode the light winds that most mornings blew in from the sea. A long shadow moved towards him.

      He turned and saw Fred Collier pad barefoot across the beach. Around his neck hung a rainbow beach towel. He wore red speedo briefs. Fred had dark hair cropped short. His complexion was dark. He looked fit and healthy, but not like one accustomed to disciplined training. Ten feet from Breaker, he said, “Morning.” He dropped the towel and ran into the surf, whooping. Once he was waist-high in the water, the waves were larger. They crashed down on him, covering him in foam. After a minute, he let the waves take him the few feet back to dry land. He stood on the beach and shook like a wet dog. He ran the towel over himself, then folded it in half and sat down on it. He looked at Breaker and asked, “How’s the hand?”

      “You’re nice to ask. It hurts, but not enough to keep me out of action. There’s some bruising and swelling, but I’ll live. I thought it would be lots worse. Thanks again, Fred, for putting me up. You guys are great.”

      Breaker held the coffee mug in his right hand. He drank some. The coffee had the flavor notes of berries and dark chocolate.

      “You’re not gay, Anders.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “The three of us, me, Clay, and Shawn—we’re gay. You’re not. The three of us were dancing at a gay bar last night. You flew at least six hours to get here, rented a car, and drove directly to a gay bar. There are plenty of good straight clubs all over town. I’m confused. You some kind of cop?”

      This is the hard part, Breaker told himself. “Fred, I am the opposite of cop, and I want nothing you’ve got. Except your help.”

      Fred said, “As for money⁠—”

      “Your money makes you happy, but I’ve plenty of my own. At this point, I do not need money, and more of it will get in my way. And I do not want you. I am not gay.”

      Fred said, “Just who do you think I am?”

      “I think you’re a nice guy who robs banks and won’t get caught. You are luck personified. You did not have to help me, but you did.”

      Fred said, “I’m no good at poker. I lose at craps. I can’t draw so much as one number in the lotto. And you’re telling me I’m lucky? No rich relatives croaked and left me millions. I’m not pretty like Clay and Shawn. And I can tell I’m not smart like you.”

      “Look around you, Fred, and tell me you’re not smart. But you have luck, too. You are not in prison.” And THAT, Breaker thought to himself, was probably a big mistake. He waited for Fred’s reaction.

      Fred asked, “Are you some kind of criminal?”

      “Just between you and me and the fencepost, yes, I have been a criminal. The men who employ me have been criminals. Today we are not.”

      “You say you need my help.”

      “We need a little of your luck, Fred. There’s somebody trying to hurt us.” Here goes. “Trying to kill us. All of us.”

      Breaker watched Fred place his hands on the ground and get his feet under himself, starting to stand up.

      “We can’t run from this enemy. We do not understand its powers. We don’t know how to get close to it. Apparently, our enemy has cosmic origins. Unless we stop it, everything you ever loved will go away. Shawn and Clay? Dead. The banks you love to rob? Dancing at the clubs? Fancy food? Gone, gone, gone. In the near future, Fred is dead. But having met me, Fred, you are now in somewhat less danger. Because now you can decide to fight beside me.”

      “Mister, you have lost your mind. I do not ever fight.”

      “Yes, I’ve lost my mind but so have you. Look at your life. Is it the life of a sane man?”

      “You claim to be the opposite of cop. Well, I’m the opposite of fighter. You say you need my help. Where are the army and air force? What can I do? Not a thing. You say I’m lucky. Then you tell me the world will end, and we’re all going to die. That’s some kind of luck.”

      “You have luck, Fred. With your luck beside us, we could win. My employers, recruiting me, dropped a billion dollars into my bank account. I do not think you have a bank account. How can I prove I’m for real? What would it take?”

      “Before coming out here for my morning dip, I called a car for you. It’s waiting out on the street now.”

      Breaker stood up. He’d failed. The situation was too crazy to sell.

      Breaker turned from the sea, crossed the sand, and stepped into the house, walked through it, out the front entrance, and into the drive. There was a car there, engine running. He walked to it, opened the right front door, and got in. Shawn sat behind the wheel.

      “Hey, Anders. Surprise. The three of us cooked this up last night. We taped a mic to the bamboo table. We even left the door open to the beach. Clay and I listened. Did you hurt your hand in order to get our attention?”

      “Hell, no.”

      “The real driver is in the pool house taking a nap. I’ll drive you. Fred doesn’t know.”

      “Why the subterfuge?”

      “I don’t know you. But listen, you found us. Every day Fred seems to get smarter, yet every day he’s more frozen, more paralyzed. He won’t move. Sooner or later, the heat will bubble up. We have to keep moving. We have to get out of here before the Federales get tired of messing with us.”

      “Official heat?”

      “No, the personal heat of jealousy, greed, and hate. It gets all dressed up as official heat. It’s personal heat in drag.”

      “How about an island? You want an island with guard boats patrolling offshore? Just say the word. A mountaintop fortress? It’s yours. Take me to the airport. I can make the arrangements from the jet.”

      “You have a jet? You didn’t fly here in a scheduled public carrier? You have a private jet?”

      “I piloted it here.”

      Silence ensued. Shawn drove them through unnaturally light traffic toward the airport. On a six-lane arterial, they passed large homes with high, brick fences topped with broken bottles and concertina wire. He switched on the radio but couldn’t tune into a channel. After five minutes, Shawn asked, “What did you mean by ‘cosmic origins’? Are aliens are attacking us?”

      “We do not know they are aliens. I’m no scientist, but from what I’ve seen, I’d say yes, aliens are attacking us.”

      “Why won’t the authorities take action?”

      “Read the headlines, Shawn. In the first place, at present, there are very few authorities. Authorities require paychecks, and our leaders want those paychecks in their own pockets. Second, as should be intuitively clear to even the most casual observer, the authorities are currently quite concerned about how best to tie their own fucking shoes. This challenge takes up all their time and energy. My employers do not trust our government or any government to save us. And neither do I.”

      Shawn tapped his turn indicator and moved several lanes right to the airport exit. There was not enough traffic. The mostly empty streets felt unnatural. Breaker indicated an exit marked Solo uso oficial. Shawn took it and several more like it. Before long, they were in a portion of the airport reserved for private flights. Shawn drove the car directly onto the apron. Incredibly, security did not swarm them. Breaker pointed at the big Gulfstream. Shawn cruised toward it and stopped. He turned to Breaker.

      Before Shawn could speak, Breaker said, “I’m almost certain Fred will leave Mexico because I visited. I’m guessing I un-paralyzed him, at least temporarily. Hop out for a second, will you? I need to show you something.” They climbed out of the sedan.

      Breaker pulled a big marking pen and a sheet of rolled butcher paper from one of his bags. He spread the paper on the hood of the car. He handed the marking pen to Shawn, and said, “Write something. Anything. Use big letters.”

      Shawn said, “Okay. I’ll play along.” On the sheet, he printed, “Hi. I’m Shawn.”

      Breaker’s phone sounded a text notification. Breaker glanced at the text and held the screen up so Shawn could see it. The words on the screen said,

      “Hi Shawn. How can we help you?”

      Shawn stayed calm. He did not curse or raise his voice. Shawn took up the marker again and wrote. “Where is airport security?” After a moment, the phone’s notification sounded again, and once again, Breaker read the text message and showed it to Shawn. It was a long message as such things went.

      “Workers in Mexico are not showing up. Children are not attending schools. Nobody unlocked the bank doors. The armies of Mexico are disappearing. These trends follow those of the planet overall. At current rates, in less than two months, all people will be dead.”

      Breaker clicked off his phone. Shawn asked, “Why didn’t anybody tell us?”

      “Tell you what? ‘It’s time, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time. No more room on the Mars rockets. Now kiss your ass goodbye.’”

      “Well, what are we supposed to do?”

      “If I were you and Clay, I’d stick close to Fred. That might prolong your lives. His luck will hold it at bay for a bit.”

      “How are we going to die?”

      “From what I’ve seen and from what they tell me, probably we will die of a hitherto unknown fungus infection. It’s too nightmarish to consider. First, we lose ourselves in hallucinations. Then we become zombies. After a week, we morph into sludge.”

      “Until then we sit and look out the window?”

      “Anytime you want, Shawn, walk out onto that manicured beach in front of your perfect villa, and write in big letters in the sand, “BREAKER-BREAKER.”
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        * * *

      

      The Breaker of Visions fired up his jet. Despite the simplicity of those straightforward words, the action itself comprised several complex steps. He kept a written list of buttons to push and the correct sequence. Done properly, the procedure to start the plane, including warming the engines, required almost an hour. He taxied the Gulfstream to the primary runway. There was no radio chatter. He would have the skies to himself. He pushed the throttles forward. He heard the indicator on his phone and read the message: “On the beach: BREAKER-BREAKER. Shots fired.”

      Breaker tapped furiously. “Defend The Boys at all costs. Lay down covering fire. Unleash Hell. I will maintain position.” He wanted to hotwire a chopper and go careening into the fray. That would be foolish. He waited. He wanted to stand outside, a forty-five in each fist, and listen for their arrival. He waited. Breaker adjusted the comm’s controls. One of the screens flicked on. It displayed the black sedan on the arterial. It traveled again toward the airport, moving fast. At least a dozen police cars followed. Men in uniform leaned from open windows, firing guns. Breaker saw birds, like crows or gulls, smashing into the police vehicles, crashing right through the windshields. He magnified the image and looked again.

      They were drones, personal drones, furious little kamikazes. The Fallen had commandeered them, and they were rushing from all points in the huge city to crash into the pursuers. Then their bigger siblings arrived, the military drones. Those opened fire on the police cars. Bloody mayhem ensued, and all pursuit ceased instantly. Several of the police cars were still right-side-up and not in flames. Their drivers turned their cruisers around and sped away.

      Two tense minutes later, Breaker spotted the black sedan through the cockpit’s windows. It raced across the apron and slid sideways to a stop. It was followed closely by a raucous black cloud of chaos. The car doors flew open, and three men raced for the Gulfstream. Breaker had the mid-door open, and the boarding stairs deployed. Clay led, followed by The Slipknot. Shawn was last onto the stairs, and as he came to the top, the stairs were folding in, and as Shawn came through the main cabin door, it was closing. Before the cabin door closed, Breaker pushed the throttle levers.

      The Gulfstream 500 rolled forward. It gained momentum. Through the port window, Breaker saw four helicopter gunships coming up fast. They looked like Boeing Apaches. He recognized defeat and almost felt relief. He forced himself to breathe. This Gulfstream was helpless against the Apaches. He prepared to power-down. They stood no chance now.

      In the jet with him, of course, was Fred Collier, The Slipknot. Outside, the mass of drones rose up like a steel curtain. The Apaches fought forward, vomiting flame and lead, blasting the screen of drones. The military drones fired too at the Apaches, and the personal drones repeated their kamikaze attack. The Gulfstream gained speed, achieved takeoff velocity, and leapt into the sky. At full speed and the steepest climb, they ascended up and away from the danger of the moment. He heard a voice on the radio say, “Pilot of unidentified Gulfstream, state your identity, destination, and authorization. I repeat⁠—”

      Breaker switched off the radio. He switched on the cabin intercom and said, “Welcome, gentlemen, to Breaker Flight One. Destination: Maple Vale, Missouri. Our flight time today is just a little over five hours. Your captain invites you to settle back for a nap or dig around in the galley for snacks. When we reach cruising altitude, I’ll join you for a briefing.”
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