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Part I

Casino and Fountain







The suspect exited the shadows and moved toward the crowds surrounding the fountain, glancing around in a subtle manner. The fountain was impressive; nearly sixty feet in diameter, it pumped thousands of gallons of water forth in a show timed to classical music and integrated with multi-colored laser lights. The shows were a popular destination, and the fountain was centrally located within the overall casino complex. The outdoor plaza also featured unique specialty shops and restaurants, all designed to separate visitors from their money. To the untrained eye, the suspect’s movements would look like those of any tourist, taking in the sights and the crowds, marveling at the size and scope of both.

The Hunter’s eyes were well-trained, however. This man was the most dangerous fugitive the Hunter’s team, and the organization backing them, had ever tracked. Numerous previous run-ins had ended in failure, often when they’d allowed the fugitive to escape crowds. In crowds, he wouldn’t display the abilities that made his capture such an enormous challenge. With a crowd around, he’d exercise caution about displaying those abilities. The team of Hunters, having tracked him to a crowded and confined space like this casino mega-complex, were determined to contain him here until they could subdue him. Once subdued, they could transport him to a specialized prison designed to hold men like him.

The suspect paused for a moment near the fountain, and then moved in the direction of one of the exits, hands in pockets, attempting to blend in with the crowd and leave the confined space. His eyes were on alert, darting in each direction, scanning the exit for trouble, and his movement took him in the direction of the Hunter.

The man reversed directions, heading instead for a second exit. Muttering under his breath, the Hunter emerged from the shadows of the tunnel, just enough to track the suspect. He could not risk abandoning his post; leaving the exit unguarded would provide the suspect with an avenue of escape. And the Hunter knew they could not allow Will Stark to escape yet again. The leader of their organization was tired of the failures and the excuses offered up. Athos knew that at some level, the man understood Stark to be an extraordinary case. Athos’ team had never failed to capture another suspect, and it was rare that the actual encounters lasted more than a few minutes.

Stark risked a quick glance over his shoulder, and his eyes fell on Athos. Stark’s lip curled and his eyes narrowed at the sight of the Hunter.

Athos muttered a curse under his breath. “I’m spotted.” His voice was full of disgust, and transmitted to his team through the voice activated radio implanted behind his ear.

“I’ve spotted a lovely brunette near him,” Porthos replied. “I’ll keep an eye on her. Sorry… I mean, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Not now, Porthos.” They’d had enough encounters with Stark to know that the man had likely figured out where all three Hunters were stationed. The element of surprise, if they’d ever had it, was now lost. Athos moved into the crowd, trying to close the gap on Stark and corral him toward the exit Aramis guarded. “Aramis, I’m attempting to maneuver him in your direction. Do you copy?”

That was their standard strategy with Hunted suspects, and though Stark was abnormally talented, there was no reason to alter the approach. Aramis, after all, was best suited to subdue this suspect, having the unique talent to turn off the abilities of a man like Will Stark. Without Aramis, they had no hope to complete a successful Hunt of the man.

Aramis didn’t respond.

Athos clenched his teeth in an effort to prevent screaming in frustration. This was their most dangerous fugitive, the highest priority target they had, and Aramis hadn’t responded? Had he fallen asleep? Or worse… had Stark’s splinter group, known as the Alliance, captured Aramis? That possibility had multiple negative ramifications, for Stark spent much of his time alone and rarely called in reinforcements. The Hunters knew, in each encounter with Will Stark, that they’d not have to account for anyone else’s potential involvement in their planning efforts. Had that changed? Had they lost Aramis before the Hunt had begun?

Athos spoke to the Hunter still accessible to him. “Porthos, Aramis isn’t responding, but I’m going to assume he’s still at his post and his communicator isn’t working. I need you to come into the main area, out of the exit tunnel, and help me corral Stark toward Aramis’ exit. I’m going to circle the fountain to my left. You need to circle it to the right.”

“On it. That should take me closer to the brunette as well. Maybe I can get a picture taken with her…”

“Focus, Porthos!”

“Naturally. The photo won’t do me any good if it’s not in focus.”

“Porthos…”

“Already shooing Mr. Stark toward the Aramis door from the right side of the fountain, boss. Relax.”

Athos gritted his teeth.

Stark spotted Porthos, and recognized the trapping maneuver as the two Hunters circled toward him from opposite sides of the fountain. He twisted his head around and eyed Athos. He then glanced at the exit guarded by Aramis. After a brief pause, Stark turned back to look at Athos and offered the man a brief smirk, and then glanced at Porthos and rolled his eyes.

“He’s figured it out, Athos.”

“So I’ve noticed. Aramis, are you there yet?”

Still no response.

“OK, Porthos, we need to keep the plan the same, but in the event Aramis has decided to chase after a stray animal, I need you to start moving closer to the perimeter wall. If Stark makes a quick move to the exit, cut off his escape. I’ll stay inside the plaza and we’ll look to trap him with just the two of us if necessary.”

“Got it.”

The restaurants and shops formed a solid perimeter around the fountain, and the architects had elected not to provide openings to the outside through the stores and restaurants, citing concerns about theft. They believed that providing a single entry and exit point for each shop, directing customers back into the plaza area surrounding the fountain, would limit the chances for shoplifters to succeed. Athos didn’t care about their reasoning; the design worked perfectly for him. The three Hunters need only guard the two exits back into the casino and the single larger tunnel leading to the outside world. Three Hunters, three exits, and one trapped criminal. Will Stark would finally be caught.

Without the third Hunter, however, Stark had a greater chance to escape than Athos liked to consider, and Will Stark rarely failed to take advantage of every chance given him. Athos needed to make sure that he and Porthos didn’t allow Aramis’ disappearance to translate into yet another escape.

Porthos angled himself toward the wall and the exit at a slow pace, trying to stay just ahead of Stark. Athos kept himself closer to the fountain, triangulating his position with Stark’s and Porthos’ in an effort to continue nudging Stark toward Aramis — or at least, where he hoped Aramis waited. The lack of response from the man was unnerving.

They’d reasoned that, in the likely event Stark caught on to their plan, he’d assume Aramis would cover the tunnel leading to the outside world, and would thus try to head for one of the tunnels providing access into the casino. Stark liked his chances better against Athos or Porthos than against Aramis. Neither Hunter took offense at that; Aramis’ skill simply demanded respect.

The Hunters, therefore, used that understanding against Stark. Athos guarded the exterior tunnel, while Aramis guarded the narrower of the two tunnels leading into the casino. If Athos and Porthos could successfully funnel Stark into that tunnel, Aramis should be able to subdue him without much trouble. They’d also reduce the chance that the Hunt would be remembered by one of the hundreds of humans crowding through the shopping and entertainment paradise the casino provided. The Hunters knew that being observed, being recognized as different by humans, was a risk they must avoid at all costs, even if it meant letting Stark walk free.

The Aliomenti were a thousand-year old organization of men and women who had unlocked an incredible truth about human beings. They were born with the energy-producing regions of their trillions of cells ratcheted down to less than five percent of capacity, just enough to power their bodily functions and keep them alive. The Aliomenti figured out how to remove those factors restraining the full production of energy by cells, and found that the excess energy could be used by the mind both inside and outside the body to accomplish feats most otherwise would have seen as magic. This specialized extra energy – dubbed Energy in recognition of the power it provided the Aliomenti – could be grown and enhanced within the body, and pulled in from the outside. With sufficient Energy, the Aliomenti could practice telepathy and telekinesis, perfectly understand the emotional state of others, and maximize general health. Master practitioners, like Will Stark and, to a lesser degree, the Hunters, developed sufficient Energy capacity to manipulate their entire beings with the mind, bringing skills like invisibility and teleportation into the realm of reality. Such skills provided immense power, but the Aliomenti feared discovery by the billions of non-Aliomenti – described by the derisive use of the word human – for the massive numbers of humans could react with fear and destroy their more talented brethren. No matter how blatantly Will Stark might violate other Aliomenti rules, even he wouldn’t dare turn invisible, teleport, or fly away in the sight of humans. He’d not induce a panic of that type. And the Hunters knew that.

Aramis’ Dampering skill was crucial, for at his touch the Energy stores of any Aliomenti would be destroyed and prevented from regenerating until his touch was removed. The Hunters preferred crowds, for Stark couldn’t do anything special without drawing attention, while Aramis could embrace an old friend without raising suspicion. Away from crowds, Stark could outmaneuver them and prevent Aramis’ skill from ever coming into play. Surprise worked to the Hunters’ advantage. They’d used radios to prevent Stark from detecting their telepathic conversations, an approach intended to allow them to get as near to the man as possible before he became aware of their presence.

All surprise was gone now. Cleverness would determine the outcome of the Hunt. Athos and Porthos would try to push Stark toward Aramis’ exit while looking desperate and fearful. They hoped that would drive Stark through exactly the tunnel they wished him to use. Numbers and strategy were on the Hunters’ side.

Or they would be, if Aramis was still around. Athos, still hearing nothing from the third Hunter, began to despair that they’d fail to capture Stark again, and that he’d need to explain to his boss exactly how it was that Athos had lost Aramis to the Alliance.

Will Stark wandered in a leisurely pattern toward the exit guarded by Aramis, exactly as Athos and Porthos wanted. Both Hunters kept their distance, trying to look concerned about the direction Stark took. In reality, Stark was behaving exactly as they’d planned… if Aramis was still in that tunnel.

The fugitive wandered into a crowd of taller people, and suddenly neither Athos nor Porthos could see him. In a panic, Athos moved away from the fountain toward the group of people, standing on his toes in an effort to spot the fugitive inside the grove of human trees. He circled around the group, heading more toward the exit and Porthos and away from the fountain, hoping to spot Stark, but to no avail. Were the taller people members of the Alliance, there to hide their leader in plain sight, until Athos or Porthos made a mistake?

Athos finally spotted Stark, and his heart fell.

Will Stark walked out of and away from the group of tall people, not toward Aramis’ exit, but in the opposite direction, toward the fountain and the exit once guarded by Athos. It was the exit to the outside world, and it was without protection by any Hunter. Stark had used the human crowds to hide, waiting for Athos to make a mistake and leave his containment spot. Athos knew he was being too hard on himself. The outcome would have been the same if Porthos had come to investigate instead. Stark would have exited the smaller crowd… on the side of that smaller crowd nearest Aramis’ exit. Right where they wanted him to go.

Athos cursed himself silently. True, Stark was now moving through a thick crowd of people with a twenty yard head start to the exit. He’d clearly realized that if Athos and Porthos weren’t racing to stop him from moving toward the exit he approached, then he was walking into a trap named Aramis. Stark used the smaller crowd of humans to maneuver Athos out of the way so he could reverse course. The fugitive was now making his way to the exit he’d always preferred to use, the exit leading directly to the outside world.

Athos scrambled after Stark, struggling to work his way through the thick masses of humans in his way, and was aware that Porthos was doing the same, with much better luck. It was a low-speed race through the crowds, a race now just between Porthos and Stark. Porthos’ path was less obstructed, but Stark’s was much shorter. Athos’ path was through the most heavily crowded part of the plaza; it was up to Porthos to intercept Stark before the man got away again. Athos tried to dart between visitors, his gaze alternating between his fellow Hunter and the man being Hunted. His despair grew.

The gap was too large to overcome. Will Stark had beaten them again.

“Boss, I can get there before him, if—”

“No,” Athos said, his tone sharp. “You know the rules. We cannot do anything that would risk exposure.”

“He’s going to get away again, Athos,” Porthos snapped, his tone bitter. “Why are we following rules that only benefit him?”

Athos had no answer for that.

Stark seemed aware he was going to get away as well, and his face curled into a grin as he saw a sign indicating entry to an underground parking garage. Athos hissed. If he’d walked out through the tunnel, a path filled with people, they’d have a final chance to chase him down and subdue him, as there were certainly people on the outside who might see Stark do something unnatural. The tunnel itself was likely crowded and would slow Stark’s exit as well. An underground parking garage, however, offered innumerable crevices and shadows Stark could operate in, and as such his escape would be near-certain once he entered.

Porthos had narrowed the gap considerably, but Stark would enter the garage before either of the Hunters could block his path. Where was Aramis? A third Hunter would have proved valuable in this Hunt; each Hunter could wait by their respective exits until Stark was forced to leave. Instead, Athos had left his post out of necessity and Porthos had joined him as they’d tried to corner Stark with only two men, and they’d failed in an all-too-predictable manner. Athos seethed with anger at Aramis’ dereliction of duty.

Stark reached the large tunnel corridor, just as the crowds thinned in front of the Hunters. Both men sprinted to the exit, but were there only in time to see Stark step through the door to the parking garage.




●●●●●




After watching the door close behind him with a resounding clang, Will Stark turned to make certain he was alone before engaging the advanced abilities that identified him as a former member of the Aliomenti, abilities which would both amaze and frighten any humans who might observe them. Will Stark would not risk such exposure. As he began to scan the walls for security cameras, a hand emerged from the shadows and seized him by the shoulder, and Stark sagged toward the ground as if he’d been shot. Athos and Porthos crashed through the door, in time to see their quarry on the ground, held there by a man with blond hair and wire-rimmed glasses.

“Aramis!” snapped Athos. “Where were you?

The man smiled behind the glasses. “I knew he’d end up here, so I entered the garage at my exit and came out here. He walked right into my trap.” Will Stark lay on the metal landing of the stairwell leading down to the underground parking area, gasping, eyes wide. Aramis’ very touch drained the man of the mysterious Energy used to perform his special Aliomenti skills; Aramis’ Damper was the mental equivalent of having the air knocked from his lungs.

Athos’ green eyes blazed, and he pushed his black hair back from his face. “Your trap? We set our plans as a team before starting a Hunt. No deviation without discussion, remember? Why weren’t you responding to either of us?”

“Couldn’t hear you in the garage. Not sure why.”

“Radios don’t work in the garages because of the metal beams and concrete barriers,” Stark said, his voice strained and muffled. “The metal shields the radio signals. You’d be better off sticking to telepathy; it’s not like I didn’t know you were there the whole time.”

Porthos walked over to Stark and crouched down, lifted the man’s head, and looked into his eyes. “Shut up, Stark,” he hissed. Letting Stark’s face fall into the metal steps, he stood up to face Aramis, ignoring the cry of pain from Stark as the man’s head hit the metal landing.

Athos nodded at Porthos. “Give me a hand.” The two men grasped Stark under his arms and hauled him to his feet, while Aramis maintained a grip on Stark’s shoulder. After working with Porthos to force Stark face-first into the wall, Athos produced a pair of molded gloves. After Aramis leaned into Stark to ensure he didn’t move, Athos pinned Stark’s left arm against the wall and forced Stark’s left hand into one half of the pair of gloves. He then slammed his full weight into Stark’s left arm, smashing the limb against the wall, rendering it numb and immobile.

Aramis, careful to maintain hand contact with Stark, inched to his left, stretched around Athos, and secured Stark’s hand. Stark, seemingly aware of what was coming, tried to wrench himself free of his captors. Porthos and Athos slammed him against the wall again, knocking the wind out of Stark. Aramis took advantage of Stark’s temporary disorientation and thrust his right hand into the other half of the pair of molded gloves. The structure constricted and bound the two men’s hands together, acting much like a pair of handcuffs that forced maximum skin contact between them. The device had been specially designed for this encounter, enabling Aramis to remain in contact with Stark for as long as necessary. Aramis’ Dampering skill would then remain in effect without the risk of Stark breaking contact or Aramis’ grip slipping. Without that contact, Stark would escape in mere seconds the instant the Hunters left the sight of humans.

Athos pulled a syringe from his pocket, slipped off the cap, and jabbed the needle into Stark’s left arm. When he depressed the plunger, Stark became further deflated. The serum acted to destabilize mental focus and induce a sleep-like state, keeping Stark from working at his full mental capacity until the Hunters could restrain him in a more permanent manner.

Athos and Porthos exhaled, relieved that Stark was restrained, if only temporarily. The entire encounter had taken only thirty seconds, and to their great relief no humans had ascended the steps or moved through the doorway. A quick glance showed a mangled security camera pointing at the entry; Aramis’ smirk communicated the fact the he’d disabled the device just as Stark entered the garage area. No one would see them on camera.

The Hunters could now transport Stark away with little attention, and Stark seemed physically dazed by the rough treatment, drained of his usual enthusiasm and spark due to his contact with Aramis and the administered serum. Everything was going very well. Stark was subdued and locked down with Aramis, dazed by a drug that would prevent him from focusing well enough to fight back.

Athos led the way down the stairs, followed by Aramis pulling a staggered Stark. Porthos trailed behind, making sure that Aramis and Stark didn’t fall. Though Stark seemed properly captured and subdued and they were greatly relieved, none of the Hunters fooled themselves into believing Stark would go quietly. The man was far too powerful, clever, and resourceful to simply accept his fate. They’d need to work quickly to ensure that the man was unable to devise any workable strategy to sever his link with Aramis and escape their clutches.

Athos led the way to a two-door sedan with heavily tinted windows and scanned the area around them. When he spotted two security cameras pointing at their route, he focused his attention on them. The cameras sparked, fizzled, and blinked out of operation. The four men would be gone before anyone came to investigate the malfunction, and there would be no visual record of their appearance in the garage.

Athos glanced at Aramis. “Clear.”

Aramis nodded, concentrated, and he and Stark vanished, instantly reappearing in the back seat of the sedan. Athos and Porthos opened the passenger and driver-side doors and entered the vehicle in a more conventional manner. Porthos backed the car from its parking spot, emerging from the parking garage moments later, heading away from the crowds of the casino, with its multiple tourist attractions. The Hunters had no interest in the facility; they knew only that Stark had gone there for some unknown reason, and thus he’d be vulnerable to capture.

So far, mission accomplished.

“Where’s the transport craft?” Porthos glanced at Athos as he piloted the vehicle through the city streets, heading for the outskirts of the town.

“South of here. We’ll need to use this vehicle to meet up with the main craft, which means we’ll have to go invisible as we get airborne. I don’t think we have sufficient fuel to get all the way to headquarters.”

“Not even close.”

Athos nodded. “We need to find an abandoned stretch of road and use it to get airborne.” He turned around to face Aramis. “How’s the prisoner?”

“Quiet.” Aramis seemed pleased. “He’s juiced up even more since our last encounter. He keeps trying to surge his Energy and break through the Dampering. I think the injection is thwarting him. We’ll have to tell the lab to produce more; if it can slow Stark down, it will work on anyone.”

“Agreed,” Athos replied. He looked thoughtful, then turned back to Aramis. “You said his Energy levels are actually higher than last time? Even though he was off the charts back then?”

Aramis nodded. “Ask Porthos. His surges are quite strong, and I daresay that if he could concentrate to a normal degree he could make things very uncomfortable for me.”

Porthos twitched. “You’re kidding. You think he could break free of the Damper? I thought you wiped out all Energy stores? Snuffed them out?”

Aramis nodded. “Normally true. I’ve long suspected that there are limits to what I can do, though. As we’ve Hunted more experienced traitors, I’ve found it to be a greater and greater strain on me. I think that means it’s only a matter of time until someone can’t be fully shut down. Stark would be a likely candidate to be the first.” He looked nervous. “How fast can you move this rolling death trap?”

Porthos sighed. “Safely? The exact speed I happen to be driving right now. Unsafely? Quite a bit faster. But our traveling speed is hardly relevant right now, is it? Don’t you have some charges to read, or are you going to continue prattling on about Stark’s Energy levels? Your whining is more distracting than that lovely brunette near the fountain earlier.”

Aramis’ face reddened. “Porthos, you know that any type of fraternization with humans—”

Porthos laughed. “You’ll never learn, will you, Aramis? Focus on Stark, as the boss would say. What’s the damage?”

Aramis reached into a satchel located near his feet and withdrew a single sheet of paper, a piece of paper rolled as if it were an ancient papyrus scroll. The paper wasn’t made of papyrus or wood pulp, however, but rather was created of high end electronics and computing components. Aramis unrolled the scroll with one hand and snapped the paper with his wrist. The device stiffened, and in that state resembled a tablet-style computer more than a piece of paper. He tapped on the computer, and writing filled the page. “At last check, Will Stark is in violation of two of the four Oaths, thirty-two laws, and ninety-nine rules, which would require a sentence of two hundred sixty-eight years, four months, and eleven days.”

Porthos tsked. “Stark, you’re such a slacker. You couldn’t even manage to make it to an even hundred rules violations?”

Stark lunged forward, startling all of them, and smacked Porthos in the head with his free hand before Aramis could hurl him back against the seat and smash an elbow into the fugitive’s head, rendering Stark unconscious. The man’s inert form slumped against Aramis, who looked uncomfortable being in such close proximity to a wanton rule-breaker and criminal. The hand contact might be necessary, but the rest was tortuous. Aramis pushed Stark away several times, but the twists and turns of the road conspired against him and hurled the unconscious prisoner back into him. He looked up, helpless, and realized from Porthos’ red-faced grin that his fellow Hunter was intentionally swerving the vehicle to produce just such an outcome.

Aramis directed a very rude, very human gesture in the direction of Porthos, and the two men in the front seat finally lost control and laughed.

Athos, after recovering from his laughter, pointed to a dirt road shaded by tall trees on both sides. “That should work, Porthos.”

Porthos nodded, and turned the vehicle down the road. A panel on the dashboard displayed a map, showing the location of any human-sized living creatures. Once Athos and Porthos had scanned the screen to confirm they were truly isolated, Porthos stopped the car and Athos pushed a switch, on the front panel.

The exterior of the car adjusted, transforming as the outer panels reversed. The new external panels absorbed light rays and fed them through a system comprised of thousands of optical fibers. Additional panels of the same structure extended beneath the tires and undercarriage, ensuring that the entirety of the vehicle was “invisible.” The system distributed light waves out on the opposite side of the vehicle, providing the illusion of invisibility. The system wasn’t perfect; the processing capacity hadn’t yet advanced to account for the angle of entry, and an astute observer might think a spot in the sky was somehow twisting light. For their purposes, however, the system worked well.

Porthos grasped a lever on the dash behind the steering wheel and pulled it forward. The automobile steering wheel flipped into hiding, replaced with a pilot’s yoke. The action triggered a physical rumbling as the engines increased power, though the noise was minimized. The craft controlled its elevation via specialized magnets that repelled gravity more strongly as the amount of power supplied to the magnets increased. The energy supply grew as Porthos pulled back on the yoke and angled the invisible flying car into the sky and above the tree line. As their energy supplies were limited, Porthos knew he’d need to keep power usage to a minimum to reach their intermediate destination.

Will Stark had regained consciousness and sat quietly in the back seat, watching the events unfold around him. Perhaps, Athos thought, the fugitive recognized that resistance was futile, and that any excessive effort to extricate himself could well result in crashing the aircraft. Such an effort would put his own life at risk, and it was unlikely Stark would take such a risk. Athos glanced at the man, and to his terror noted that Stark’s jade green eyes had refocused; the effects of the serum had worn off. Will Stark was plotting something. A focused, angry Will Stark was their greatest fear.

Over the years the Aliomenti had evolved, they’d created rules for behavior related to the usage of the knowledge and skills they’d developed. They’d made scientific and health advances often centuries before the human general population, advances that enabled the group to accumulate immense wealth and power. The rules restricted the ability of members of the Aliomenti to widely share what they’d learned; spreading the knowledge out would dilute the effect and limit the advantages of the knowledge. The rules had grown more numerous and the penalties more severe, until finally one man broke free from the Aliomenti in protest. Others followed him, believing it critical to introduce advances among the wider human population to advance the entire planet. The Hunters were created to chase down the rebels, and the position of the Assassin was created to permanently silence those humans who might have received Aliomenti knowledge without first being invited to join the Aliomenti through proper channels. New members were required to first swear to follow the Aliomenti rules and abide by the penalties assigned for violations.

The most critical of these rules, known as the Four Oaths, mandated penalties up to and including death of the offending Aliomenti. The Hunters and Assassins located, imprisoned, and executed offenders as the rules prescribed.

Aramis acted as a figurative pair of handcuffs, subduing those captured on Hunts until they were properly imprisoned. For his skill to have maximum effect, he must remain in contact with the prisoner – and awake. Even now, Porthos and Athos handed Aramis food tablets laced with caffeine and other stimulants to ensure his alertness and concentration never wavered. The strain was already showing on Aramis’ face, however, as the drugs used to sedate Stark earlier worked their way through his system, accelerated by the man’s rapid healing abilities. Stark was working to recharge his massive Energy stores as only he could, and if he succeeded, the results would be disastrous for all three Hunters. The prisoner would escape, and that meant they’d be injured gravely, have to face the wrath of their Leader… or, most likely, both.

“Athos,” Aramis said, through gritted teeth. “I could use a hand here…” The sweat rising from the man’s forehead was starting to drip down his face, threatening to dislodge his glasses. Aramis’ eyesight was beyond perfect; the glasses were simply an accessory he enjoyed, much like the top hat he wore in more private settings. Losing the glasses wasn’t cause for alarm, but the strain of maintaining his hold on Stark could become problematic in rapid fashion.

Athos held up his hands. “I only brought one dose. I was told it would be enough.”

Porthos snorted. “Lab guys wrong again, huh? Stunning, that.” He turned to risk a quick glance at Aramis, his shoulder-length brown hair swirling to the side. “Wow, dude, you’re going to need a shower after this.” He sniffed loudly. “Hey Stark, be a real gem and stop forcing Aramis to ramp up the body odor, okay? I’m trying to fly this thing safely.”

Stark, whose calm and composure stood in marked contrast to Aramis’ strain, smiled. “I can’t really turn off my Energy production, now, can I, Porthos? It’s as natural a part of me as breathing. As I see it, the only solution to your olfactory quandary is to release me.” He glanced at Aramis, as the blond-haired man’s features continued to flush. “Or Aramis can just give it up and I’ll leave on my own. No hard feelings for the unfriendly greeting back in the parking garage.”

Athos turned and glared at the prisoner. “Not a chance, Stark. We have a job to do, and we will complete our mission successfully.”

Stark yawned. “I’d say that’s dependent on whether Porthos can get me into your long-range prison craft before Aramis cracks under pressure, wouldn’t you?” He reached over with his free hand and patted Aramis on the shoulder. “Ease up, old man. It’ll be less painful for you if you do. You know you can’t win this.”

Aramis’ eyes raged, even as he struggled to breathe. “I know nothing of the sort. I won’t ever quit.”

Stark shrugged, and made a show of shaking Aramis’ sweat off his free hand. “Wake me when it’s over. If I haven’t already escaped, that is.”

Athos tapped on his head, just behind his ear. “This is Athos, requesting a position update for the prisoner transport craft. We have Stark in custody but are starting to lose contain.” He spoke in a quiet voice; the microphone embedded in his head would amplify the sound before transmission. It was the same technology the Hunters had used to coordinate their actions in capturing Stark. While they could have used telepathy — a skill all three had mastered years earlier — Stark would likely sense them ahead of time and be warned of their approach, enabling him to take evasive action. Stark, of course, had chided them for such measures.

Athos checked the reported position of the transport craft using an in-dash map, relative to their current position. The smaller craft holding Stark would arrive at the rendezvous point in five minutes. The larger transport craft, with the Energy-dampering cell for holding Stark, would arrive about five minutes after that. “Negative,” Athos murmured. “Need you to accelerate to maximum speed. Our captive is Will Stark. Uncertain if we can restrain him another ten minutes.”

Athos signed off a few seconds later, disgusted, as he’d been told in no uncertain terms that the craft was traveling at maximum speed already. Porthos glanced over and read his facial expression. He shrugged, effectively saying, “we’ll do the best we can.” Athos grimaced. That wasn’t an attitude he wanted held by his team. This was serious business; failure meant losing Stark to his cursed Alliance, and the criminal organization would continue attempting to lift the humans out of their decrepit states, encouraging them to discover and develop the advances the Aliomenti had worked centuries to find. The Hunters, and their Leader, considered this theft of their intellectual property as theft of the worst sort, and an act of treason.

He glanced into the back seat yet again. Aramis was not going to make it; that much was certain. The Hunter was hanging on bravely, but the mental effort to try to snuff out Stark’s massive Energy stores was proving overwhelming. Athos had seen Aramis completely drain a number of very powerful Aliomenti fugitives, seemingly with less effort than breathing. Stark’s Energy capacity must be simply enormous.

He would not allow this mission to fail, not again. He knew that the Leader wouldn’t stand for another failure. The fact that Will Stark continued to walk free bothered their Leader to an immeasurable degree. The Hunters were victims of their own success, expected to round up Stark without failure as they had done with innumerable others. The Leader simply could not comprehend how the three of them could not bring Stark in to face the justice he richly deserved. Athos looked at Porthos, and saw the look of concern on his face. Even with Aramis’ powerful Energy Damper operating at full force, both men could feel Stark’s Energy starting to leak out.

Porthos tapped the communications device trigger behind his ear. “Transport, please confirm that the execution of the human targets is scheduled to proceed as planned.” He paused. “No, if they’re resisting, you’re permitted to… dissuade them. The Leader won’t mind, and I’m sure The Assassin would assist. He might… slip, though.” He laughed.

Athos watched Stark’s reaction; the man’s countenance immediately switched from cunning and planning to shock and fury. “You wouldn’t dare!” he snarled, focusing on Porthos. Porthos chuckled.

With Stark’s attention distracted, Athos located an empty fuel cell near his feet and the door, and quietly detached it from its docking station. As it was already empty, this would have no impact on the quantity of power available to the craft. Even empty, however, the fuel cell was solid and heavy, and could cause considerable damage if it contacted something vulnerable.

Like Will Stark’s head.

Aramis, catch. Athos projected the message to Aramis telepathically, hoping that Porthos’ continued taunting of Stark about the execution of human prisoners would distract their captive enough that he’d fail to detect the upcoming assault.

Athos surrounded the fuel cell with his Energy, and once the device was smothered pictured it in Aramis’ free left hand. With a burst of Energy, the cell moved instantly to the hand of the Hunter. Stark, in the midst of a savage verbal barrage directed at Porthos, noticed the Energy surge from Athos and turned toward the man in the front passenger seat, expecting an attack. He never saw the fuel cell in Aramis’ hand as the heavy device crashed into the side of his head. Stark crumpled, unconscious again, and Aramis relaxed with an audible sigh, as if the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. Athos and Porthos relaxed as well, in the hope that the latest physical trauma would keep Stark immobilized until he was safely in his prison cell.

All three Hunters were exhausted from repelling Stark’s repeated assaults, and the last few minutes of their journey to the rendezvous point were spent in silence. Upon landing, Porthos reversed his movements from earlier, and the vehicle transformed back into a land-based vehicle visible from the outside. He stopped the engine and climbed out. Athos climbed out from the passenger side and opened the door wide, then pulled his seat forward. The two-door sedan design didn’t seem like such a good idea at this point; Aramis’ Energy stores were so depleted from his efforts to hold down Stark’s Energy that he had nothing left to use to teleport out of the vehicle. It took several moments, but Aramis and Athos managed to push and pull Stark out of the vehicle, a task complicated by the continued gluing of the hands of the Hunter and fugitive.

Porthos had walked around to the other side of the car and leaned against the vehicle, watching with interest. Once Stark was successfully removed from the vehicle, Athos glared at Porthos. “A bit of help would have been nice,” he snapped.

Porthos shrugged. “The two of you seemed to be having fun, fraternizing with the enemy like that.”

Athos scowled, and Porthos decided he needed to check the opposite side of the vehicle for damage.

Once Porthos completed his “checks,” he returned to join Athos and Aramis, along with the unconscious form of Will Stark. “The transport craft is about three minutes away still, and they’ll need time to land, so figure another five minutes. We’re going to need to tell them to ramp up the juice on the dampering cell for Stark, though, aren’t we?”

Aramis nodded, still groggy from the Dampering effort. “His Energy is completely off the charts. I know it’s been a while since we’ve gotten close enough for me to try this, but it’s up a significant amount since then. I thought he’d peaked then, and that was brutal. He was probably thirty seconds away from recharging enough to teleport, and that’s with full contact with me and the Damper for a solid thirty minutes.” He looked nervous. “Do you think all of the Alliance are like him now?”

Athos shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. He’s going to be the exception in any group. But we do need to consider that whatever he’s doing, he’s teaching to others of his ilk. I doubt any of them are anywhere close to his development, but we probably need to assume more extensive development than we’d normally expect from a person given a specific number of years of experience.”

“On the positive side, he’ll get easier and easier to Track,” Porthos noted.

“I certainly hope not!” Aramis snapped. “We’d only need to Track him if he gets loose again today.”

“Touche’.”

“You need to start acting more like a member of this team, Porthos,” Athos said, glaring at the man. The strain of the day was leading him to lose his temper.

“Guys?” Aramis said.

“What, finding the bad guy and flying the getaway plane doesn’t count?”

“Guys?” Aramis repeated.

“Why didn’t you help us get him out of the car?”

“I told you, you had it under control, and I would have been in the way.”

“You could have helped. You could have been asking him to directly provide his plea to the charges against him instead of making me Read him while he was unconscious. But no, instead you stand around—”

“Guys, he’s waking up right now!” Aramis’ final words were a scream.

“How do I plead, Athos?” Stark said, his voice gaining strength as if he was waking from a deep sleep. “I plead…” His eyes snapped open, the jade-green color brightly illuminated by the powerful Energy coursing through him. An intense smile formed on his face. “Freedom.”

Stark issued forth an explosive amount of Energy. The burst was so intense that Aramis, in direct contact and trying to Damper the man, screamed in agony, his mind seared in pain as if it had been ripped in half from the explosion. Stark glanced at the binding gloves, and the webbing and glue disintegrated. Stark was free, and Aramis was lying on the ground, hands holding his head, writhing in pain, screaming in agony.

Suddenly, the two minutes remaining for the transport craft to arrive seemed an eternity away. The enemy was in their midst, fully charged up with Energy to a level neither of them could conceive. And he was angry about his rough treatment earlier. Though he could teleport away at any time, far beyond their reach, Stark elected to stay and fight with his would-be captors.

Athos, enraged at yet another failed mission, pulled out a short sword hidden in a sheath on his back, as he and Stark circled each other. Stark eyed the weapon with interest, though nothing on his face suggested concern about possible injury.

The circle tightened, and Athos realized that his best bet right now was to keep Stark dancing until the transport craft arrived. But Athos had ceased being worried about capturing Stark; he wanted the man maimed, injured so badly he couldn’t move, or even dead. Stark had embarrassed him for years, had made him look like a fool, and Athos meant to make him pay. Mere capture was no longer sufficient punishment.

Enraged, Athos charged Stark, waving the blade wildly, looking to make any kind of contact and inflict pain on his nemesis. Stark watched the Hunter’s approach with measured calm, and at the last moment, he produced a blade in his own hand, a blade that swung in a controlled arc. The blade raced toward Athos’ face, and the Hunter just avoided it, falling to the ground in the process. He felt something warm running down his cheek as sharp pain seared his face. He realized in shock that Stark hadn’t missed, that he hadn’t managed to dodge the swinging blade. Rather, the leader of the Alliance had cut a six inch slit across Athos’ right cheek, just under his eye. Athos touched the injured cheek, and his hand came away sticky with his own blood. His eyes, once full of fury, were now full of shock.

“It will never heal,” Stark said, his voice soft. “You’ll have a scar there forever, to remind you each time you look in the mirror that you failed to capture me, for yours will be an ugly scar to symbolize the evil you seek to enable.” The blade vanished from his hand. Stark’s eyes fluttered up, as if remembering something. “That’s where it came from,” he muttered to himself. Athos was still shocked to a great degree, unable to ponder the curious choice of words from his nemesis.

Porthos found himself alone. He folded his arms across his chest and glared at Stark. “Going to cut me up too, Stark? I thought you didn’t approve of violence.”

“Sadly, the three of you do, though not so much as your boss.” Stark looked thoughtful again, as if remembering something else. “Porthos, listen to me. You need to stop this. You know what you’re doing is wrong. Ask yourself why so many Aliomenti have left for the Alliance. They know it’s wrong, too. Eventually, you’ll be left all alone with your blessed Leader, still trying to conspire to protect the world from exposure to knowledge that might save it.”

Porthos face remained stony. “I’m a man of my word, Stark, unlike you. When I swear Oaths for life, I don’t form groups for the purpose of violating those Oaths. I follow through with them. How can anyone trust you at your word, Stark? Do the people who work for you understand that you’re a liar?”

“The Oaths I swore long ago are not the Oaths you enforce today, Porthos. The words and intent — and more importantly, the penalties for violations — have changed so dramatically that I no longer recognize them. I continue to uphold what I originally vowed to uphold. I never agreed to uphold anything new or changed without asking my renewed consent. And therefore, I withdrew my consent.”

“Smooth words, Stark,” Porthos snarled. “Spin it however you want, but you’re going to be imprisoned for your crimes.”

“How can that be, Porthos? I’m leaving now. How do you propose to find me?”

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten, Stark, but I can track your Energy scent better than any bloodhound.”

Stark merely shrugged. “Perhaps, Porthos. Then again, that ability has never been of much use against me in the past, has it?” Stark smiled, and the look on his face chilled Porthos. He heard the approaching transport craft. Could he possibly stall Stark long enough?

“Yes, Porthos, you’ll keep looking for me, and you’ll find me occasionally, but you’ll never win this war. You’re on the wrong side of all of this, both the philosophy and the punishments. You know I won’t injure you or kill you, though you give me and my people no such quarter. But the day will come when the inevitable will happen, and you’ll wish you’d listened to me today. Your regrets will be such that you’ll be the one quivering on the ground.” He glanced at Aramis, who was still writhing in pain from the anguish inflicted on his mind, and Porthos thought he saw a brief flicker of compassion for the Hunter’s suffering.

“The only one who’ll be lying on the ground writhing in pain will be you, Stark,” Porthos hissed. “Your day is coming.”

A wistful look came to Stark’s face, as if of a distant memory. “Yes, perhaps it is,” he mused. Then his focus returned, and he fixed Porthos with a stare as the transport craft touched down behind the Hunter, in full sight of Will Stark. The doors of the craft opened, and men spilled out of the openings, racing toward the fugitive. “Best to be prepared, isn’t it?” Stark asked, watching as his would-be captors moved toward him with growing speed.

The hilt of Athos’ sword slammed down on the back of Stark’s head, staggering him. Stark stumbled toward Porthos. The Hunter seized his own short sword, and as Stark fell forward, Porthos slammed the blade into the fugitive up to the hilt. Porthos thought he heard Stark whisper the words “not again,” as the man started to collapse into the Hunter.

Porthos sensed Stark’s Energy levels fading quickly, and wondered if he’d just delivered the fatal blow ending the life of Will Stark. Gravely injured, his eyes glazing over from the injury, Will Stark vanished from sight, taking the embedded sword with him. Athos, who’d leaped forward in an attempt to knock the man fully unconscious, waved the hilt of the sword at the empty air where Will Stark had stood an instant earlier. Athos collapsed on the ground in frustration, the pain in his cheek suddenly much more pronounced.

Porthos sighed, as the crew of the craft gaped at the scene. They were accustomed to teleportation, though not at the distances Stark could achieve. Though there were many, like the three Hunters, who could teleport themselves at will, the Energy demands increased with the distance traveled. The Hunters could each teleport about fifty miles, and that was stretching their limits. They were limited in practical terms to about twenty miles; any additional distance was too likely to leave them drained of all Energy reserves, and they’d arrive at their destinations helpless. Stark’s Energy levels likely meant the man could travel anywhere in the world, instantly, and still be stronger than any he’d meet upon his arrival. His power was truly immense and legendary.

The crew was shocked at the appearance of the three Hunters. Athos sat on the grass, blood streaming from a large gash just below his right eye, still in shock at his injury and Stark’s disappearance despite his potentially fatal wounds. Aramis was curled into a fetal position on the grass, arms still wrapped around his head. His screams of pain had been replaced by less agonizing whimpers. Porthos’ face was pale, his gaze distant as he remembered the sword he’d just buried into Will Stark’s body.

“Sir, why didn’t you stop him before he teleported?”

“Will you be able to track him now that he has?”

“It takes more than one Hunter to be able to stop Will Stark at full strength, gentlemen,” Porthos whispered, “Even when he’s been stabbed through vital organs. And as to whether I’ll be able to Track him?”

He shook his head, thinking of the grievous injuries and sagging Energy levels, levels that were falling without Aramis’ interference. “I fear that I’ll only find him when he wants me to find him. And that’s assuming he’s still alive tomorrow.”

The crew’s faces matched the Hunters, shocked at the possibility. Was it true? Was it possible that Will Stark, the greatest of the Aliomenti and the leader of the Alliance, was dead?

Only time would tell.
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“I am not happy.”

The Leader’s voice, as it so often did, put a chill into the hearts of the Hunters. He was a man difficult to please, a man who did not tolerate failure. The reasons for the failure were rarely acknowledged. The fact was that the Hunters had been sent to retrieve Will Stark, had been provided with an ideal environment to do so, and still failed to return with the fugitive. He was also a practical man; abhorrent though the thought might be, Stark was still roaming free, and they needed to learn from the mistakes made to better handle his capture in their next encounter.

Assuming the man still lived.

They worked their way through the day’s events, looking to pinpoint the causes of the failure. None of the Hunters emerged unscathed.

Aramis was scolded for leaving his post without communicating his change of plans to Athos and Porthos. Had he indicated what he was planning to do, the team would have had the information they needed to push Stark to his location, but without the stress. Aramis noted, in his own defense, that the clear frustration displayed by Athos and Porthos had likely driven Stark in his direction. Could they use such a tactic in the future? Could they set up an “obvious” ambush point that would drive Stark to alter his course to the actual, hidden ambush point? The concept was added to Stark’s file. Aramis, after his scolding, was praised for maintaining the Damper long enough for the transport craft to arrive. The Leader was deeply concerned by the Hunter’s report of Stark’s ever-growing Energy levels, and charged Aramis with identifying mechanisms by which he could increase his own level of power with the Damper to counteract Stark’s growth.

As the leader of the Hunters, Athos was praised for the overall successful execution of the Hunt plan, as well as for having the foresight to obtain the syringe of the serum used to create the disorientation Stark experienced. Despite the improvisation by Aramis, they’d gotten Stark in custody and nearly onto the transport, a completely successful Hunt until the very end. Athos was reprimanded for bringing only one dose of the serum, however, and the Hunter admitted he should have required the labs to produce multiple doses and had each Hunter carry at least one loaded syringe. The Leader was satisfied with this recognition and future adjustment to the approach to Hunt Will Stark; however, he noted that Athos’ true failure was that he’d not anticipated the possibility that Will Stark would overcome any obstacle thrown his way, given sufficient time.

Porthos was complimented for Tracking Stark to a location where he could be subdued away from the notice of humans. The Leader was particularly impressed with Porthos’ improvised comments about executing humans, comments that distracted and unnerved Stark and enabled Athos and Aramis to knock Stark unconscious a second time. He was criticized for not helping move the immobile prisoner upon landing the flying craft. That reprimand earned a smirk from Athos, directed at Porthos; the latter responded with a rude gesture The Leader could not see.

The blade used by Stark against Athos had been lined with a coating which prevented healing of the open wound. The surgeons informed Athos that they could spend hours performing surgery in an effort to eliminate the scar, but the skin in the region was dead and would never heal cleanly. The downtime to perform the work and recover afterward would keep Athos from his next Hunt. They’d sealed the wound on the transport, but without the surgery Athos would most assuredly have a lasting scar on his face, a terrible affliction for a vain man like Athos. There was a small chance surgery could repair the mark, but the lead surgeon indicated that it was doubtful. “Whatever it was Stark used, it worked well,” she noted.

The Leader nixed the idea of cosmetic surgery. “Let it serve as a permanent reminder of your failure yet again to capture Stark. You will be leaving again on a Hunt very shortly and I do not want the trip delayed due to your vanity.” Athos, ever the good soldier, remained silent, but privately planned to visit the same wound on Will Stark if the opportunity ever arose.

Porthos explained, in sullen tones, what had happened at the end of the encounter. “His Energy seems to be gone. I think the repeated blows to the head and my stabbing of him combined to finally drain his Energy. He may be dead, though I tend to doubt that’s the case. Until he emits Energy again, I won’t be able to track him. Perhaps he won’t be able to cause trouble without the Energy he’s always had.”

The Leader glared at him. “That’s highly unlikely, Porthos. Stark will find a way to cause trouble; he’s always excelled at that. And tell me this… if you cannot Track Will Stark, then what use are you to me? You cannot provide me with confessions or crush the Energy of the deserters.” Athos and Aramis smirked at Porthos.

“Stark isn’t the only one to leave, you know,” Porthos snapped, before realizing his mistake. The departures were, inevitably, seen as a referendum on The Leader. It was not wise to remind the man that any departures occurred; he did not tolerate dissent or failure, or take kindly to reminders of those abandoning the Aliomenti. The Leader’s eyes flashed, a sign that Porthos recognized as dangerous, and he backed down. Quickly. “Sorry, sir. Rough day.”

The man’s eyes narrowed on Porthos. “I asked you a question, Hunter. What use are you to me if you cannot find Stark?”

Porthos took a deep breath. “Even Stark needs a support network, sir. The foolish who have left our ranks, the humans he bewitches to his cause… all of them provide him some type of support. If we can erase that support, he will eventually tire and make a mistake. Whether he has Energy or not, he must still be on the alert for us, constantly on the lookout. He must know we’re going to come after him again. If his supporters start to return to us as prisoners… it would likely accelerate the timeline to him making that mistake.”

The Leader’s frown lessened. Slightly. “Continue.”

“We should be able to accelerate that impact by ramping up our Hunting schedule. I believe Stark must be aware of when we hunt; he undoubtedly keeps track of his band of traitors and knows when any go missing. If they start vanishing quickly… he’ll be quite concerned.”

“And he may decide to interrupt a Hunt to save one of the traitors from capture,” The Leader mused, stroking his chin. “An accelerated Hunting schedule may also dissuade the… weak-minded, shall we say, from making poor decisions.”

Porthos nodded. “And that, sir, is where I come in. Let me Track those targets, so that Athos, Aramis, and I can bring them back. A secured prison full of traitors would prove an interesting tourist attraction for our membership, don’t you think?”

The Leader nodded. “And in the interim, you can figure out how to Track Stark, Aramis can figure out how to effectively Damper him, and Athos can work out the logistics to ensure that your next encounter with the man is, at long last, your final encounter.”

Porthos swallowed. “Of course, sir.”

The Leader turned, indicating that the discussion was over. “We meet in Conference Room A in one hour. Be prepared to depart immediately.”
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One hour later, the Hunters entered Conference Room A and sat at a large, polished wooden table. The walls were painted a royal red, trimmed with ornately-carved wood. Granite countertops were garnished with an assortment of food delicacies, and several vintage bottles of wine were chilled and available as well. It wasn’t much of a spread by Aliomenti standards, for money was more plentiful than air. The Hunters made their food selections and sat at the table, waiting.

It was standard practice by The Leader. The arrival time of others was before his own; being late was an unpardonable sin, though not a rule listed in the small book Aramis carried with him, typically secured to the inside of his ever-present top hat for easy reference when needed. The message was clear: their lives and free will were secondary to The Leader’s own. Disobedience was not tolerated. Not all who spent time in Energy-suppressing cells were reclaimed traitors from Will Stark’s Alliance.

The man finally entered, impeccably dressed in a custom-fitted suit likely costing more than the flying, transforming car the Hunters had used the day before. A servant entered as well, and held the oversized leather chair at the head of the table to aid The Leader in taking his seat. The servant recited a list of menu items in a low voice, received The Leader’s order, and scurried to prepare the food to the man’s liking. Athos watched this scene warily; the reaction to the food plate delivery would tell a great deal about The Leader’s mood that day.

The servant returned with the prepared plate of food and set it before The Leader, who studied it — and then swiped it from the table, shattering the expensive fine china plate and scattering food everywhere.

No, he was not in a good mood.

The Hunters spent their time looking down at the table, and ignored the noise as the servant was berated for some imagined fault in the preparation of the dish. The man prepared a second dish, one The Leader accepted, and the servant scurried from the room, eyes down and spirit crushed.

Once the man finished his meal, he pushed the plate aside, drank a bit of the wine, and swirled the vintage in the crystal wine glass, studying it with well-trained eyes. “I’d prefer we had no need for this meeting,” he began, and the Hunters snapped to attention, watching his every move, listening to every word with full concentration. That was the trouble working with a boss with immense telepathic and empathic skills; he knew if your mind was wandering. “Alas, Stark is still roaming free, and my best Tracker cannot locate him. Thus, we will refocus our efforts on reducing the numbers of the Alliance. I have here a list of duplicitous traitors who need to spend some time in our cells, and have selected the first for you to capture. I do not expect failure this time, or I’ll need to start looking for new Hunters. Losing Stark is unforgivable. Losing any other rogue is intolerable. Am I clear?”

All three Hunters nodded.

The Leader began the Hunt briefing. “Our deserter is a man named Clint, who worked in our offices in New York City for a time. He took a vacation and did not report back in at the expected time. His biometric sensors indicate he is still very much alive, though there’s been no movement from him in the past… eighteen months.”

Athos nodded. “Alliance pulled them out, didn’t they?”

The Leader glared at him. “Suspicion is that, as Athos noted while interrupting, the Alliance has removed the sensors and kept them active in a fixed location to throw us off the trail. We have reason to believe that he’s provided some medical knowledge to at least one human.” He glanced down at the table. “Visual, please.”

The table cleared, and the high definition screen surface displayed the face of the man they sought. He had dark, wispy hair and beady eyes. “Not one of our better looking gents, is he?” Porthos quipped. The others laughed.

Athos looked at The Leader, and received a nod of permission. It was now his show.

“Map.” The table surface cleared again, revealing a world map. “Last known residence of the fugitive is in New York City. Zoom in please, radius five hundred miles.” The map shifted, revealing a large swath of blue ocean that covered half the surface screen. “Forgot the ocean. Radius one thousand miles, land only.” The map shifted, showing New York City to the right, and the eastern third of the United States, an area comprising states as far west as the Mississippi River, to the left. “That’s our likely target area for the suspect. Please show the last known biometric sensor location, please.” A spot in New York City began flashing. “Correction: please show the last known sensor location while the suspect was still moving.” A spot began flashing in the state of Kentucky.

Athos glanced at the others. “I suspect the Alliance must have an outpost in that area, and that the movement stopped because that’s where they removed the tracking devices. They likely teleported someone back to New York and stored them to throw us off Clint’s trail. Computer, show the exact current location of the tracking device coordinates on the map.” An image of the Statue of Liberty filled the screen, and a flickering pair of lights indicated the devices were split. One portion was hidden on Lady Liberty’s mouth, the other on her posterior.

“Oh, I get it!” Porthos said, cackling. “The Alliance is telling us to kiss their—”

“We get it,” Athos snapped. “I need you to Track him. We have a likely central point of origin in the state of Kentucky.”

Porthos nodded. “Computer, remind me of this clown’s Energy scent, please.”

The computer performed calculations using fragrance matching software the Alomenti had developed decades earlier, a technology Porthos seized upon as a means of tracking suspects. The Leader held Oath reaffirmation meetings with each Aliomenti every three years, and Porthos had become a regular party to those meetings. In addition to the Oath affirmations and scans to confirm all biometric devices were in place and operational, each Aliomenti had to generate Energy to ensure that they’d not gone lax in their work. That, at least, was the story given. In reality, Porthos would carefully note the “scent” he detected from their Energy and, at the conclusion of the meeting, would use a brain-interfacing software program coupled with the fragrance software to match his memories of the Energy scent with a corresponding scent in the outside world. Once transcribed in this fashion, the computer could reproduce the scent on command, letting Porthos know exactly what he was searching for. With over ten thousand Aliomenti in the world, it was impossible for him to know which of the “mental aromas” hitting him at any time was friend or foe. The only exception was the peppermint scent generated by Will Stark’s Energy. He’d never forget that one.

The fragrance generators in the computer table computed the fragrance, generated a sample, and it misted out toward Porthos. The Hunter inhaled deeply — and gagged.

Aramis laughed at the reaction. “What’s the scent?”

Porthos glared at him through his watery eyes. “Spoiled milk.”

The Leader joined Athos and Aramis as the three men roared with laughter. Porthos flashed a rude gesture at his fellow Hunters — making certain The Leader didn’t see it — and stood to begin his Tracking.

“Map on wall, orient external display to compass headings.” The walls, which were constructed of thousands of tiny display screens, flashed before revealing the outside world, just as it would look if all of the walls around them vanished.

Porthos stood and closed his eyes, allowing the tens of thousands of Energy scents to roll over him. Their scientists said that all Aliomenti detected the Energy of others in some fashion, though for most it was limited to merely sensing some additional warmth from someone Energized nearby. A few could sense Energy from much farther away. Porthos’ sensitivity was exceptional, the equivalent to the Energy capacity of Will Stark. He could, when concentrating, detect even the slightest bit of Energy from dozens of miles away, and stronger Energy bursts from hundreds or thousands of miles away. The most critical part of his gift, however, was that each person’s Energy had a unique signature for him, what essentially amounted to a mental “scent,” so that he could find one specific individual with incredible speed. Since he and his fellow Hunters could teleport nearly fifty miles at a time, a far greater distance than most, the team could “outrun” any fleeing Aliomenti criminal. They'd know where the criminals had gone, and would simply continue teleporting after them until the fugitives were drained of Energy.

Porthos filtered through the dozens of scents of varying strengths, locating the one for the renegade named Clint. He detected it, though it was faint. Porthos turned slowly, for his readings were strongest when facing his target. After a moment he stabilized on a spot aligning with the point of origin of Clint’s Energy. He opened his eyes staring at a spot on the wall. “Computer, mark line of sight to my eyes on map.”

The computer detected his gaze at the precise point on the wall and his precise location in the room, and connected the two points with a line that crossed the entire planet on the map. The line was transposed instantly to a holographic globe that appeared above the conference table. This was the first line for his triangulation efforts. Porthos glanced at the others. “Be back in a bit.” He vanished from the room.

Porthos found himself in a small, isolated building nearly forty miles away. The property was owned by the Aliomenti, but this room was solely for use by Porthos during Tracking. The floor lit up with a map as he arrived, interfacing with the map in the room he’d just left, to show the initial tracking line. The walls again showed the outside world. Porthos repeated his process, identifying the spoiled milk Energy scent belonging to Clint, and made a mental note that this more northerly location produced a stronger Energy reading than the first location. That meshed well with Athos’ theory that Clint hadn’t traveled far after having his biometric devices removed by the Aliomenti, and the first two Tracking reads put the man somewhere in the eastern half of the United States as Athos had predicted. He glanced down at the lines and noted that there was an intersection point in just that portion of the world. The first two lines followed a nearly identical path, and so he’d need a third to pinpoint the fugitive’s location.

Porthos teleported to the third room used for Tracking triangulation, and after finding the third line finally returned to the original conference room, exhausted. The Tracking wasn’t especially draining to him, but three teleportation hops inside thirty minutes left little time for recharging. He was surprised to see several pastries on a plate at his usual spot at the table; they weren’t a group prone to thoughtful gestures. He glanced at Aramis, who wasn’t looking, and then at Athos, who had seen the recognition of the food gift. “You need to recharge. We’re leaving now. Eat.”

Porthos grabbed a pastry and shoved the entire thing into his mouth at once, drawing an eye roll from Athos. “Varesmiclk?” Porthos asked.

Aramis glanced up from the book he was perusing. “What language is that?” he asked.

Porthos finished chewing and swallowed. “Where’s my cloak? I’m not leaving without it.”

Aramis sighed. “Really? Why do you insist on wearing that thing? It’s so… many, many centuries out of style.” He donned his top hat, grabbed his book, and stood to leave.

Porthos sniffed. “It’s a practical garment for protecting against the elements and concealing my handsome face from the masses, unlike an attention-gathering old silk top hat. You don’t want us being recognized, do you, snowman?”

Aramis wrinkled his face. “Snowman?”

Porthos shook his head. “One day, you will learn to appreciate the amusement and entertainment value of the humans. Ask Athos. I’m certain he’s read the human book that gave us our names.”

Athos, who was still seated and marking down the exact coordinates tracked by Porthos, did not look up. “I seem to have misplaced it.”

Porthos raised his arms in exasperation. “Where did you have it last?”

“Near a large trash incinerator.”

“Pearls before swine,” Porthos muttered. “I’ll see you uncultured rubes at the ship.” He vanished.

Ten minutes later, the aircraft hurtled down the runway, carrying the three Hunters toward their target.
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The sleek aircraft blistered through the sky, traveling at the speed of sound, racing toward their destination. They normally didn’t use high speed craft for Hunts, but with the accelerated pace The Leader had set they needed to reduce travel time.

Porthos, who had donned his beloved cloak and wore it with the large hood down, tested the leather chair. “I could get used to traveling like this. In spite of the company.” He reclined it back into a sleeping position, sighing with deep contentment.

“I’ve identified the charges as including the first two Oaths, four laws — most notably, that no Aliomenti are to remove their biometric implants — and several rules around being absent without permission from work. We’re looking at about forty-four years total in confinement. I don’t think Clint’s going to be happy to see us.”

“None of them ever are,” Porthos replied. He kicked off his boots and wriggled his toes.

“Porthos will need the list in hand before we land, so that he’s prepared to do his reading and I can do mine,” Athos said. Athos was able to divine the truth of any question posed to a person; he’d know if someone was lying even if they themselves did not. His talent probed the memories of their very cells, which could not be erased, modified, or hidden. They referred to his skill as Reading, for he could read the truth in anyone, regardless of the depths to which they’d gone to conceal it. As such, Athos’ proclamations were considered inviolate documentation of guilt. “Are you ready to go? Clint’s no Will Stark, but he’s a reasonably senior Aliomenti.”

Aramis scoffed. “After dealing with Stark, nothing else worries me.”

Athos nodded. “Good. We need to figure out where this man is hiding, and ascertain who may know the truth about him, or who may have learned about us through his intentional or accidental revelations. Computer, hologram screen. Display property transactions.”

A screen formed in front of them, displaying a list of buyers and sellers of property in a ten-mile radius around the target zone. Aramis put on his unneeded glasses and Porthos sat back up in his chair to look as Athos discussed the particulars of Clint’s case. “Given the circumstances, he’s going to want to be as hidden and isolated as possible, and involve few outsiders. That means he’s likely to be someone who paid cash for any property he lives in. Aliomenti bank records show he withdrew approximately one million United States dollars in the six months preceding his ‘vacation,’ which according to local real estate listings can procure a large amount of property in the target locale. I’d suspect we’re looking for large acreage, an isolated location, and a cash transaction.”

Aramis sighed. “Athos, if you’ve already figured out where he is, then just show us and stop the games.”

Athos scowled. “Fine, spoil sport. Computer, display the target’s property, please.”

The holographic screen displayed a large home, isolated from neighbors on all sides by large fields of swaying grasses and clumps of tall trees. The home looked to be well-maintained. Though the image had been taken at night, the property was well-lit both outside and inside, with many cars on the outside of the house. It appeared that their rogue Aliomenti, Clint, wanted to have privacy, but wasn’t against entertaining large crowds if the mood struck.

Porthos looked at Athos. “The Leader mentioned some indication that our friend Clint had been supplying humans with some of our medical advances. Do we have any further information on that?”

Athos nodded, and Aramis suddenly perked up, flipping his rule book open. “There are indications that he’s used Aliomenti healing techniques on a young woman. Supposedly he’s told her to keep quiet… but we heard about it anyway. At present, though, it’s likely that the humans hearing of his… talents from her think she’s exaggerating. Still, The Leader indicated sufficient concern that he’s dispatched The Assassin on a separate flight. Apparently our next three missions are simple desertions with no human interaction, so our red-eyed friend can take his time.”

Aramis shivered, and Porthos grimaced. “That guy gives me the creeps. And I didn’t know he had friends. Come to think of it, Athos, I didn’t know that you had any friends either.”

Athos sent a withering gaze the way of the man in the cloak, but Porthos ignored it. “In any event, we need to go at a more accelerated pace. Porthos, you’ll need to do your usual information gathering with the locals. I’ll gather floor plans of the house. Aramis, you look for any news or gossip stories about a local woman who experienced some type of medical miracle in a mysterious fashion. If you find such stories, make sure nobody else ever does. Both of you need to be alert for the woman’s name and description. The Assassin will require that information to do his work.”

Porthos opened his mouth to speak, and Athos held up his hand. “No, you may not ask the soon-to-be-deceased on a date. And no, nobody else either. We need to be flying out of here no later than tomorrow night; The Leader has set us on an aggressive Hunting schedule.”

Porthos looked crestfallen. “I can’t believe it. I could have told her it would be the best time she’d have the rest of her life. When will I ever get the chance to use that line again?”
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Clint Jones, the rogue Aliomenti who was the subject of the present Hunt, had purchased the large house and surrounding property for cash a year earlier, just as Athos had predicted. The house had been built in the nineteenth century, and the floor plan provided exactly what he wanted in a home. With wide, open staircases, ten foot ceilings, and ornate woodwork throughout, it provided ample space for his frequent social gatherings, and the vast surrounding grounds provided privacy for his continued practice and development of his Aliomenti abilities. He could practice without detection by anyone.

Or so he thought.

The Hunters had assembled in a hotel room three miles from Clint’s house to discuss the plan for the fugitive’s capture. The plan was straightforward. Maneuver the target into an area where humans were gathered in abundant numbers, preventing the target from using Aliomenti abilities to escape. All Aliomenti, rogue or otherwise, knew the importance of avoiding attention. Even Will Stark, the greatest rule-breaker of them all, would not practice skills such as teleportation in the presence of humans. Once the target was trapped, Aramis would apply his Damper to eliminate the possibility that a desperate fugitive might attempt to escape in non-human fashion. The suspect would be walked away from the human crowds to an isolated area.

Porthos would then recite the list of charges prepared by Aramis, which would stir memories of guilt or innocence at a cellular level that Athos could Read, and Athos would pronounce judgment. Porthos would record guilt or innocence at each pronouncement. The trio would escort the Hunt’s target into the Aliomenti-designed aircraft used to travel to retrieve the subject. The guilty party would be stowed in a waiting containment cell with full dampering. The Hunters and aircraft would return with the prisoner to Headquarters for a formal proclamation of guilt and the issuing of a sentence by The Leader. At that point, the guilty party would find their cell permanently installed in the prison wing buried deep under the massive Headquarters building, until their prison term was up.

If they recanted and repented for their errors, they’d be allowed out. If not, the cell would become their permanent home.

In their respective quests, The Hunters learned that Clint’s home had two entrances, and that no one person could watch both at the same time. That meant that if Clint was inside, he wouldn’t personally be able to watch both entrances for a possible appearance by the Hunters. The trio could go in through both entrances, and at least one of them would get in undetected.

Aramis’ research had turned up columns regarding the medical story of a young woman named Eva Elizabeth Lowell who had been diagnosed with an incurable form of cancer a year ago, and who had been resigned to her fate. However, doctors reported the cancer had vanished, and the woman was suddenly in perfect health. Reports were that the woman, who had fully expected to die in mere months, was struggling to adjust to her new reality of living. Further research turned up a photo of the woman, a woman of above-average height with platinum-blonde hair (”She’s off limits to you, Aramis,” Porthos had snickered. “The hair means she could be your sister!”) who appeared to be in her late twenties.

Armed with this information, Porthos had set off into the more populated and traveled areas in the region. He came home with a good deal of useful information — and several bottles of premium bourbon. “Straight from the source!” he said. “We’ll use this for our post-Hunt celebration during the flight home. Maybe we can get our friend Clint drinking heavily and Aramis can sit this one out.”

Aramis looked scandalized. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’m just looking out for you, old man. You still look rather wan from the encounter with Stark, so I figured that if you could rest up a bit longer…”

Aramis frowned. “Who uses ‘wan’ in a sentence?”

“Too many letters for you?”

Athos sighed. “Did you find anything helpful, Porthos?”

“Yes. Our friend is having a party this evening. A costume party, to be precise. It’s Halloween, you know.”

Aramis glanced at him. “And… is that supposed to mean something?”

“It’s a day when humans dress up in scary costumes and walk around to each others’ houses and collect candy. I didn’t pack a costume, but the two of you look scary enough without doing anything special. The costumes should help us… if we use masks, nobody will be able to identify our faces later.”

Athos nodded, ignoring the jibe. “If it’s a large party, we’ll be able to get inside without incident, and Aramis can likely take a walk outside with his old friend. Once we’re outside the house with him, we have options.”

“We need to be careful, though,” Aramis cautioned. “Even if we get him outside the house, there aren’t any truly secluded spots nearby where we can teleport him away, or park the transport.”

Athos nodded. “Porthos, how long do such parties last?”

“A good party never ends, Athos. But more than likely it will run until the early morning hours, perhaps two in the morning.”

“Aramis, do you have the sleep inducer? Preferably the type that kicks in after a few hours?”

Aramis nodded. “The transport craft is well-stocked, especially since the formula proved useful against Stark – well, at least temporarily. We won’t run out again any time soon.”

“Then that’s the plan. We’ll join the party, each armed with a mini-syringe. Walk in, say hello to a few people without any lasting conversations — no matter how attractive she might be, Porthos — and find Clint. Jab him and walk away. If the house is crowded, it should be fairly easy to get close enough without anyone noticing we’re up to something. We need to use the smaller syringes as the larger ones would be noticed. When we’ve all finished, we should have a sufficient amount of serum in Clint to knock him out later. We can come back and collect him when the crowds have left.”

The others nodded. “Boring, but effective,” Aramis said.

“And what happens if things… go wrong?” Porthos asked.

“Standard pursuit. If the dosage is perchance ineffective, then we’ll have the darkness and isolation of his home to use against him.” He looked at Porthos. “Anything new on the woman?”

“Outside the fact that’s she’s gorgeous? Not really. The gossip I managed to tease out of the humans suggests she’d mentally accepted dying, and that her recovery was something she had neither wanted nor asked for. She knows who did it, though. There were a few murmurs about her dating our friend Clint for a time, but it’s moved to the ‘just friends’ stage now. It’s still likely she’ll be at the party, though probably without a date. Such a shame. Speaking of humans needing to die, where’s our Assassin?”

On cue, the man materialized inside the room, and all of them jumped. The man’s persona oozed hatred and death, and his appearance did nothing to lessen the effect. His head was shaved clean, and was covered by dozens of thick, deep scars that put Athos’ single scar to shame. But it was the eyes that made the man truly terrifying. The entirety of each eye was a deep blood-red.

The man had developed a powerful ability to project empathy Energy into his victims. He could increase their fear to the point where they were unable to fight, and the executions were quick and painless. The Hunters didn’t understand how that could be much of a challenge, but The Leader had impressed on them that The Assassin’s bloodlust could never be fully quenched. He would kill without reason, or mercy, or remorse, and ask for more. He wasn’t looking for a challenge; he was looking for mass slaughter.

“Speaking of someone who doesn’t need a Halloween costume,” Porthos muttered.

“Where is the picture of the target?” The Assassin asked. He’d managed to hone his voice to have an icy edge to it, a tone so ingrained in him that he used it with the Hunters just as he did with his victims.

Aramis flipped through his notes and pulled out a printed picture of the target. The Assassin accepted the photo, looked at it once, and committed it to memory. “Where is the target presently?”

“She’s going to be at a costume party tonight at our target’s house,” Athos replied. “We’d recommend that you attend with us and follow the woman home when she leaves. Aramis’ research didn’t turn up an address for her.”

The Assassin merely grunted. That was his indication that he’d understood. The Hunters knew he’d prefer to simply exterminate the entire house of humans. Such actions were strictly against orders of The Leader, though, and nobody dared violate such orders.

“And no ‘accidents’ involving anyone nearby,” Athos cautioned. “Wait until she’s alone.”

The blood-red eyes stared at him with an even greater degree of malice, if possible. That was as near to consent as Athos could hope. The man had been warned; failures would be dealt with by The Leader.

“Rest up, gentlemen,” Porthos said. “We have a party to attend tonight.”




●●●●●




Porthos managed to convince the Hunters to modify their traditional attire to make it look “costume-y,” and a means of having a bit of fun with their work. Porthos managed to find a wide-brimmed hat with a feather and went as one of the Three Musketeers. “I’ll go as Athos, though I’ve heard he’s pretty dull.”

Athos, after much convincing, agreed to attend as a pirate. He wore a patch over his right eye along with some silks and a stuffed parrot attached to his shoulder.

Aramis insisted that his costume include his beloved top hat; they swapped out his glasses for a monocle and stuffed his pockets with fake paper money to create the look of a board game character. Like the other Hunters, he’d wear his short sword on his belt. “Tell them you’re a rich ninja,” Porthos suggested. “Nobody will believe it, because you look like a complete loser, but try it anyway.”

The Assassin went as a cold-blooded serial killer with blood-red eyes. “If anybody asks you, you’re wearing something called ‘tinted contact lenses,’” Porthos said. Nobody else said anything. The Hunters thought it unlikely anyone would engage the man in conversation.

They parked their rental car near the end of the driveway and walked roughly a half-mile to the house. “I can feel him close by,” Porthos subvocalized into the communicator implanted under his ear. “I hope I don’t gag at the smell.”

“Try not to lose control,” Athos said, putting as much sternness as possible into words spoken at such low volume. “And no chatting with the ladies. We have a job to do.”

“Yes, Dad. I’ll have the car home by midnight.”

“This party is going to attract attention,” Aramis muttered. “People will start to ask how he can afford such extravagance. This may qualify him for tentative charges under a few more laws.” He started to reach for his hat, before Athos cut him off. For now, they needed to inject the man with the sleeping serum, leave, and wait for him to fall into a deep sleep. They’d be able to incarcerate him and then identify additional charges later without fear that the suspect would pull a Stark and vanish.

The house was bursting with light, and loud music accompanied by a steady percussive beat greeted their approach. A burly man stood near the door holding a clipboard. His posture and build suggested that he wasn’t a man to trifle with. His gaze, a condescending sneer, suggested the man wasn’t impressed by the four relatively short men of lean builds. “Names?”

“We have some already, thanks,” Porthos said, and made as if to walk by the man and into the house.

The man’s arm shot up, barricading the door. “Only those invited may enter. Mr. Jones has made it clear that others are not permitted on the premises this evening.”

“And why would we be here if not invited?” Porthos asked. “This is not exactly a place you’d find by accident, is it?” As he spoke, he seeped Energy into the man, Energy that said that the four men were special guests of Mr. Jones, and should be allowed inside immediately and without incident.

“No, I suppose not,” the man replied. He looked at them with interest. “Mr. Jones did mention he had four special guests tonight who would not be on my list. I suspect that must be the four of you.”

“That’s us,” Porthos said, smiling. The other Hunters tried to look as if this was no surprise to them. The Assassin merely looked at the guard.

“Go on in, gentlemen,” the guard said, pushing the door open. “Do enjoy yourselves. And, sir?” He tapped The Assassin on the shoulder as the man passed. “That’s an incredible costume. It genuinely makes me fear for my life. Very nice makeup work with the scars.”

Aramis and Athos each took an arm and led The Assassin inside, before the killer demonstrated to the guard just how appropriate his fear was.

As Porthos had predicted and the line of cars outside had suggested, the inside of the house was packed with humans, all chatting amiably and loudly amidst the deafening music. Many were making strange movements that seemed coordinated in some fashion. “I fear they’re on to us,” Athos said into his communication device. “The movements appear to be a prelude to an attack.”

Porthos barely stifled a laugh. “It’s called dancing, you idiot! It’s something done for recreation and enjoyment. I have a dictionary back at the hotel if you need to look any of those words up.”

Aramis’ face betrayed a look of horror. “They must be violating a rule or a law somehow in doing this,” he hissed into his communicator. “We should look that up and…”

“Do nothing,” Athos said. “Humans being humans is not a crime, despite what The Assassin might think.” He glanced around, having noticed that The Assassin had left their group, until he spotted the killer standing on one of the steps leading to the upper floor, his blood-red eyes scanning the crowded entry floor for his target. “We need to find Clint, jab him, and then leave.”

“The party’s just started though,” Porthos said. “If we stay, we don’t have to wait to come back, and…”

“Jab and go, Porthos.”

“Right.” Porthos’ tone was sullen. “I’d suggest we split up and approach our friend separately. Don’t follow me.” And the Hunter merged into the crowd and began weaving through. Athos thought he’d spotted Clint already, but Porthos was actually making a direct route toward a beautiful redhead. Athos sighed, then glanced at Aramis. “You go next. Porthos, keep us posted on your progress.”

“I haven’t talked to her yet.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

“Right, right. Your friend is on the opposite side of the room from me.”

Athos and Aramis both looked, and spotted Clint talking to a small crowd of men and women. He was deeply engaged in the conversation with the humans, which baffled the Hunters. Such actions with lesser beings couldn’t help him to continue to advance, and increased the risk of accidental exposure of the Aliomenti. Perhaps that wasn’t a concern for the Alliance, but the Hunters had other ideas. “You first, Aramis. Brush past him after you put on the ring and make contact; just be careful not to jab yourself in the process. Make your way toward Porthos after you’re done. I’ll go after you.”

They’d found the rings in the cargo hold of the transport and decided they were a much more efficient way to deliver the serum into Clint’s bloodstream. The rings were somewhat oversized, hollow on the inside, and featured miniature injection needles on the underside, closest to the palm as the rings were worn. They’d need only brush their hands on Clint briefly to initiate and complete the injection, a more natural-looking action than trying to depress the plunger on the smaller syringes.

Aramis did as commanded, slithering through the tight packs of humans, keeping his eyes on Clint without ever seeming to look in that direction. When he neared within a few feet, he reached into his pocket, slipped on the ring, and flicked the miniature needle covers off after removing his hand from his pocket. As Athos had noted, he didn’t want to inject himself with the serum.

Aramis moved between two men whose backs faced Clint; the target was looking in the opposite direction and wouldn’t see Aramis approach. Squeezing by, Aramis muttered a quiet “excuse me” as he slid through, and in the process his hand made contact with Clint’s shoulder. The miniature injection needles punctured Clint’s shirt and the serum entered his bloodstream, all of which happened in the fraction of a second Aramis’ hand lingered on the target’s shoulder. As he emerged on the opposite side, Aramis whispered. “That was easy. Athos, you’re up next.”

Athos maneuvered his way toward Clint as Aramis reached a comfortable distance away. He’ nearly reached the target when a young woman with platinum-blonde hair stepped in front of him. “I just love your pirate costume!” She batted her eyes at him.

“Er… thank you. You… you look very nice.” Now go very far away.

She blushed. “Thank you. Are you new to the area?”

She wants to have a conversation? “I’m actually feeling warm and need to step outside. If you’ll excuse me?”

“I’ll go with you.”

Athos suddenly recognized her. She was Eva Elizabeth Lowell, the young woman that The Assassin was supposed to kill. Assassin, follow me outside please. Your target is with me. Exit through the door on the side of the house opposite where we entered.

Athos smiled at Eva. “That would be nice.”

Athos donned the ring syringe and jabbed it against Clint on his way outside. The Assassin stepped in front of Athos before the Hunter could exit, and the three of them walked out together.

Once outside, the trio stepped off the porch and into the grassy areas behind the house. Athos snapped his fingers. “I’ve left something inside and need to go get it. Perhaps you could keep my friend here company, Miss…?”

“Eva.” She turned around, spotted The Assassin, and gasped. “Oh! What a fantastic costume! The makeup work on the scars must have taken hours! And the eyes… how are you doing that?”

“Tinted contact lenses.” The Assassin’s words were spoken in a grunt; he was not one given to pretending to be a simple party-goer wearing an impressive costume. He was behaving exactly as an assassin should behave.

The young woman seemed impressed by his act and costume. “That’s so clever! Are you new around here, …?”

Athos realized that she was looking for his name. “That’s Joe,” he said, speaking the first English name that came to mind. “Joe was telling me earlier that he’d love to take a walk around these grounds and see all of the sights. Perhaps you could show him, Miss Eva?”

She giggled, glanced at the strong-looking man in the terrifying “costume,” and nodded. “Sure. Come on, Joe. I’ll show you where Clint keeps his horses.” The two wandered off into the night.

Little did Eva know that her life would soon end.

Athos walked back toward the house. “Porthos, if you haven’t already, do your jab job and let’s leave. The Assassin has already engaged his target. We need to depart.” Athos entered the house and spotted Porthos, still chatting away with the lovely redhead he’d approached earlier. The Hunter made eye contact with his leader and nodded. “That nod better mean ‘I’m heading over to do my job right now,’ and not ‘I’m having a wonderful time with this human woman.’”

Porthos looked at his wrist, uttered some explanation, and made his way in Athos’ direction, which would take him past Clint. The young woman looked aghast at his departure, and Porthos turned to offer some parting word. As Porthos turned back toward the rear of the house and toward his target, Clint turned in his direction — and froze.

It only then occurred to Athos that Porthos, having been involved in Oath affirmations for the past several years, had likely been seen by Clint, and a simple feathered hat was nowhere near sufficient to mask the Hunter’s identity.

Clint frowned, as if determining his best approach to handling the sudden and unexpected appearance of a Hunter. He’d know exactly why Porthos was there, of course. It was simply a matter of deciding how to manipulate the situation to his advantage. Athos supposed he would make his excuses, retire upstairs to an unoccupied room, and teleport from there to the outside to attempt his escape. He suspected he should warn the others of that.

“D’Artagnan!” Clint shouted, drawing the attention of everyone in the room as he strode toward Porthos. “I knew that you’d come as D’Artagnan. He always was your favorite Musketeer, wasn’t he?”

Porthos face reddened, not from any embarrassment at being identified, but because he’d been labeled as the wrong Musketeer. Athos appreciated the brilliance of the move by Clint. He’d essentially given a name — the wrong name, to be sure, but a name nonetheless — to a man they could associate later with any disappearances or deaths that might occur concurrent with this party. The name was wrong, but the name D’Artagnan was associated with the story of the Musketeers. The Leader would hear about any news of a stranger bearing the costume and name of a Musketeer being associated with crimes in an obscure town in the United States. Porthos might face punishment for breaking an obscure Aliomenti rule or law; Aramis looked as if he had already drawn conclusions on that point. More pertinent to the immediate situation, however, Clint had gotten Porthos angry.

Porthos recovered quickly, however. “D’Artagnan? Never heard of him. I am a pirate, here to make you walk the plank, matey! Arrrgh!” For show, Porthos drew his sword and swished it in the air a few times, drawing some oohs and ahhs from the crowd, most notably the female humans.

Clint laughed. “I’ve never seen a pirate with a feather in his hat quite like that.” His gaze fell upon Athos. “Your friend here has a parrot and a patch. Much more pirate-like I would think.”

“Now, Clint,” Aramis spoke up. “There aren’t really rules about what pirates must wear, or carry as accessories. Surely you don’t think this man should be punished for wearing a costume not conforming to your rules about pirates, do you?”

Clint fixed Aramis with a stare. “Do you?”

The crowd began to stir, uncomfortable with the tone in each spoken word. They were all sensing that there was some type of history between the three men and their host, a history that had left them with a chilly relationship. The music stopped, and an unearthly quiet filled the space.

Porthos approached Clint, moving with extreme precision, his eyes never leaving the Aliomenti deserter. As he reached the man, they stared each other down, without blinking. “I have only one thing to say, Mr. Jones.” He glanced around the room. “Is this party already ending? Let’s get that music going and have some fun!”

The crowd roared its approval to this suggestion, the music resumed, and within moments, the tense situation was forgotten.

The staring contest between Clint and the Hunters continued, however. “Care to take a walk?” Porthos asked.

Clint snorted. “You may have noticed that I have guests in my home. It would be terribly rude of me to depart now. Speaking of which… this is private property and you are trespassing. Leave.”

Athos glanced at Porthos and Aramis, then shrugged. “We wouldn’t want to intrude on private property. We’ll leave.”

Clint’s face clouded. He hadn’t expected the Hunters to depart with so little fuss, and he was suddenly worried that he’d walked right into their trap. As Porthos walked away, he glanced back at Clint, smiled, and said, “Sleep tight.” The Hunters left the room, leaving a very nervous rogue Aliomenti standing in the middle of his own home, surrounded by friends, feeling very much alone.
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The Assassin followed the young woman toward the barn and the attached paddock. For some reason, the human had decided to believe Athos’ claim that he, The Assassin, was interested in looking at the grounds with her, and he saw no reason to correct that mistake. The barn would provide the seclusion he needed to complete his work and leave without suspicion; the wooden structure would also enable him to display his own special skill with fire. Perhaps she’d help by heading inside the structure.

The woman prattled on about the different horses, and she clearly cared about the creatures. She called each one by name, and most trotted her way, as if expecting something in return, perhaps a treat of some sort. The woman had nothing to offer, save for a gentle touch on the beasts’ snouts, but that seemed to satisfy the animals.

She glanced at him. “You’re probably from a big city and have never seen horses or barns before, have you?”

He nodded in order to keep her talking. This was a promising turn in the conversation.

She opened the gate and stepped into the paddock. “Come on. I’ll show you what a barn looks like, city boy!” She grinned, and he followed her. He couldn’t believe his luck. She was willingly taking him into a building, in the dark, with no one else around, and she’d only just met him. Humans really were stupid, weren’t they?

They entered the barn, and the woman located a lantern hanging on a hook near the entry. She lit the lantern, and faint light filled the interior of the structure. She moved toward one of the stalls. He silently drew his sword and, in his trademark move, sent an empathic Energy burst of abject terror toward her. He liked his victims to experience the horror of their impending deaths seconds before it happened.

She sensed it, and her emotions shifted as if suddenly aware she’d made a huge mistake. She turned to face him, eyes wide.

The Assassin plunged the sword into her torso, forcing the blade through until it emerged on the other side. Her face turned from terror to shock, and she shuddered several times as the injuries took hold. He let her fall to the ground, limp, and then put his boot on her to brace her against the ground as he pulled the bloodied weapon from her body. He left the blood on the blade; he would later use the smell of it to remind him of the joy of the kill, and only then, in his own quarters, would he clean the weapon. After sheathing the sword, he stooped down and looked at her serene face with its eyes closed. That was disappointing; he far preferred to watch the light of life leave his victim’s eyes, but this woman hadn’t cooperated, so he used his boot to roll her over so that he could observe where the sword had torn through her costume.

He doused the light in the lantern and walked to the stall of the sole remaining horse in the barn, opened it, and led the animal out into the paddock. He wasn’t sure why Clint hadn’t gotten the animals into the barn for the night yet, but he wasn’t going to let a decent animal like a horse pay for a crime humans had committed. Dogs or cats, sure. But not horses.

With the barn free of worthy creatures, The Assassin summoned up his Energy, transformed it into flames, and began setting the structure on fire. His fire. The special flame burned well, though some materials were resistant. He’d been working on a special mixture that would cause his flame to burn at a higher temperature and in a controlled space, which might make a useful tool someday. Here, however, with dried wood, straw, and animal droppings, he had all the kindling and fuel he needed.

He pictured the faces of the ones he’d lost so long ago, then the faces of the monsters he called humans who had taken them from him, and recalled the vow of revenge he’d sworn as a result. The fire burst from him, fueled by his anger at the memory, igniting every flammable surface. His goal was simple: he would erase every trace of the existence of the human woman who had interacted with an Aliomenti, because she might have learned of their existence. She would no longer be able to tell others about them, raise concerns that they might be involved in something… evil. She would not rouse a mob to attack his people and terminate them. He had failed to protect his people once, and especially the two he’d truly cared for, and it had become his mission in life to ensure that no Aliomenti ever again died at the hands of a human. It would be simpler to exterminate them all at once and be free of the scourge forever. Though he was frustrated at the glacial pace his leaders authorized kills, however, he was still doing the work he was called to do.

He let the flames touch him, enjoying the sensation of peace they brought to him. His gift with fire extended to protection from the flames; he could not be burned, and the flames felt like a warm, gentle breeze might feel to others. But he knew that he needed to be away from here when the fire was discovered, despite the fact that he’d ensured they’d never discover the woman’s body.

He left the barn and walked away into the night, never bothering to turn around to watch as the inferno consumed the building. His job was complete, and he went back to the hotel, waiting for the others to complete their own missions.

It was only later, as he was cleaning his sword and preparing to sleep, that he realized there had been no blood on the back of the woman’s clothing when he’d rolled her over.




●●●●●




The Hunters had stationed themselves in the rental car, slouching low to ensure that nobody saw them. They expected that any of the humans leaving the party and driving by would simply assume the empty car belonged to someone still in the house at the party.

They had two new challenges to overcome. Porthos hadn’t been able to complete his portion of the serum injection; Clint would get drowsy, but wouldn’t fall asleep. Secondly, he knew they were there and would be coming for him, and he’d undoubtedly be preparing for their impending attack. Porthos tracked the man’s Energy constantly, attempting to ensure that he didn’t try to escape before the party ended, when privacy would allow the Hunters to employ Energy-based tactics to capture him without fear of exposure. Clint, however, proved an excellent host; he didn’t leave the house, even as the guest count dwindled while the night wore on.

“Here’s a thought,” Porthos said. “Let’s go back to the house. Go inside. Find Clint. Aramis acts like he’s had too much to drink, and stumbles into him, talking about how much he’s missed him and he wishes they could be friends again. That Dampers Clint, and probably makes everyone in the house earlier think that the previous conversation was just banter between old friends.”

“How does one act if one’s had too much to drink?” Aramis asked, curious.

“Act stupid and slur your words. In other words, pretty much how you normally act.”

“I do not slur my words—”

The rest of Aramis’ reply was silenced as the Hunters watched two horses gallop past them. The Hunters gaped as the animals raced by without saddle, reins, or humans in sight.

“Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” Porthos quipped.

Athos frowned. “Why would horses be running in this direction? I thought Clint had a barn and a paddock where…” He broke off, and then made the connection. “I think The Assassin has finished his work by setting the barn on fire. That’s going to attract attention. And it’s going to give Clint a way to get out of the house before we get there.” He sat up, opened his door, and hopped out. “We need to get to that barn. Right now.” The other Hunters followed him.

The barn was easy to find. The raging inferno consuming the building could be seen from hundreds of yards away. Clint’s horses were escaping through an open paddock gate, but anything — or anyone — left in the barn would never take another breath. A small crowd of party goers was moving in the direction of the barn, shouts of concern echoing out as they tried to determine if anything living — human or animal — was still inside the burning structure.

They spotted Clint moving toward the crowd as well. He stumbled a bit, as if drowsy, and the Hunters realized that the serum was taking effect. The man stared at the barn, stunned, as he watched the building gradually collapse on itself.

“Split up,” Athos murmured. He moved to the left, Porthos moved to the right. Aramis moved directly toward Clint. This was standard practice: if their target was stunned, it was best to get Aramis on him immediately to Damper him. If the man tried to escape, Porthos the Tracker and Athos would be prepared to chase him. They’d attempt to circle around out of sight in the dark and encircle Clint before he could move, trying to keep him in sight of the humans watching the barn, where he wouldn’t be so likely to try anything special to escape their capture.

Clint saw Aramis coming and thought quickly. “The barn is clearly a total loss,” he told the handful of people gathered with him. “If I can ask a favor of everyone? Spread out and look for the horses. Hopefully, all of them got free and we’ll be able to track them down. They should all have bridles on; you can safely guide them back here into the paddock using those.” He dispatched everyone roughly in the direction of the Hunters, and then headed away from the crowd alone.

Athos and Porthos started jogging to close the gap. Aramis continued walking toward the barn. A woman walked toward him. “Are you looking for the escaped horses?”

“Yes, I am,” Aramis replied. “I think I saw one heading in this direction, and another in the direction you’re going. If we both keep moving we can catch both of them.” The woman nodded, her agreement amplified by an empathic Energy push from Aramis. She continued on her way, away from where Clint and the Hunters would meet.

Once out of the range of human eyes and ears, the Hunters launched their assault.

“Target forward two hundred yards from my position,” Porthos said.

“Copy that,” Athos said. “Aramis, you take the forward position. Porthos, you’re back left. I’ll be back right. On my mark, we go. Three, two, one, mark!”

All three Hunters teleported ahead, appearing in a circle surrounding Clint, who nearly ran into Aramis and ended the Hunt before it had started. He recovered and fired an Energy blast at Aramis, catching the Hunter in the sternum and knocking him to the ground, giving Clint an opening to continue running. Athos teleported in front of him, attempting to grab the suspect’s arm, but Clint teleported away.

“Got him,” Porthos said, as Aramis scrambled to his feet. “Range appears to be approximately five miles.” He oriented himself on Clint’s Energy scent, and his clairvoyance skills detected an image of the man’s surroundings. He was panting heavily, drained of Energy from the blast and the teleportation, and feeling the effects of the sleeping drug more heavily.

The Hunters teleported again, once more surrounding the fugitive. Their Energy stores were more expansive than Clint’s. By forcing the man to continually move, they’d eventually drain him to the point where he could no longer teleport, and then they’d complete the capture

That point wouldn’t come yet, however. Clint, breathing heavily, teleported away again.

“Only a mile this time,” Porthos said. “He’s draining pretty quickly.” He projected the image of Clint’s surroundings to the team. They vanished again.

Clint was on his hands and knees, clearly unable to stand any longer. The Energy became so great a part of an Aliomenti’s life that its deprivation would render them immobile and inert, even while their more “human” energy could still be fine. Physically, Clint was quite healthy, and should be able to run at high speeds for quite a distance. But his mind told him that his remaining Energy was precious to his very life, and as such he felt as if he was dying.

But he still wouldn’t give up. As the Hunters leaped toward him, he vanished again.

The Hunters whirled around. Clint had only managed to move a dozen yards, and was lying prone on the ground. “He’s drained,” Porthos said. With Clint no further threat to teleport, the Hunters jogged toward him, conserving their own precious Energy. Clint would recharge eventually if left alone; the Hunters knew it was still critical to get him into a protective cell as quickly as possible. But the man’s chance to escape had ended.

Aramis rolled the man to a seated position, but Clint’s head lolled as if in a deep sleep. Aramis applied his Damper anyway, ensuring the man wouldn’t recharge; they were still paranoid after Will Stark had seemed subdued, only to draw on hidden Energy stores and escape again. Clint was no Will Stark, but the Hunters weren’t in the mood to take chances. Athos stepped forward and pressed his palm against Clint’s forehead, and nodded to Porthos. “Ready.”

Porthos nodded, and began to read off each of the charges Aramis had compiled against Clint. Athos’ skill enabled him to test the truth of each charge with unerring accuracy, even as the man sat propped up and unconscious. After each charge, Athos would announce the verdict, and Porthos would record on Aramis’ notes the official decision rendered.

When they completed the inquisition, Athos teleported away to fetch the rental car they’d left parked at Clint’s house. The Hunters would use the car to transport Clint to the transport vehicle for the flight back to Headquarters.

“Not bad, Aramis,” Porthos said. “Looks like you got about 91% of the charges right. A new record for you?”

“I got 98.6% correct on the one two weeks ago.”

“That’s rather inflated since the guy sent an email to several people inside headquarters stating what he’d done. How could you miss any at that point?”

“He bragged about something he hadn’t actually yet accomplished. I’d rather get a few wrong than miss including a critical charge.”

By the time Athos pulled up in the vehicle, Clint had regained consciousness, but was still groggy. “Where are you taking me?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

Athos smiled. “Back where you belong, of course. A jail cell twelve stories below the surface at Aliomenti Headquarters. You’re going to be there for a very long time.”

Clint’s eyes widened, and then he hung his head, defeated.




●●●●●




The woman called Eva crawled out of the burning barn without being seen. It had been a close call, but she’d known the risks when she’d volunteered for this particular assignment. There’d been a very real chance that the new sword splitting technology would fail, and she’d be dead by an assassin’s sword.

For real this time.

But it had worked. The plastic pouch of fake blood she’d planted in her dress had ruptured. The sword splitter had literally split the sword in half at an atomic level, turning it into a jellylike substance on contact, and the blade had wrapped itself around the outside of her body, reforming on the opposite side as if the blade had gone through her. She’d marveled at the technology when they’d tested it in slow motion the first time, and held her breath when she’d worn the final product and they’d taken turns plunging various blades through her. The technology also seemed to work on bullets, though such devices were never employed by the Aliomenti. She wasn’t complaining. She’d done her job, and Clint had been properly set up to do his.

She sprinted away from the barn and the driveway. Eventually, she knew, the party guests would smell the smoke or see the flames, and would come to investigate. They’d never find her body, but would blame that on the total immolation of the building. As such, Eva Elizabeth Lowell would be considered dead, and the Aliomenti Leader would believe his Assassin had completed another successful execution of a human believed to have suspicions of their existence.

The name chosen for her human identity had been selected by Will Stark months earlier to send a private message to the Aliomenti Leader. It was a means of reminding him of his past, using names only a very few knew about. Perhaps he’d realize then that he’d walked into a trap; then again, the man believed himself incapable of making mistakes, and he’d likely brush the name off as sheer coincidence. Then again, making such an assumption was probably unwise.

Once she’d entered a grove of trees and had a minor bit of privacy, Eva pulled out a special satellite-based mobile phone that was secured against any form of tracking and dialed a number from memory. “Adam, it’s me. I survived; the Assassin thinks I’m dead. It looks like the Hunters are chasing Clint right now. The plan is working as defined.”

“Good job, Eva,” Adam said. “I hated the risk with the sword splitter, but…”

“It was a risk I was willing to take, Adam,” Eva replied. “It was my part in getting our spy in place at Headquarters. Do you really think he can spring all of our captives?”

“I don’t know, Eva,” Adam said. “But we’ll never know until we try.”

“Very true, Adam. Very true.” Eva paused. “Have you heard from Will?”

She could almost see Adam shaking his head. “I haven’t, Eva. I don’t think the Hunters got him or we’d never stop hearing about it. We know the plan going forward. All we can do now is follow it.”

Eva sighed. “I hope all of our converts withdrew their funds already. After this stunt, after choosing the name we planted in the local news stories… The Leader’s going to be shocked enough that he’s going to get suspicious. They’re going to start freezing funds and assets.” She paused. “If we haven’t gotten a lot out by now we’re going to struggle for funds in the not-too-distant future. Our operations are not cheap.”

“Will gave me an assignment that should give us a large infusion of cash down the road. But we’ll need to do what we can in the interim. We may need to buy or create our own bank.”

“That’s good to hear, about the infusion of money,” Eva replied. “We’re going to need to recruit from the outside more and more. They’ll really start to ramp up eavesdropping efforts to prevent migrations here. The devices we took out of Clint were incredible in their complexity.”

“We’ll make do, Eva,” Adam replied. “We always have. And somewhere out there, Will’s waiting to make his appearance yet again.”

“I know,” Eva said. “I just hope he’s not in hiding for very long.”

They both disconnected their phones, and Eva vanished from the grounds surrounding Clint Jones’ manor.








Part III

Fortress







“I still don’t understand how so many of the criminals that have been Hunted down and imprisoned in Energy dampering cells could be escaping,” The Leader seethed.

He was meeting with the Hunters and The Assassin. The Hunts had gone well; the Hunters had yet to fail to capture their assigned targets, and The Assassin had performed well in eliminating any potential exposure risks from human. Yet many of those who’d been captured had escaped.

Porthos shrugged. “Not sure, sir. Do the scientists who built the cells have ideas?”

“No,” The Leader said, scowling. “The cells are functioning fully. I have tested them myself. I tested the cell that the woman called Selena used, and I can assure you it fully incapacitated me. Yet somehow she escaped from the cell and from Headquarters. How?”

“It has to be Stark,” Athos said, and Aramis nodded.

“Of course it has to be Stark,” The Leader snapped. “The question is: how? How is he doing this? These cells have worked flawlessly for years. It’s only recently that they’ve stopped working.”

“Perhaps the people from the Alliance have stronger Energy stores than we suspect,” Aramis suggested. “The cells may need to be redesigned for that possibility.”

“I’ve just stated that the cells incapacitated me, Aramis,” The Leader replied, his tone deadly. “Are you suggesting that there are members of the Alliance more powerful than me?”

“No, sir,” Aramis replied, almost too quickly. “Nothing like that at all, sir.”

“If you’d like, sir,” Athos said, “I can Read the next target we Hunt down with that question.”

“Won’t work,” Porthos said. “You need to ask true or false types of questions, right? How can you ask them how Stark is pulling this off and get an answer?”

“I won’t ask them anything in that fashion,” Athos replied. “But I can ask them if Stark is behind it, and if they themselves know how it’s being accomplished. If they do, then… perhaps we can think of ways to persuade them to talk.” His face curled into an evil smile, accentuated by the scar provided by Will Stark in their most recent encounter.

“A sensible approach, Athos,” The Leader replied. “I’ll expect immediate updates if you identify a source of information on this matter. The threat of being Hunted loses its deterrent effect if word gets out that our prisoners keep escaping.”

“Sir, do we have any idea why so many of our people are going to Stark?” Aramis asked.

The Leader’s eyes flashed. “No, Aramis, we do not. And I’d prefer not to have a conversation on that topic.”

“It might make for a good bit of marketing with our people,” Porthos mused, so quietly that it was nearly inaudible.

But the Aliomenti had exceptionally powerful senses, and The Leader picked up on the comment. “Excuse me, Porthos?”

Porthos blinked, as if only then realizing he might have been heard. “Sorry, sir. Was thinking of something I learned from the humans about a topic they call marketing that might be applicable to Aramis’ idea.”

The Leader scowled. “You’re suggesting a human idea can solve an Aliomenti problem?”

Porthos snorted. “Not as they’ve defined it. The humans have a saying: ‘The grass is always greener on the other side.’ It means that many people believe what they’re not experiencing is somehow vastly greater than what they are experiencing. For some reason, some horrifically stupid reason, too many of our people believe that Stark’s Alliance is that greener grass. Perhaps we need to tell them that the grass with Stark is poisoned…”

The Leader finally seemed interested. “You’re saying that Stark has somehow been telling people lies about the Alliance, and that by countering those lies with the truth we can stop the outflow of people?”

“As always sir, you state it better and more succinctly than I could ever hope.” Athos snorted, muttering something derogatory in Porthos’ direction, but Porthos ignored him. “Yes, if we specifically know what Stark is saying to attract the weak-minded, we can certainly counter those lies. I think we also need to make sure that our people see the effects of the dampering cells; they feel a miniature version of it in the main parts of Headquarters, but actually spending time in a cell, as you so bravely did… that might be enough to convince others to behave.”

The Leader nodded. “I’ll consider it. Athos, do you have your next Hunt target?”

Athos nodded. “I do, sir. We expect to leave in the next few hours.”

“Good. Keep me posted.”

As the men stood from the conference table to leave, a massive burst of Energy rocketed through the building, knocking all of them from their feet as if the Headquarters had been struck by an earthquake. Porthos, the most highly attuned to Energy, wrapped his arms around his head and screamed in agony.

“What was that?” The Leader roared.

“I don’t know, sir,” Athos replied, “but if that was Energy, I can think of only one source capable of something that strong.”

“Stark,” The Leader hissed, steadying himself against the sturdy table. “Porthos! Was it Stark?”

Porthos didn’t respond; he maintained his posture of agony, the shrieking replaced with a low moan of pain.

“I… think that means yes, it is Stark,” Aramis murmured. “That was an incredible amount of Energy power. It’s going to be an immense challenge to capture him.”

“I do not accept failure, Aramis,” The Leader spat. “Capturing Stark solves far too many problems for us, too many for us to simply avoid the attempt because it’s difficult. He’s eliminated as a threat to us, his smooth talking overtures to our people fail to work if he’s in a holding cell, and it’s entirely possible that the escape efforts stop as well. Cancel the original Hunt, Athos. This takes priority.”

Athos nodded.

The Leader glanced at Porthos, who had stopped whimpering and was silent. He then looked at Athos. “Start planning immediately. I want to know where he is, what he’s been up to, and most importantly, how you’re going to capture him this time.” He paused. “The man seemed nearly resistant to the sleep injection the last time, and he’ll be expecting it this time. You’ll want to come up with something new.” He stood and started from the room. “Don’t fail me again, Athos.” The door shut behind him.

Athos glanced at Porthos, who was finally sitting up. “When you’re ready, we need a location on our dear old friend.”

Porthos moaned, flipped a rude gesture at Athos, and scrambled to his feet. “I’m aware of that. I need to get my head to stop spinning first.” He took several deep breaths, steadying himself, and then activated the mapping software. When Porthos completed his routine, the Hunters had Tracked Will Stark to a city called Pleasanton, located in the southeastern portion of the state of Ohio, within the United States.

“We need to do our homework before we go,” Athos said. “Stark could very well be setting a trap. He’s been quiet for a while; no telling what he’s been scheming in the interim. We need to proceed with extreme caution. Stark’s wily and powerful.”

“We’re aware of that, Athos,” Aramis said. “Stark is presently on the hook for around three centuries worth of prison time; it’s difficult to get that high without considerable power.”

“Indubitably,” Porthos said. “What do we know about this city he lives in?”

Athos spoke. “Computer, details on the human city known as Pleasanton, located in the state of Ohio in the United States.”

The image displayed, and the three Hunters gasped in surprise. “Wow,” Porthos said. “I have to admit… that’s impressive.”

The city featured sleek, modern buildings that were, at most, ten stories in height. The layout of the city focused the tallest buildings at the center around a central square. The layout featured organized patches of green space, and there were no roads visible. Instead, the sidewalks meandering among the buildings moved, carrying pedestrians along past shops, stores, and offices. The buildings gradually tapered in size, shrinking as the distance from the city center increased. By the time one reached the perimeter of the city, the buildings were only a single story in height. The city was clean, majestic, and beautiful.

It was also covered by a translucent dome that glowed at night in the photograph shown on the table screen.

Aramis looked at the other Hunters. “Why don’t we have something like that?”

Neither man had an answer to that question.

“We’ll suggest to some of the architects that they take some vacation time there,” Porthos suggested. “Maybe they can tweak Headquarters or one of the satellite offices with something like that dome, or the moving sidewalks, or….”

“According to this,” Athos said, ignoring Porthos, “the dome was built out of something called nanomaterials, which are incredibly small building components that can be combined together to make something much larger.”

“So what?” Porthos replied. “You take a bunch of small bricks and build a house. You take a bunch of words and build a book, not that the two of you would understand that. You take a bunch of brain cells and build Aramis’ brain. I guess that disproves the theory, though; in that case you’d take larger components and build something smaller…”

Aramis fired an Energy bolt at Porthos, knocking him from the chair. Athos leaped between the two men. “We have a mission to plan, gentlemen. The Leader will not be pleased if we delay our departure because the two of you feel the need to squabble like children.”

The two sat back down while Athos remained standing. “What would you know about children?” Aramis muttered.

Athos coughed loudly. “Apparently… these tiny building components make the surfaces constructed with them incredibly strong, and that’s how they could build that dome. It says that the surface is naturally transparent so that sunlight can get in, but at night they can run power to it and the whole thing glows, so it’s literally never dark in that city.”

Athos read further, and then gasped. “Oh, now this is interesting.” He placed a hand on the table to steady himself.

After a dramatic pause, Porthos snorted at the delay. “Oh, do tell, Athos. We’re so intrigued to hear what you find interesting.”

“The company that built that dome is owned by a man named… Will Stark.”

Aramis and Porthos both sat up straighter in their chairs, eyes wide in their stunned silence.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Aramis said. “I thought for sure he’d gone into hiding.”

“Well, he went into hiding from us. Apparently he’s been very busy in the human world for quite some time; not sure how we missed that.”

“Because we didn’t look in the human world?” Porthos proposed, trying with difficulty to replace his stunned look with one of feigned indignation.

Athos scanned more of the information on the table screen. “Looks like the man has founded or bought dozens of businesses and is widely considered to be the richest man in the world.” He shook his head. “You’re right, Porthos; given the man’s love of humans, we should have been looking for activity there a long time ago.”

“You think you know a guy, and then he goes off and gets rich in plain sight of the humans,” Aramis said.

“Bugger always was an overachiever,” Porthos muttered. “Anything else about him? Does he live in the dome? Can we go there for a visit after we capture him? Or better yet, before?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, actually,” Aramis replied, scanning through the details about the city that were displayed on the table screen. “Seems Stark owns half the businesses there, and actually bought the whole city and rebuilt it from scratch. I think if we go there and start asking questions, there’s a strong possibility he’ll be close enough to figure out we’re there and make a run for it. Or others will hear our questions and tell him about the three guys asking about him. I think we need to get close, but not go into the dome.” He glanced up. “Sorry, Porthos.”

Porthos grumbled, but didn’t argue.

“I’m in agreement with Aramis, for once,” Athos said. He glanced at the information on the screen as well. “Stark is listed as owning a property called De Gray Estates. Computer, show De Gray Estates, holographic image.”

The image appeared, and Porthos let out a slow whistle.

“The guy has style, I’ll give him that,” Porthos said. “Maybe he can plan stuff like this for us when he’s in solitary for the next few centuries.”

The others laughed.

The image showed a massive piece of property surrounded by huge concrete walls that looked to be at least twenty feet high and just as wide. The exterior portions of the walls were wider at the top than at the base, apparently to discourage anyone from trying to climb them. A moat roughly thirty feet wide surrounded the walls, completing the look of an old-fashioned castle.

The land inside the walls was heavily covered by trees, and five homes were found inside the community. Stark’s house was relatively small compared to his neighbors, but the home was still quite large and luxurious. The community had only one entrance, a large concrete gate that would sink into the ground when residents or approved guests confirmed their identities with the pair of guards who stood watch over everything around the clock.

Porthos chuckled. “It says there are rumors that the moat is filled with some kind of acid to discourage anyone from trying to swim across and climb the walls. There are other rumors that Stark started those rumors. Most are pretty sure that it’s really just water in the moat, but nobody has actually tested it out, though.”

“OK, so our guy works in an enclosed city where most everyone is employed by him, and his house is inside a fortress.” Athos frowned. “We’re trying to get to him without drawing attention to ourselves, without alerting Stark, and ideally without being seen by anyone who might later remember seeing someone different in the area right around the time Will Stark went missing. I think we need to pick the location of the attack before we begin formulating our plans, to make sure that we’re successful in capturing Stark. This time.”

“I think we need to try to get him inside that dome,” Porthos said. “True, many of the people working there work for him and are probably loyal to him. But we’ve always preferred to work where there are large crowds of humans, especially for the more powerful targets. Stark can’t teleport away if we corner him in an enclosed city where everyone knows who he is, and that’s the key with him. If he can get somewhere he can teleport, he can get far enough away that… even I might not be able to find him.”

“That’s true,” Aramis said. “I don’t know what happened at our last encounter, but you’ve said you’ve not been able to catch even a whiff of him since. This is our only break in finding him since then, so we need to take advantage of it. And we need to be better prepared than… last time.”

“Let’s not mention the last meeting, please,” Athos said, his hand touching the scar under his eye, a permanent reminder of that event. “The teleportation issue is a key reason we need to focus on surprise. I just fear that with so many people in that city, somebody is going to notice us, no matter how hard we try to conceal our intent, and word will get to him. I think we have to look at getting him at home. Once we get inside those walls, we’ve got him in an isolated house, so if we can take him by surprise and do something to stop him from teleporting, we can avoid the risk of exposure.”

Porthos shook his head. “Exposure isn’t the biggest risk here. The biggest risk is Stark. We have to get him where he can’t — or won’t — teleport away. What stops him from doing that if he’s sitting all alone in his house and we pop in uninvited? Nothing.”

“And if we’re in that city, we’re not going to get him alone, Porthos. He won’t allow it. If we get near him he’s going to make a ruckus and then our anonymity is gone. Who’s to say there aren’t cameras recording our every move while we’re there? There’s too much risk there.”

Porthos stared him down, and finally he looked at Aramis. “What say you, snowman? Dome or estate?”

Aramis sighed. “I think we have more options if we go after him in the house. Maybe we can get the lab to develop a fast-acting sleep potion we can inject into the house before we arrive, or we put it in his drinking water, or something like that. Nothing like that is an option if we’re in a city with thousands of people around.”

Athos smiled in triumph as Porthos threw up his hands in disgust.

“With that decided, we need to figure out our plan of attack,” Athos said. “We need to get to him at the house, where he’s going to be isolated. Thankfully, he’s built his house in a perfect fashion for our pursuit.”

“My first question is this: how do we get inside those walls without drawing attention?” Aramis asked.

“That’s the biggest hurdle,” Athos said.

“Uh, no,” Porthos said. “The biggest hurdle is always Stark. Take that away, and nothing else is an issue. No Stark, we teleport inside the walls without concern and take down the target.”

Athos sighed. “Yes, Stark is, was, and always will be the biggest issue and hurdle we have until he is captured. With that understanding, I’m open to ideas on how to get into the fortress community and get to his house without alerting the man. The trick is that we need to avoid the use of Energy, or at least keep it to an absolute minimum. Stark’s not Porthos, but he’s powerful enough that he can detect at least traces of Energy. So teleporting is absolutely out of the question. Not only does it alert him to the fact that we’re there, it drains us of Energy, even if we only move a few hundred yards. No, we need to be fully Energized when we face him, especially if we can’t find a way to neutralize his advantages.”

“Can we climb the walls?” Aramis asked. “I don’t see how, given how they’re shaped.”

“Don’t think so,” Porthos said. “Although… that entry gate is lower and it isn’t shaped the same. You could probably get two of us over without Energy if we boost each other over by hand; if we had some rope we could all get over. However…”

“The two human guards are there watching the whole time.” Athos furrowed his brow. “We need to figure out how to eliminate the two guards so that they can’t see us, identify us, or contact others about us.”

“Can we use the sleeping injection somehow?” Aramis asked. “I’m not sure how we can get inside those guard buildings without being seen,” He pointed at the two separate buildings where the guards worked. One of the guards would be situated some forty feet off the ground in a tower; the other, on the side of the driveway opposite the tower, would be at ground level.

“Somebody knew what they were doing when they built this,” Athos said. “That tower is going to be impossible to get into without being seen. We could get up there with Energy…”

“But we’ve forbidden ourselves from using it,” Porthos reminded him. “Too easy for Stark to detect. Can we get the sleeping potion made into a gas, and then pump it into both rooms at the same time? If they both get drowsy and then fall asleep, we can get in without being seen.”

Aramis nodded his agreement, and Athos stroked his chin before nodding. “That’s a very good idea, Porthos. I’ll ask you to contact the lab about that. Aramis, I’ll need you to find any plans on the security systems guarding that community. We need to make sure this will work before we get started. I’ll make reservations at a hotel nearby. We’re probably going to have to go there to do research before we can figure out how to run this.”

The others nodded, and all three Hunters got to work on their assignments.




●●●●●




“That place is a fortress,” Aramis said when the Hunters reconvened. “It’s a shame we have to go full human in trying to get inside those walls, because no human is going to get into that place.”

“Explain,” Athos said.

“Computer, display De Gray Estates as a hologram,” Aramis said by way of reply. The walled community wafted off the table surface and reformed in the air as a three dimensional image that could be viewed from any angle. Athos and Porthos walked over to Aramis to get the same view.

“The walls, as previously noted, are twenty feet high and circle the entire community, which is roughly twenty-five hundred acres in size.” Two humans appeared on the screen to give perspective; the walls were nearly four times the height of the man and woman standing next to them. “The walls are solid concrete, so blasting your way in isn’t something you can do quietly. The walls slope out from the base on the ground up to the the top, and supposedly Stark’s engineers figured out how to seal the concrete on the outside with a material that makes the walls slick. Try climbing at a forty-five degree angle with your back facing the ground, on a surface that’s basically ice. It’s not happening. If we gave our lab guys a few months they might be able to come up with something that would work, but…”

“But we don’t have months,” Athos said, sighing. “We have days. Maybe.”

Aramis directed their attention to the top of the walls. “If by some miracle you manage to scale the walls, you’ll find yourself face-to-face with a ten-foot high barbed wire fence.” At the looks of confusion, Aramis explained. “It’s basically a cross between a metal wire fence and a thorny rose bush.”

“So, sort of like Athos,” Porthos said. “Do go on, Aramis. You’re giving me such a profound sense of confidence and optimism.”

“Oh, it gets better, Porthos,” Aramis said, rolling his eyes. “There are actually video cameras mounted within the wall, monitoring the perimeter, and they’re difficult to see and thus difficult to disable. Everything captured by the cameras goes back to the two guards. Why two guards? Because if one of them is incapacitated, the other can watch everything until the human police or a replacement guard arrives.”

“That means we’ll need to incapacitate the guards at the same time,” Athos noted. “We can’t have either calling for backup. Ideally we get the sleep potion in with an extra-powerful mixture and they both sleep immediately. Anything else?”

Aramis nodded. “The humans have only two ways to enter the community. If they’re in their vehicles, there’s a concrete gate that’s ten feet high and two feet thick they need to go through. If they prove to the guards that they’re permitted in, the guards can activate the gate and it lowers into the ground. Once they’ve entered or exited, the gate goes back up. Cars have tried to ram the gate; those cars have all been completely destroyed in the effort.

“If they’re on foot, there’s a double-door system called a man-trap. Basically, you open a door and enter a small room. A system there reads your fingerprint and scans your eye and verifies your identity. The guards receive information on whether your identity is confirmed as someone approved to enter. They then open the locked inner door, and the person walks into the community. If you’re not allowed, they can actually lock the outer door so that you’re trapped inside that small room. So you can’t just break down a door… and even if you could…”

“The guards are there watching you.” Athos drummed the table with his fingers. Then he pounded his fist on the table. “This is insane. It’s difficult enough to capture Stark. Now? We may not even be able to get close enough to him to restrain him, not without being seen.”

Athos composed himself, and then continued. “That means we have two issues. The guards and the cameras. The guards need to go out of commission first, and then the cameras.”

“Why?” Porthos asked.

“If the cameras go first, the guards will notice, and they may alert someone,” Athos replied. “We need them incapacitated before they realize what’s happening. There are no obvious vents or pipes we could use to deliver the sleeping gas into the rooms they’re stationed in, however.” He drummed his fingers on the table again, then turned to his colleague in the cloak. “Porthos, weren’t the lab scientists working on a means of controlling the brain, and even knocking people unconscious, using light waves?”

Porthos looked thoughtful. “That does ring a bell. I think they’d learned that certain light frequencies will trigger a sleep reaction.”

“They did something similar with different audible frequencies as well,” Aramis added.

Athos nodded. “The light is probably better from a distance. We may be able to use some of our drones to deliver them to the appropriate position, and then activate them remotely until the guards lose consciousness. We can then disable the cameras fairly easily, scale the walls, and head toward Stark’s house. Concerns?”

“Timing,” Porthos said. “Do we want to get there when he’s not home and be waiting when he returns, or wait until he’s home before we arrive?”

“I think we all agree we want Stark as surprised as possible,” Aramis said. “I’d argue that it’s best to get him when he’s home, asleep in his bed, and dreaming his traitorous dreams. If he has to wake up before he can react, that gives us the greatest advantage.”

Athos nodded. “Well said. That has the added advantage of making the delivery of the visual or audio impairment devices that we’ll use to subdue him easier; the guards can’t react if they can’t see them. Porthos, I’ll ask you to get those and instructions on their operation for the mission.” Porthos nodded.

Athos took a deep breath. “And now for the more difficult challenge. Once we’re in the range of Stark, how do we incapacitate him?”

Porthos glanced at the other two Hunters. “Are we perhaps overstating the problem?”

“With Stark?” Athos asked. “You’re joking, right?”

Porthos shook his head. “Think about it. Right before he teleports out, you slam him in the head and I stab him. He vanishes, and we have no additional Energy readings from him since. He loses his memory, but not all of his skills. He survives because he’d gotten so rich in the human world already.”

Aramis looked at Porthos, confused. “You’re saying Stark has amnesia? That’s why we’ve not had any news about him for all this time? He’s forgotten us and worried about all of the human world businesses he’s operating in the foreground rather than as hobbies? You’re saying that Will Stark now thinks… that he’s human?”

Athos sat back and stroked his chin. “It’s an intriguing theory, Porthos, I’ll grant you that. If he loses much of his memory, but retains a notion of his self and name, and access to his bank accounts, he realizes he has a lot of money, he continues to become wealthier in the human world, he’s got that amazing city he built to deal with, and so on. However…” Athos glanced at the other Hunters. “I don’t think it wise that we go in with that assumption. We need to assume that this is the Stark that has denied us our successful Hunt for so long, not an amnesiac who thinks he’s human.”

Porthos raised his hand in graceful acknowledgment. “No argument with that point from me. It’s something to keep in mind, as it would explain why it’s been such a long time since we’ve heard of or from our favorite traitor. He’s not generated any Energy waves until now because he’s forgotten how to do it.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “If that were true, though… what would trigger it now?” He shrugged.

“If Stark is still… Stark,” Aramis said, “then we need to think about what worked well the last time and build on that. We were close to victory when we were able to inject the sleeping potion, and when Porthos suggested we were going to harm humans. Can we use those two points?”

Athos raised an eyebrow. “Excellent points. I tend to think that an alert Stark is well aware that we’re going to try to render him unconscious in some fashion, and he’ll prepare for that. I think it’s advisable to have that material with us to aid us, but we can’t rely on that.”

“However, when Porthos pretended that we were going to harm some humans, Stark was quite distressed,” Aramis said. “He seems to have a weakness about the humans. I’m wondering if we can use that to our advantage. If we were to bring a human with us, and threaten her…”

“Her?” Porthos sat up, suddenly more alert.

“I think Stark’s sense of chivalry would come into play if we were to bring a woman,” Aramis reasoned. “If we were to threaten her, Stark would be distressed and discouraged. Say, Porthos has the woman, knife to her throat, and tells Stark that if he does anything she will die. Stark is distressed, and Porthos teleports away with the woman. With Stark distressed, Athos clubs him in the head, we both inject him with the sleeping potion, and I Damper him.”

Athos stared at him. “Aramis, I do believe you’ve come up with a plausible plan on your own. What’s next? Porthos swearing off women?”

“That’ll never happen,” Porthos said.

Aramis shrugged.

“OK,” Athos said. “Quick change of plans. Aramis, you reach out to the labs to check on the audio and video sleep inducing technologies and get them shipped to us. Porthos, once we get to Pleasanton this afternoon, you find somebody we can lure to the community and take in with us as a hostage. See if you can find somebody related to that fortress community in some way; they’ll know enough about the area that they may have some additional insights on Stark we can use if our plans break down.”

Athos glanced at the Hunters. “We leave for Pleasanton in one hour. We will reconvene to compare our findings tomorrow, gentlemen.”
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“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but… reports of our having all of those advanced sleep-inducing technologies are mere rumors.” Aramis looked angry. “Apparently the lab guys were talking a bit too loudly about proposed technologies, not actual technologies.” He scowled, and Athos joined him.

“Well, that’s going to be a problem. We’re going to have to redo our plans then.” Athos sighed. “Porthos, how did your search go?”

“First of all, I went into the dome. That place is amazing. We’ll need to come back here, just so I can visit it again. The two of you should come as well.”

Athos sighed. “Stop stalling, Porthos. Did you find someone?”

Porthos’ eyes twinkled. “I did find one. And then I found someone so much better.”

Aramis eyes widened, scandalized. “Porthos, you know that such activities are forbidden on Hunts!”

Porthos laughed. “Aramis, you dirty old rascal. I mean, I did find a perfect bit of bait. A young woman related to one of the men working as a guard at that fortress. She’d be perfect because if something goes wrong with incapacitating the guard, we can use her to dissuade him from doing something… foolish. But thanks to her, I found the most perfect bait possible. And in the process, I think we can resolve our issue about lacking those sleeping technologies.”

“Do tell,” Athos said, unable to keep the irritation out of his voice.

“I checked out the people who live in that fortress, but it seems that most of them keep to themselves, and certainly there’s nobody living inside those walls that Stark would care about. So I look up people who work there, specifically the guards. All guys, all married with kids, except one. That guy’s engaged to be married. I’m not huge on orphaning kids — I know, I’m an old softie, right? — and so it’s perfect. We can use her to get the guard out of commission too. Threaten her, he comes to her aid, and we take care of him. See what I mean? Perfect choice.”

Athos nodded. “Good plan. Did you convince her to join us for our visit?”

Porthos nodded. “It was perfect. I snooped around a bit, find out this human woman’s an aspiring actress, looking for her big break. So I go to this restaurant where she works, dressed in my mysterious-looking cloak, and tell her I’m putting a new TV show together. We hunt mythical treasure, heard about some amulet that’s supposed to blow up in a week, and we’ve proven that this treasure is inside the walls of this community where Stark lives. So, we need to get inside to dig it up, all filmed of course, and we need somebody who knows this town and the people who live here to join us and talk about how horrible it would be if this amulet explodes and people get hurt. Naturally, she’s worried about Stark.”

Aramis laughed. “Why?”

“I guess the guy gives huge amounts of money away. The humans are struggling with their economy right now. Our guy Stark is pretty much bankrolling them getting going again, and he gives people money to start businesses, bails out people who are going to lose homes, and so on. So, everybody loves Will. This woman is obsessed with saving him, and I tell her to meet us there at the wall at dusk in two days.”

“And?” Athos asked.

“So as I’m leaving, she says, and I quote, ‘It’s so good of you to be doing this to save Mr. and Mrs. Stark.’” Porthos paused, allowing the comment to sink in.

“Wait,” Athos said. “Mrs. Stark?”

“He’s married?” Aramis shrieked.

Porthos nodded. “I looked it up when I got back to the hotel. I actually stepped out of the restaurant like I was leaving, but really it was just to calm down, and then I went and told her I’d gotten a call that we needed to postpone the show another two days. We’re out of danger of her showing up when we need to go in, but I don’t think we need her as bait anymore.”

Aramis had buried his head in his hands, whispering to himself. Athos glanced at him. “Our resident rules and Oaths master would apparently like to remind us that the Aliomenti swear an Oath against marriage or committed relationships, under penalty of fifty years confinement. But there’s another aspect of it.”

Porthos nodded. “The wife. Our bait. The law says she must be killed to protect our anonymity, which means… we need to get The Assassin involved.”

Athos nodded. “I’ll let The Leader know. He’s the only one who can control The Assassin. But the red-eyed freak will be ecstatic. Not only does he get to kill a human… it’s going to terribly wound Will Stark to do so.” He nodded at Porthos. “Well done.”

Porthos nodded in acknowledgement. “And I think if the Assassin is involved, we don’t need to worry about him restraining himself at all; he’s already there to eliminate one human, so why not two more? He can take care of the guards for us, then get the wife. With her in obvious peril, Stark’s distraction will be complete.” Porthos smiled. “And then, his imprisonment will be complete as well.”
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The Assassin arrived, blood-red eyes still mirthless, face still heavily scarred. He’d worked with the Hunters on many occasions, but seemed — by his standards — to be ecstatic at the possibility that he’d get to execute a human woman in the name of capturing the traitor Will Stark.

“Picture,” he said.

Athos handed him a picture of a human woman in her late twenties, with platinum blonde hair and shining blue eyes, smiling an enchanting smile. She was wearing a wedding dress, standing next to Will Stark. The Assassin studied the picture, and then tucked it into a pocket. “Location?”

“The woman is located in this home within a heavily guarded community,” Athos replied, pointing to a home within the walled Estates. “We’ll enter here.” He pointed at the location in the holographic image of the fortress community.

“I don’t teleport,” The Assassin said.

“We don’t expect anyone to teleport inside,” Athos replied. “We need to incapacitate the two guards to prevent them from raising an alarm. We need to avoid Energy usage to prevent Stark from sensing our presence. The first part is where we think you can assist us.”

“I do not assist,” The Assassin said. “I execute humans.”

Porthos smiled. “Precisely. Humans.”

The Assassin turned to face him. “There are… more… besides the woman?”

The Hunter nodded, and the Assassin’s scarred face twisted into a terrible smile. “We’ve discussed methods of incapacitating the guards, but the technology we expected to use isn’t done, and there’s no timetable for when it will become available. Therefore, we’ll need you to take care of the guards. But we need to figure out the best approach.”

The Assassin rested his hand on the short sword sheathed on his belt. “I have only one method of execution.”

Athos nodded. “We’re aware of that. The issue is the timing of those executions, and the sequence.”

“You see,” Aramis said, “our goal is to get Stark under excessive mental duress before we try to subdue him. As you’ve likely heard, he’s rather… resourceful at making his escape when at full strength and in full possession of his mental faculties. Therefore, we’d like to have you execute the two guards at night, and we’ll then go into the fortress together. When we burst into his home, you’ll capture his wife and threaten her. If Stark resists, you execute her in front of him, and then he’ll be ours. If he doesn’t resist, you execute her after we’ve got him.”

The Assassin shook his head. “Stark will know we are coming and will move the woman to safety. It is best if I get to her when she is alone.”

Porthos scratched his head. “I’m not following.”

“When I kill, my Energy always surges. It is the emotion of the kill, the joy it brings me. It brings fear to others. If I kill two men… Stark will know, if he is nearby. He will move the woman to safety before we arrive at his home.”

Athos sighed. “OK. So perhaps we need to get inside while Stark is away, but the woman is at home, then?”

The Assassin nodded.

Athos looked at Porthos. “When would Stark likely be gone, while his wife would be at home? Don’t human couples always move about together?”

Porthos shook his head. “It’s common for humans to leave their homes during daylight hours to perform their work. Stark, for example, probably goes to the Dome. We do not know if the wife does the same. My study of humans suggests that, given their level of wealth, she may not have any need to leave their home during the day to work, but that varies depending on the human. We can confirm that, but we’d probably need to count on her being at the house during the day while Stark is out. We can set our traps and wait for him to arrive home in the evening.”

“I will go at dusk, before Stark arrives home,” The Assassin said. “I will execute the two guards, and we will go together into the community.”

“One question,” Porthos said. “This… emotional Energy you radiate… is it strong enough for even humans to sense?”

The Assassin considered this, and then nodded. “Many become immensely fearful as I approach, before even seeing me. It is likely the human woman will sense my presence before I reach her home.”

Athos sighed. “Then we run the risk that she’ll try to flee.”

“That’s no good,” Porthos agreed. “We want her to be killed so that Stark finds out right as he reaches us. If she’s concerned…” He thought for a moment. “If she’s concerned, she may call those guards to see if something worrisome has occurred.” He glanced at the Hunters, and then at The Assassin. “I’m thinking you’ll need to kill one, then restrain the other until she calls them to find out if something is happening; if that terror Energy is that strong, then she’s going to notice. Once she believes it’s merely imagination, you kill the second guard and head in to execute the woman.”

The Assassin nodded; a slight delay was of no concern to him, so long as he was permitted his kills. “Which guard shall live the longest?”

The Hunters studied the photographs of the entry. “I think you need to take out the guard in the tower first,” Athos said. “If you take out the guard below first, then the tower guard might notice and call something in. If you take out the tower guard first, though, the guard below won’t see anything until you appear.”

“Perhaps we can offer a bit of a distraction,” Aramis mused. “If we walk to the area where the guard on the ground is situated, he, being a guard, will likely pay attention to us. That will enable The Assassin to enter the tower area unnoticed, kill the first guard, and then move into the ground level station to restrain the second guard.”

“That second guard will need to open the gate or door trap for us,” Athos said. He turned to Aramis. “Didn’t you say there were doors set up that only the guards can unlock?” Aramis nodded. “We could blast it, but that won’t do much good for keeping our presence hidden.”

“I doubt two dead guards will help much either,” Porthos said, amused. “But yes, I agree, the remaining guard lets us in in the normal fashion, we head unseen toward the Stark’s house, and the Assassin joins us there once his business at the front gate is complete.”

The Assassin grunted. “I have developed new techniques with my fire,” he said. “If I am able to set Stark’s house on fire as he arrives, that will mentally destabilize him.”

“I like that,” Athos said, as Aramis nodded and Porthos rubbed his hands together, grinning. “It has the added advantage of destroying any physical evidence that we were ever there.”

“We also need to remember that no humans will be able to enter the community until they get the replacement guard or guards in place,” Porthos said. “The security information suggests that only the guards can open the gate or the doors; any personnel like the human police will be stymied by that little problem.”

Athos smiled. “Stark will figure out a way. And in this case that’s a good thing. He’ll get in long before the others and come to us while they try to figure out how to open the gate or the doors.”

Aramis laughed. “We have time to spare, then. I’d like to get in a few solid kicks at the man before we return him to Headquarters.”

Athos glanced at Aramis. “You, break a rule about prisoner treatment?” His face turned somber, and then angry, as he touched the scar on his cheek. “I wouldn’t mind giving him his own permanent reminder of this.”

“You know me, always in favor of a good beat-down on somebody else,” Porthos said.

“So let me recap,” Athos said. “The Hunters will approach the guard at ground level, distracting him; we’ll also be deploying our camera neutralizing technology as we go by so nobody sees video of us later. While we’re doing that, and while that lower level guard is distracted, The Assassin will get into the upper part of the tower and kill the guard there. He will then emerge and enter the ground level station unseen. He will prevent the guard there from summoning help, and force him to allow us to enter the community. After a presumed call from the woman, The Assassin will kill the second guard and move to Stark’s house, where he will kill the woman and ignite the house on fire as Stark arrives. When he realizes the woman is dead and the house is on fire, his mental state will be destroyed, and we’ll be able to subdue him without resistance; we may not even need the sleep inducers. We may get a few… paybacks in before we take him away.” He looked at the team. “I like it. There’s no need to use any Energy, we’ll get Stark, and any threat of exposure by the woman will be eliminated.”

The others nodded.

“I still expect Stark to come up with something, some way to make this difficult,” Aramis said.

“Then we’ll improvise and deal with it,” Porthos replied. “No plan runs perfectly upon actual execution, but what we’ve created is sound and should provide the framework for us to succeed.”

Athos stood up, effectively ending the meeting. “Rest well, gentlemen. We move on Stark’s home tomorrow. In twenty-four hours, the scourge that is Will Stark will finally be eliminated from this earth.”

They all left, convinced that Athos was right.

In reality, their war with Will Stark was just beginning.
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