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Prologue

 

They met in secret once more, a couple betrothed, promised to each other in a future one had not yet lived. Circumstances forced them to live apart, for one man would seek to destroy her should he learn she’d survived an apparent violent death. Their knowledge of the future, a future in which that evil man still lived, prevented them from eliminating him first.

The journey would be a difficult one, fraught with risk, and the greatest risk was that anything they might do would alter their chances to bring forth the children both so desperately wanted.

They’d both need to survive that long, and though both were now immortal, it did not mean all those they knew and cared for in the eleventh century would join them.

“I didn’t meet Eva in the future, Hope,” Will said. “I don’t know how long she lived. That doesn’t mean she’s not still around in the future, though.”

Hope nodded, but she looked uncomfortable at the news. Eva had been her constant companion, and though the course of thirty years had changed their actual if not their public relationship, the two women were still close, still bonded by the secrets they shared.

Hope took a deep breath, and he caught a strong emotion from her, of a type he couldn’t identify. “I think I need to branch out on my own, Will. Somewhere completely different. And I think I need to learn to survive without Eva.”

He was surprised, though he quickly understood what she was trying to do. Her childhood had been a disaster, and Hope had been in desperate need of someone to show her she was loved without qualification. Eva had provided that in her own fashion, just as Will had in his. But in many ways, her relationship with Eva had prevented Hope from developing a true independence. The understanding that Eva might not always be around further necessitated that development, and Hope had the wisdom and maturity now to understand what she needed to do.

“How did she take the news?”

She looked at the ground, her only response silence.

Will sighed. “Do you want me to break the news to her?”

Hope shook her head. “No, I need to be the one to tell her, and I know that. It’s difficult to share news like that, isn’t it?”

Will smiled. “Having been on both sides, I can only say that in my experience, it’s best for both parties that the news be delivered without delay. The message will come out, no matter what. It’s best to let the person receiving the news know without delay so that they can prepare themselves and comport themselves as necessary.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“Where do you think you’ll go?”

“Back to the island, initially. Then I’ll decide. The world is large, and most definitely not flat.” She smiled, and Will remembered the global tour he’d taken her on decades earlier. “I think I’ll travel a long way this time, and put a very large distance between us.”

Will winced involuntarily. “That’s... probably for the best.”

She grimaced, but then her face turned to stone, and he recognized that something else was coming, a message causing her far more distress. “This whole situation is very difficult for both of us, Will. Unless we change our minds, and risk the fate of history and our children, we must live through a chaste millennium-long betrothal. Distance helps, but if we make it simple to see each other with teleportation... at some point, we’re going to fail at that.” She took a deep breath. “My traveling to a far distant locale solves that dilemma as well.”

He felt as if he’d been slapped, dealt a blow that crippled him, and stepped back.

It had been a long series of discussions, merging the practical, knowledge of future history, and Hope’s own strong beliefs. She would do nothing which had any chance, posed any possible risk, to the children she’d not bear for over nine centuries. And that meant she would not consent to marry him, nor engage in related acts, until the appointed time. He’d protested, noting that there was no risk of other pregnancy now with the ambrosia’s corrupting influences on both of them.

“We won’t know that, Will, until it’s too late,” she’d replied. “Then what happens? What if our children don’t exist anymore because we make that decision? Will you disappear immediately? They won’t be around to rescue you from those men, will they? You’ll probably die in that fight, just as I would have died eventually if you’d not been there to rescue me, mentally and physically, from Arthur’s schemes and mobs.” She’d shaken her head, her face resolute.

They’d still seen each other, still shared in those Energy-enhanced embraces. And though it wasn’t what he’d become accustomed to in their days of marriage, it was, somehow, enough.

Now she was leaving, severing even that bond.

He couldn’t keep the look of shock off his face.

“A thousand years is a long time, Will,” she said, and he could see tears rolling down her face. “We can each help half the planet in our own way. Don’t forget, that in the end, I will always be there for you. For now, though, at this point in this journey, I must be much farther away.”

She put her fingers to her lips, then reached out to trace them across his. “I love you, Will.”

And then she vanished.

 

 

 

 

 

I

Argument

 

 

1021 A.D.

The last screams of the dying had finally faded, the horrors carried away with the smoke rising from the still-smoldering remains of the inferno. Fifty men and women had perished in the blaze, their deaths ensured as the arsonist used his special skills to ensure they’d remained in a deep sleep, unable to awaken and escape their fate. Only in the final moments of life, as the voracious flames began to consume their very flesh, were they permitted to regain consciousness. Their final minutes were a nightmare of terror and agony, pain the entirety of their existence for those final smoke-filled breaths they inhaled.

Adam stood, alternating his gaze between the flames and the man whimpering on the ground at his feet. Arthur had deserved to die more than any of those executed in his stead. They’d suffered judgment and penalty at Adam’s hands for partaking in the deaths of three women, allowing their raw emotion and greed to goad them into destroying what they themselves could not have... or could not have first. Adam might have overlooked the death of Arthur’s late wife, Genevieve, a woman he’d not seen in a decade. But the beating death of the only child the village had known was unforgivable. The cold-blooded murder of his sister, Eva, however, had sent him over the edge of sanity into a mindset focused solely on vengeance. Eva had been sent away from the village, only to be stabbed in the back at Arthur’s command by a man whose body was now ashes.

Adam had gotten the truth of what had happened in this fledgling village from Will, the only one who’d worked to improve and then save Eva and Elizabeth’s lives. Will had been spared for that reason, sent out of the village on an errand in the middle of the night before Adam unleashed the inferno of death upon the others. Adam had elected to spare Arthur’s life as well.

“Why?” Will asked.

“Why?” Adam snorted. “Men and women who cannot bear to see anyone get the better of them, who so easily allow themselves to be sold a story of scarcity in a village grown so wealthy? Men and women who speak of learning, of sharing knowledge, who have a building named for just such a use, who then destroy those who are making progress? Men and women who will commit murder and stand by to allow others to do the same?” He shook his head. “Such people do not deserve the answers they seek, for their judgment in small things suggests they would be untrustworthy in large things. Better to eliminate them now, both as punishment for past wrongs, and to prevent the future tyranny they’d impose if given what I’d returned to provide them.”

Will stared at Adam. His experience and impressions of the man had come from a thousand years in the future, when Adam still lived through the advances they were now unlocking, when Adam would teach a confused, distraught Will how to mold and manipulate Energy to do as he wished. Will knew Adam as a patient man, a kind man, a practical man. Those impressions had not prepared him for Adam as he was now, an angry and impulsive man who acted upon his anger to murder the guilty.

“They all acted because that man” – Will nodded toward Arthur, prone and writhing on the ground – “manipulated them into their behavior. But for him, they would have done nothing of the sort. Genevieve, Elizabeth, and Eva would still be alive.”

Adam shook his head. “They were weak-minded, fearful people, Will. Had Arthur not come along, someone else would have manipulated them just as he did. Theirs were minds begging to be molded to another’s vision. Before, that meant cruelty. What might happen when such people developed sufficient power to do something like that?” He nodded toward the fire, and then leaned in closer, to whisper in a conspiratorial fashion. “Or do what you are capable of doing?”

Will knew all too well the answer to Adam’s rhetorical question, for he’d seen the future Aliomenti, under Arthur’s direction, work to stifle human innovation and progress in his own time and in his own future. They’d amassed incredible wealth, wealth Will had seen evidence of during his visit to their Headquarters. He suspected they’d infiltrated human governments and businesses as well, seeking to control, seeking to stifle, seeking to keep the mass of humanity downtrodden in order to raise their own absolute and relative stature and influence in the world.

“Many of them were slaves, Adam. They were men and women accustomed to living their lives at another’s whim, for another’s pleasure. They’d tasted freedom, and their greatest fear was somehow losing that freedom, having to once more bow to another. They knew the power that would come with the successful completion of the experiments they’d all forced upon Elizabeth; failure to be the first to acquire the power they expected her to discover would mean being a potential victim yet again.” He quieted as that realization hit him. “She never had a chance, did she?”

He’d seen through most of Arthur’s manipulations. Arthur’s facial expression during Elizabeth’s first public display of Energy showed Will that Arthur’s supposed dream, a dream of a future where they’d all developed “magical” abilities, was nothing but a facade, a straw man to make himself of critical importance in the village. Only Arthur, through Elizabeth, could unlock the code. That meant Arthur would be the first to reap the rewards... along with the special few he chose. It had been a decade-long accumulation of influence and power over the villagers, who had willingly handed over their gold and human compassion to Arthur to ensure they’d be an early adopter. When Elizabeth finished unlocking the code, they believed, she would tell Arthur, and Arthur would tell his inner circle. They’d be the leaders of a powerful new alliance.

But Elizabeth hadn’t told Arthur. Elizabeth held the secret, held all of the power in that singular instant. In that instant, all of their individual scheming and plotting and influence building was rendered worthless. They were once more at the mercy of another, a person who had no obligation to treat them well. Given her treatment at their hands, they’d realized they were at her mercy, for they’d showed no compassion toward her and would receive none in return.

Faced with a loss of all status, faced with control by someone who owed them nothing, they’d lashed out and destroyed her, their pride preventing them from delivering the apologies that would have thawed Elizabeth’s chill toward them. They’d fallen on her en masse and beaten her, urged on to greater levels of ferocity by Arthur’s public disowning of his own child.

Adam said nothing, but his face revealed his agreement with Will’s words. “And yet you think it would have been wise to give those people yet another chance?” He spat on the ground, the spittle narrowly missing Arthur. “Your unwillingness to see people for what they are is going to lead to your demise, and the demise of those you care for. I am willing to act when I see the truth, regardless of what that truth might be.”

Will seethed inwardly. It was more than his personal philosophy that prevented him from acting. Much as he believed many in that village deserved punishment for their behavior, he lived with knowledge of the future. That knowledge was both a blessing and a curse, for any action – especially murder – could lead to an altered future. Will had met both Arthur and Adam in the future, and that knowledge meant he could not kill either, and that he’d even need to protect both men if necessary. And while he’d not met any of the other villagers in those future times, taking any of their lives could end the lives of those he had met in that future. A death at his hands in this era might eliminate the direct ancestor of someone he’d met in his business dealings, neighbors in his community, friends and colleagues he’d known in his philanthropic endeavors.

The premature death of any person here could even mean that he himself would cease to exist in the future.

He wondered what the diary, the computer in the form of a scroll of papyrus gifted to him from the future, might have to say about all of this. What might Adam say about his decision, with twelve centuries of intervening time to consider it? Would he express regrets? The Adam in front of him now would say he’d done what needed to be done, and express no remorse. Would the future Adam wonder if there might have been another way?

What would he do, he wondered, if the diary provided no message of explanation or remorse from the future action? And what would he do if, at some point, the diary told him that he must kill someone because history said he’d done so?

He glanced down at Arthur, distracted out of his thoughts by the sudden silence from the man on the ground. “What did you give him?”

Adam arched an eyebrow. “The same thing I gave you. Morange berries. They are the ultimate key to unlocking the Energy you need to be able to do what I did. With time, some are able to do... far more than what I’ve shown here.” He let those words hang in the air, heavy with accusation and meaning. Will held far more ability than he’d let anyone know, but his ability to mask his skills was rapidly coming to an end.

“I went through this process, though the people who gave me the berries mixed them with other substances, and didn’t tell me what the ingredients were. The process was far more painful, and far more... messy, than what Arthur has experienced.” Arthur was quiet now, merely inhaling deep gulps of air. There was no indication that the expulsion of matter that Will had experienced would occur.

Adam’s hard expression softened, and then turned crafty. “It’s the zirple,” he whispered, more to himself than to Will. He spoke in more normal tones and volume. “They work together. The zirple makes you sweat out or otherwise get rid of anything in you that’s in your blood and unhealthy. If you take just the zirple, you’ll probably avoid getting sick and you’ll feel wonderful. It’s possible, if you take it long enough, that you’ll start to develop some limited Energy.

“The morange berries, on the other hand, scrape everything possible into your blood and out of the skin and muscles where it had been stored. Once the morange completes its work, your blood is basically poisoned. So you need to consume zirple, or you’ll get sick, and even die. If the morange does its work and you take the zirple... it can get very unpleasant. I suspect you were given large doses of both, if you experienced a lot of pain in the process. It usually takes many rounds before you start to see the best results. I suspect if you’ve taken zirple for a while, the process is less painful than if you haven’t.” He arched an eyebrow. “How many rounds did you take?”

“One,” Will admitted. “As far as I know.”

Adam scoffed at this. “How can you not know if you’d been through that more than once?”

It was certainly possible he’d had more rounds of the Purge treatment. Was it possible they’d injected him with their equivalent of the zirple before he’d undergone the Purge? Did the healing nanos in his body alter the impact? “I remember a very painful round. It left me unconscious. It is possible that I was given additional rounds without knowing it. I do not remember more than one, however.” He fixed Adam with a pointed stare. “I was in the care of people who were... deceptive.”

Adam raised his hand in triumph. “See? Sounds like people who are untrustworthy to me. You’d have been better off eliminating them.”

Will shivered at the words, though the irony of Adam’s statement curled his lip for a brief moment. “I’ve since learned why they were deceptive, and it was a necessary act, done for my benefit. Eliminating them would have been impossible.”

Adam shrugged. “Nothing should be impossible for you.”

“Murder always will be for me, no matter how you might try to justify it.”

Adam whirled on him. “Murder cannot be committed against those who have destroyed the lives of the innocent. What I did was justice, not murder. They were the ones guilty of murder. Not me. With those cowards and weaklings gone, we can start anew, with better people... and a better result.”

Will shook his head. “I am here with a manipulator who caused the deaths of his wife and daughter, and a man who felt it his right to judge others as worthy of death. How can I trust either of you? You’ve both caused death... and my reasons to live are far too great to risk my life with the two of you.”

He turned and walked away, sensing Adam’s widening eyes tracking him.

“Will! Where are you going?” Adam shouted. “You can’t leave! We’re going to do this right this time! Where there are no manipulations possible! Nobody used, nobody murdered! Will! Come back!”

Will glanced over his shoulder in Adam’s direction. “Until we meet again, Adam. Goodbye.”

With that, Will Stark, a man history recorded as one of the founders of the Aliomenti, vanished into the darkness of the forest.

 

 

 

 

 

II

Emigration

 

 

1021 A.D.

Will walked away from the smoldering remains of the southern half of the village, the darkness becoming total as he escaped the light of the flames. His shadow preceded him into the darkness, as if it was a scout searching for danger. It wasn’t necessary to scout in front of him, however, for the most dangerous beings in the vicinity, and perhaps in the world, were behind him. Will tensed at the thought, wondering if Arthur might talk Adam into chasing Will down to stab him in the back, just as he’d convinced Maynard to stab Eva. Will’s normal senses were much sharper than those of most men and women, his Purge and Energy work enhancing them far beyond what he’d known for the first thirty-five years of his life. He’d hear and even feel a person sneaking up on him before a stabbing became a possibility. But he looked over his shoulder anyway, just to be sure he wasn’t followed.

He’d walked away, and doubted his parting words meant a permanent separation in anyone’s mind. At the moment, though,Will simply had no interest in being around either of the two men he’d just left. He knew from his own future that at some point he’d go back, for Will Stark was supposed to be a key founding member of the Aliomenti, driving innovations and becoming their greatest practitioner of Energy skills. His departure, therefore, could not be permanent, at least not yet, not until he departed centuries from now to form the Alliance. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t choose a temporary separation. He had a thousand years to accomplish all he was meant to accomplish.

Will walked for nearly twenty minutes before he realized he was heading in the wrong direction. He needed a place where he could reflect quietly on what had happened. He needed a place where he could rest and sleep without concern about an attack by humans or other predators. He needed a place where he could review the diary for any guidance that his children and, yes, Adam, might choose to provide. And he needed a place where he could reach out and talk to Eva and Elizabeth. Correction: Eva and Hope. After spending three years learning to refer to his future wife by her original name, he now had to teach himself to refer to her once again as Hope.

Arthur’s recovery from the morange berries that Adam forced upon him was still ongoing, and eventually Adam would be focused on helping the man in his recuperative efforts. With Adam’s attention distracted, Will could teleport safely to the cave without drawing attention.

He frowned. Did he want to risk that? Adam seemed to know Will was no neophyte with Energy; he hadn’t asked if Will had taken the necessary ingredients, but rather how often he’d done so. He’d handed Will a standard dosage of the berries at the same time he’d forced a similar portion down Arthur’s throat. Will hadn’t realized until then that his hand was still clenched around the berries. That would be something else he could do in the cave; he was long overdue for another Purge. He frowned for a moment, concerned. Adam had said that taking the morange berries without following it up with zirple could be unhealthy, but he’d not offered Will any zirple.

Will snapped his fingers. Zirple still grew in the fields, fields that would never again be tended by the village farmers. He’d been headed in the right direction after all.

Twenty minutes later, he’d collected a large quantity of ripened zirple plants, digging them out of the ground so as to gather the all-important roots. The leaves and fruit were useless, but the roots provided such an improvement in health that Roland, the Traveler, had believed zirple to be the secret ingredient to unlock those mysterious abilities Arthur had long fantasized they’d all develop. They’d started raising the zirple crop here, and Arthur had engineered an elaborate lottery system to determine who would receive the daily rations. Arthur ensured scarcity in those rations, ensured there were always fewer rations each day than villagers desiring them. The lottery had become such an income-producer for him, so powerful a method of accumulating power and control in the village, that Arthur had forgotten about his daughter. Her worth to him had ended, a truth proved when he’d ultimately disowned her.

Prepared now for his journey to the cave, Will elected to avoid teleportation. He needed to practice some of his skills, and with only two men left alive in the forest, there was no better time. Will flooded his entire body with Energy, enabling his cells to be both transparent and lighter than air. Within moments, his body was invisible, and so light that he could lift it off the ground with his mind with minimal effort. Clenching the zirple roots and morange berries in his invisible hands, he soared into the air.

The closest he’d ever come to the sensation was during the clairvoyance sessions he’d performed, in which he was able to use Energy to change his point of perception to an area away from his physical body, seeing and hearing the sights and sounds in remote locations. He’d used the technique to locate the cave three years earlier. But it was a far cry from the actual experience of flying, for those sessions produced no remote physical sensations. He felt the wind on his face as he flew, and he also experienced the innate terror that he might fall, a sensation that lessened as time passed and his mind and body learned that he wasn’t capable of plummeting to the earth. The thrill was comparable to the roller coaster rides he’d experienced in the twenty-first century, but there was no need to pay an admission fee, wait in line... or have the experience end before he wished. He relished the sensation, and though he’d come upon the location of the cave, he flew past, soaring higher into the air, viewing the entirety of the forest and river landscape below. He could make out the water Wheel they’d constructed in the light of the early dawn, and recalled the social challenges they’d needed to overcome to complete the project. The fiery embers of the burning village walls and rooms were visible as well. Will looked away, not wanting to think about the deaths of so many.

After thirty minutes, he flew into the cave, and allowed his body to solidify and return to visibility. As his corporeal presence returned, he was better able to sense the Energy flowing around him. Over the preceding three years, he and Elizabeth had spent several hours each week inside these stone walls, working together to grow their ability to produce and absorb the substance which enabled all manner of unique abilities. Three years earlier, Will had started his own initial Energy work, trained in the basic skills by Adam. His greatest progress came through his own work, where he learned that willingly sharing his Energy with other living things, including the trees in the forest surrounding the Alliance camp, produced a feedback effect that dramatically grew his own Energy stores. When his Energy grew, new skills, beyond those taught by Adam, revealed themselves. He discovered his ability to project his senses outside his body and eavesdropped on a conversation held far away, and accidentally teleported before ever learning the correct process. Adam had briefly touched upon other skills, such as flying and invisibility. Will realized Adam knew their time in the future was coming to a close, and Will would need to teach himself those skills without Adam’s guidance.

That was a fortuitous decision. Right now, Will would sooner learn about Energy from Arthur than Adam.

Will allowed the Energy to flow from his body outward into the canopy of living greenery surrounding the cave, felt the familiar impact of the feedback effect, and breathed in the oxygenated air. Both sensations bolstered his spirits somewhat, but he was still left with two uncomfortable tasks. He needed to take the morange and zirple combination to Purge himself, a word that seemed appropriate now only if it removed the memories of the screams of those dying in the fire. He needed to report in to Eva and Elizabeth – no, Eva and Hope – about Adam’s return and subsequent arson exploits. He elected to start with the latter; perhaps after that conversation, he’d find the experience of the Purge less painful.

He reached out with his senses, listening for the sound he’d come to know so well, the pure flute-like music generated by Hope’s Energy. In this calm environment, he realized that he’d heard it long before his time travel had ever begun, a sound that he’d heard many mornings as his body moved from sleep to conscious waking. Perhaps, as she slept, her Energy seeped into him, filling him with its purity, calming his mind with its sound. He’d always thought it was simply his imagination, but he realized now that he’d been hearing her Energy throughout their married lives together. That raised a question, though. How had he heard a sound based upon Energy? He’d had no discernible Energy until his children and Adam had snatched him from the Hunters and delivered him to the twenty-third century. It was a sound he should not have heard.

It was a mystery he’d have a thousand years to solve.

The flute sound called to him, and he chased it with his mind, seeking and finding Hope, who was just waking from a long night’s sleep. He linked into her mind, and projected words of greeting along the trail of Energy connecting them. Good morning, Hope.

In his mind’s eye, he watched as she woke with a start, sitting up in the small bed she used for sleeping. Will! I’ve had some terrible dreams lately, and I worried I’d not see you again.

Will sighed, a sound that echoed within the empty walls of the cave. I’m fine. Your father is fine.

She waited for him to continue, but when the silence became unbearable, she was forced to ask the question she did not want answered. What of the others?

Arthur and I are all that remain, save for the missing Traveler, who returned with powerful Energy skills and who judged the entire village guilty of murder, a crime carrying a penalty of death. The Traveler sent me away to fix a problem with the Wheel, and while I was absent held the others asleep and set fire to their homes. They are all... gone.

With his mental connection to her location, he could hear her gasp of horror, the sharp inhalation of breath as she realized that every one of the villagers, even those like the Traders and Kay who had treated her with some kindness, was dead. The tears came soon after, and he could see the moisture streaming from her bright blue eyes. Her sadness made him ache inside, and he found himself wishing he could resurrect the time machine and take back what he’d said, to prevent her from experiencing the pain she felt at that moment.

He’d once told Hope that she was a truly good person, one who could feel compassion for those who least deserved it. She’d refused his offers to escort her away from the village ruled by Arthur, preferring instead to work her own plan to try to improve Arthur as a man and a father. She’d never once asked Will to injure the man, to force her father to act as a father should, to be her protector rather than her tormentor. She wanted him to change of his own free will, not through any type of coercion, a philosophy toward life that mirrored Will’s own, and in his mind meant she was one well-suited to the burden of the abilities possible with Energy development.

Now, after hearing of the deaths of the men and women Arthur had manipulated into murdering her, she did not cheer or gloat their demise. She wept. Will let her cry until her tears fell no more.

We have to tell Eva, don’t we? That Traveler... I think he’s her brother. She needs to know.

Will sighed. She does. Is she there with you?

She’s already off to her work for the day. She is acting as a medicine woman and healer, using Energy to help the sick. She is gradually trying to work me in as her assistant. It is good work, though it does not bring much pay. But we don’t need much, and we both have plenty of money saved up.

That was a relief to Will. He’d not yet discussed with Eva how she was planning to survive in the remote city she’d reached, but it appeared she’d settled in nicely. She’d developed sufficient presence in these few weeks that she’d been able to bring Hope into a highly-secured city without issue. I’m glad to hear that, Hope. I may be joining you soon.

He felt the jolt his words had on her. I thought you were staying there? To help them rebuild, to become what they’re supposed to become?

He’d shared with her that he’d come from the future, and she’d known from her Energy training that he’d been telling the truth. When she’d asked him to leave with her after her burial, he’d declined, indicating that he knew he was meant to stay. But now...

I know that I’m meant to be there, eventually. In the aftermath of the fire, given that the only two men remaining are the two I trust least in the world at this moment... I simply need to get away for a time. If I don’t, I fear I might lose control. I don’t want to do what Adam has done.

Hope seemed to think that through, for her thoughts were quiet for a moment. I don’t think you could ever do that, Will. No matter how angry you might become, I don’t think you could intentionally end someone’s life. If you need to spend some time away, you should come here. The three of us can be together again, without having to worry about... him.

She meant her father, of course. It wasn’t unreasonable for her to feel that way, given the manner in which her life had unfolded. But it angered him that there was someone in the world who had such a profound, negative effect on her. He wondered what he’d do if Arthur ever found out that his daughter still lived, despite seeing her die and hearing Will’s pronouncement of death. Perhaps, he mused, he would find himself capable of murder in such a circumstance.

I think you’re right, Hope. I’ll find you and be there in a few days. When Eva returns, let her know that I need to speak to her. I want to ensure she knows what happened here, and I also want to figure out if the two of you think it best for me to arrive as one looking to see the two of you, or to attempt entry on my own. I don’t want to endanger what you’ve already built there.

Don’t forget, Will... you don’t want to do anything to make them suspicious. Make sure you walk or ride into their view. If you appear suddenly, they’ll assume the worst and won’t let you in.

I think I know an excellent way to ensure that happens, Will projected, thinking about his invisible flying session earlier. He could fly over the city, even look around the inside, and then descend just beyond the visible range of the guards and walk to the gates providing entry. I’ll sleep here in the cave tonight, tell Adam and Arthur that I’m leaving for an indefinite period of time, and then I’ll try to make sure I’m at the gates in the afternoon.

Be safe, Will. Her thoughts were tinged with concern and worry. I know there’s nobody better able to keep himself safe than you, but please, be careful around those two men.

Will smiled. I will, Hope.

He spent the day in quiet contemplation, wandering around the forest, visiting areas he’d not previously inspected in his three years in this era. He sat quietly, and marveled at the sight of the roaring Ealdor and the calm Halwende Rivers merged to form a third river, which he suspected would flow north until it reached the sea. He walked among the cave formations near the one serving as his second home, fascinated at the idea that massive glaciers had carved everything over a period of thousands of years. He grazed on vegetables he dug from the ground, and used his nanos to catch a fish, amusing himself as he tried to figure out how to prepare the food for cooking.

As night fell, he steeled himself and consumed the morange berries. The Purge was nowhere near the intensity he’d experienced during his first round, and he quickly followed that up the morange berries with the zirple root he’d prepared. Exhausted in the aftermath of the Purge, he fashioned a bed with the invisible nanos, surrounded his body with the warm touch of Energy, and fell into a deep sleep. When he woke, he felt a deep sense of peace, and his body was refreshed.

He rose and walked to the spot where the rivers merged, and performed his morning bathing routine. The water moved more quickly here than it did in the gentler waters of the Halwende farther to the south, and he found the water’s movement invigorating. Moving to the shore, he used a burst of Energy to dry his skin and clothing, and then floated himself above the ground and flew in the direction of the village. He dropped to the ground just before he reached the clearing, his nose assaulted by the overwhelming aroma of burning wood. He directed a portion of his nanos to surround his shoes, hiked to the immolated southern portion of the village, and climbed atop the burning remains of the walls and rooms.

He had a brief, fanciful notion that he’d hear or sense someone still living in the debris. It took only moments to confirm that was untrue. He glanced north, and caught a glimpse of Arthur moving toward the spot where the chefs and bakers normally ladled out breakfast. Still dazed from the effects of the morange berries, Arthur seemed confused at finding no one there. Will watched as the man’s face contorted, memory and recognition appearing on his face mere moments apart. He turned, apparently to walk around to look in the food Stores to see what might remain, and caught sight of Will. The man’s face was pitiful, or would be if Will hadn’t watched him direct a population, over the course of three years, to murder his own daughter quickly after they’d failed to do so slowly.

Will moved toward him, climbing through the wreckage until he was able to walk the rest of the distance to Arthur. As Will approached Arthur, Adam walked around the corner, apparently having just come from the Stores himself. He held two loaves of day-old bread. At the sight of Will, his face froze and his gaze narrowed.

“I came to tell both of you that I am going away for a time,” Will announced. “I cannot tolerate being in the presence of either of you.”

Adam scowled. “I thought you’d already made that clear yesterday.”

“One of you was effectively unconscious at the time.”

Arthur finally found his voice. “You’re going away for a time? What does that even mean?” Will noted a slight tremor of fear in his voice. The man didn’t relish being left alone with Adam.

“It means that I need separation to assess what’s happened here, what went wrong, what could be done differently. I think I’m meant to be here one day... but that day is in the future.”

Adam waved him away. “Leave, then. Arthur and I will rebuild on our own. But understand this, Will. We will define the rules for acceptance of new members of the Aliomenti. If you aren’t here, you’ll have no say in what those are, and you won’t be able to join if you don’t assent to them.”

“I’ll take my chances. So long as the rules don’t involve murdering our neighbors, I can likely live with them.”

Adam considered him, then nodded. “Good luck then, Will. Until we meet again.”

He held out his hand, and Will, after a moment’s hesitation, shook it... and staggered out of the grip.

Arthur offered his hand as well, and Will, still dazed, shook it. He turned and walked back out of the village the way he’d entered, his mind still buzzing at the message Adam sent during the handshake.

Take care of Elizabeth and my sister. Don’t ever let Arthur find out about either of them. And Will? I exterminated all of them because they were planning to kill you next.
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Will walked through the forest, his mental fog deep as he processed Adam’s words. They’d been planning to kill him next? He recalled the deep mental probe Adam had conducted on him the day the man had returned to the village, and realized that Adam had likely done the same to the others. Will suspected that the other villagers hadn’t felt a thing, a positive side effect for those who’d not had their Energy unleashed. The probe had likely revealed the truth of those past three years, along with details of events that had occurred long before Will’s arrival. Adam had read their thoughts with sufficient clarity and had come to the conclusion he’d shared with Will moments earlier.

Had Adam actually “heard” those intentions, surmised them based upon the evidence found inside their heads... or simply invented the story as a means to appease Will? Will wasn’t certain. Adam was a man he did not and could not trust at this time, yet eventually he must. He would come to work with Adam through the Alliance, and the patching of the relationship would need to be a point of emphasis over the next thousand years.

Regaining control of his thoughts, Will realized with a dull sense of irony that he was leaving the forest by retracing the steps he’d taken his first day in the eleventh century. That was the day on which he’d become a time traveler, unknowingly cursed to live a thousand years to reach the home he’d been pulled from by the members of the Alliance. It was the day on which he’d learned that his son had lived despite the inferno that had engulfed his home, the day that he’d learned that Hope had been pregnant at the time of the arson and would later give birth to his daughter, Angel. And it was the day he’d learned he’d been manipulated by his children and Adam into stepping into a time machine, willingly accepting a perilous mission to rescue his wife from danger, promising not to use his advanced abilities to destroy his enemies in the process. Those enemies, the men he’d come to battle at some point in the future, must continue to live in the past if he was to fight them in the future. He’d thus unknowingly promised not to kill both men like Arthur Lowell, a man he knew to be a future enemy, but also by extension anyone else. An unknown person could be his ancestor, or the ancestor of someone who’d change the course of history.

Will reached the spot where the time machine had coalesced into existence in this era, allowing himself a brief moment of recollection of the moment. He’d been shocked to discover that the time machine had vanished into a swarm of nanos which augmented his existing allocation. Much had changed in three years, but his mission had not. He would protect Hope and do everything in his considerable power to ensure that she lived to meet the future, younger Will Stark.

Yes, he’d be setting his wife up with someone else with his blessing and encouragement, for the fortunate suitor was... him. The quirks of time travel were vast.

Will flooded his cells with Energy, willing them to become transparent and weightless, and a moment later he rose into the air. The fields, forests, rivers, and exposed stone were laid out in a variegated pattern below him, a patchwork of colors and textures no human hand could duplicate. He circled high above the forest embraced by the waters of the Ealdor and Halwende Rivers once more, and then turned his attention inward. He needed to locate Hope, and the best method was to trace the pure, flute-like sound her Energy generated within his mind. It was a process he’d perfected over the past few weeks, one he used to initiate the Energy equivalent of a long-distance telephone call. He’d used the approach to track her safe arrival at the remote city with her guide and protector, Richard... and the day before to share the news of the massacre.

He oriented on the sound, which came from the northeast. Will found that interesting; the Aliomenti village was located in the northern parts of what would become modern England, and the weather there in the winter was brutal. Their new location would be even further north, and winter weather would prove just as harsh. He recalled that the future Aliomenti Headquarters was located on a private, isolated island in what modern day cartographers would call the Bermuda Triangle; he could certainly see the appeal of the location for weather reasons.

He flew in the direction of Hope’s Energy signal, accelerating until the wind gusts began to injure him, the sharp winds slicing at his skin and eyes with a viciousness worthy of any assassin. He slowed briefly, and then directed his nanos to shield his body, including transparent goggles to protect his eyes. Once he’d protected himself like a modern superhero, he accelerated to a high rate of speed, and covered the distance to the great city to the north in less than 30 minutes. Given that the women had traveled nearly a week each on horseback to reach their destination, and that he’d used ten minutes touring the Aliomenti forest and figuring out how to set up the nanos to protect against the effects of high-speed flight, he reasoned he’d been flying at several hundred miles per hour. He knew he could travel faster if the distance permitted.

The city shamed the villages, towns, and small cities he’d lived and traded in these past three years. The walls surrounding the city were at least thirty feet high and ten feet thick, and featured knights in armor standing on the precipices, constantly shifting from side to side as they watched for intruders. Will was reminded of his first visit to the city of Richland; these men seemed greatly concerned about a possible attack, much as the guards outside the walls of Richland. Perhaps, like those guards, the knights here had recent evidence that attacks were probable. The words of caution from Eva and Hope reverberated in his mind, and he made a series of circular passes over the city in an effort to find the best location to land and resume tangibility and visibility. He located a small copse of trees, just on the periphery of the visual range of the city, but a mere thirty minute walk to the gates. He’d need to explain how he’d arrived in this area without a horse or evidence of travel, including changes of clothing. He had money; he’d snagged his money bag from the final trip to Richland before he’d left earlier that morning.

With his landing point identified, Will turned and flew back to the city, over the walls, and into the city proper. He hovered well off the ground, committing to memory the layout. The city was roughly square, more than a mile on each side, and Will marveled at the ingenuity, or more likely the backbreaking slave labor, required to build such an impressive structure in an era without heavy mechanical machinery. Or nanotechnology. The interior teemed with activity, with multiple markets featuring vendors selling various vegetables, fabrics, seeds, cuts of meat, jewelry, beads, breads of all types, numerous varieties of wine, and livestock. Housing was squeezed into every available square inch, and Will was again reminded of the planned nature of the now-destroyed Aliomenti village. This city grew haphazardly, mixing housing and iron smelting, food vendors with livestock, and public latrines with the handful of medical service providers. The primitive nature of medical care in the day was graphically displayed; Will’s attention was drawn to a man screaming in agony due to a massive gash to his leg, and he watched as two men covered in dirt restrained the patient, shoving a stick between his teeth, while a third tied a tourniquet around the injured leg and a fourth sharpened an ax.

Will turned away as the ax flashed. He’d seen more than enough sharp blades in action.

His attention focused on a stately woman in the area, a woman with platinum-blond hair and crisp, clean clothing. She was speaking with an older woman, listening as the woman’s mouth and hands explained the ailments she suffered. Will watched, his senses detecting the Energy moving from Eva to the woman, diagnosing the causes of the aches and pains the woman described. After the patient finished her description, Eva nodded, reached into her bag for a handful of herbs, and began mixing them into a small mug full of water, a simple herbal tea. The tea, though, was a mere placebo, providing only temporary relaxation and comfort. The real healing came as Eva pulsed Energy into the problem areas, and as the woman drank the tea, Will could see her pale face regain color and vitality. The woman thanked Eva, her profuse praise drawing the attention of others seeking medical care, and earned the former Trader a handful of copper coins. As the patient left, Eva glanced directly at the invisible Will, and he saw a small smirk form on her face.

He almost laughed. Just scouting the city. I’ll start my formal approach soon.

I think you’re just showing off. Eva’s thought was full of good humor. It will be good to actually see you again. Just... be careful.

After a telepathic nod of agreement, he resumed his tour of the city. It took only a few moments to understand why the city was so heavily guarded. A huge portion of the northern half of the city teemed with knights in armor, tended by pages of varying ages sporting bright colors identifying the man they served. They’d stumbled upon some type of staging area for a massive quantity of warriors, perhaps a local lord’s effort at military defense against invasion, perhaps an invasion force itself. The town and its walls provided secrecy and defense lest any enemy seek to lay siege and decimate the armored warriors. They’d allow private citizens inside, but only those they believed could provide some level of support to the training efforts, or enable the enhancement of the weaponry.

Will had seen enough. He flew back to the copse of trees outside the walls of the city, landed within them, and, after ensuring no other human creatures were in the vicinity, resumed his normal physical, visible existence. His body felt strange and heavy after nearly an hour invisible and weightless, and he took a few moments to acclimate himself to gravity once more. He found a stream nearby, and splashed the cool water on his face before drinking deeply. He then went back into the trees and recharged his Energy, as he contemplated his next steps.

He could certainly pass for a medical professional; he’d served as the village doctor for the Aliomenti, though he’d rarely needed to act in that capacity. Presenting himself as a doctor, though, might raise suspicion in a city prone to such emotion. If Eva, and then Hope, had both arrived with such skills in the past few weeks, and he followed soon after, many might suspect the three of them of some type of malicious intent, infiltrating the city for the purpose of committing some future, unknown misdeeds. He decided it best that he pursue entry with a different profession in mind.

He decided to present himself as a carpenter. Though he’d done little heavy work, he’d spent significant time with Joseph’s team during the construction of the Wheel and aqueduct systems, reaching a sufficient level of skill that he was permitted to work with the tools used to cut, shape, and join wood. He learned quickly, in part because the men and women working in that area tended toward powerful, loud thoughts that he could not close himself off from. He could pass as a carpenter, one who’d fallen victim to a band of thieves who’d relieved him of his horse and tools as he slept, but thankfully had left him – and his money – untouched.

Fully charged and prepared for the trial of entering this massive city, he began his walk.

The thoughts of the knights guarding the gates and manning the tops of the walls revealed that the city was called Abrecan, that about 15,000 people lived there, that the city existed purely to train knights to fight against larger armies, and that word had come of a potential invasion. Such concerns explained the extra security endured by Eva and Elizabeth as they’d entered this city. His initial bafflement at Eva’s choice evaporated; in a city on edge, everyone would be under suspicion, whether new arrival or long-time resident. In a city living under such a heightened state of tension, a stranger appearing inside the walls would incite deep fear, and he understood why Eva had discouraged any teleportation into the vicinity. With a potential invasion and a lack of trading opportunities available to outsiders, it was a place where the Traders – and now Arthur – would never think to visit, and thus they’d never run the risk of exposing the fact that Eva and Elizabeth still lived.

Will wondered if they’d struggle more to escape the city, should an attack come, than they would to enter it initially.

He approached the gates and strode toward the guards, putting effort into acting in the proper fashion. He needed to appear confident that he’d be granted access, for to act otherwise would be to invite suspicion. He needed to show evidence that he was no threat, which his weaponless status should provide. And he’d need to be convincing in his need to enter, seeming vulnerable enough to evoke compassion, but strong enough to thrive in this militaristic, walled city.

The pair of knights stood guard at the gates, unmoving. Will could feel their eyes watching his every step, ready to spring into action at any indication that Will was there for nefarious purposes. Heavily-armored hands rested upon swords plunged into the earth at their feet, available to stab and sever upon command.

Will glanced back and forth between the two of them, waiting for them to challenge his approach, to demand to know his purpose here. Neither man spoke. Perhaps it was a test of some kind. Perhaps those who lacked the nerve to request entry were frightened away, leaving in a show of timidity unworthy of a city of warriors in training.

“Good morning, sirs. My name is Will. My home has been lost to a fire which consumed my entire village, and as I set out to find a new home, brigands set upon me during my evening camp, relieving me of my sword, tools, and many possessions. I am able to provide skilled work to any carpenters within.” He opted to ignore his earlier plan. “I have also worked as a doctor in my village, and can provide assistance there as well. I ask entry to the city of Abrecan as a man of honor.” He believed that any single skill in need would help, but admitting to more than one would surely cement his permission to enter.

The knights remained motionless for several moments, as if communicating telepathically, debating the truthfulness of Will’s statement, determining if his words should grant him entry. After several moments, Will wondered if he’d perhaps failed some test, but decided that patience was in order. As a man destined to live many centuries, waiting was a luxury he could afford.

The closer of the two knights finally spoke. “Your words ring true, sir, and your skills will provide value. Entering this city comes with restrictions, however. You may enter now, but know this: these doors open only once each week to allow those desiring egress their opportunity to leave, and those granted entry the opportunity to move inside. The doors open in one hour. Choose well, sir; entry binds you to our fair city for seven days.”

Strange though the rules were, Will found them sensible, given the nature of the city. Frequent turnover of people in the city invited any with ill motive ample opportunity to enter, to bring in supporters, or to smuggle in weapons. Limitations as described would slow down such plans, and enable any security within to ferret out the malcontents before they gained sufficient numbers and armament to carry out their plans.

Will nodded to the knight. “I understand and accept your rules. I will enter this city when the gates open.”

The knights spoke no more, leaving Will to wait in silence, contemplating the contrast with his entry to the Aliomenti village. The walls there were almost decorative in nature. They could slow down a small armed force, or a sufficiently disinterested individual, but they could not withstand anyone with intense interest in gaining access. Will had been able to climb the walls with relative ease, even without using Energy. As he’d stood outside the Aliomenti village, he’d heard nothing. The village was enveloped in a profound silence, for it was empty while the residents completed their morning bathing ritual. Here, outside Abrecan, he’d been greeted by two men heavily armed, and those men were aided by a silent support group atop the walls, watching Will’s every move. The walls themselves were reminiscent of those surrounding his home at De Gray Estates, tall and wide and topped with defensive mechanisms, from armed knights to barbed wire.

The noise was overpowering. He’d come to appreciate the tranquility of the village, and even more the near silence outside the village and in the forest or the cave. Here, the sounds of thousands of people moving, talking, and shouting seeped through and over the walls, joined by the sounds of men and women creating and building as they tried to earn a living, buying and selling within the many markets inside the city walls. He let his hearing reach out, enjoying the banter in the marketplace, as a farmer argued and bartered with a woman over the price of the grain he offered for sale. It was a discussion that reminded him of the many trips he’d made with the Traders over the past three years, trips he’d never again enjoy. All of the Traders were dead. Officially.

Will heard the sound of chains and wheels moving, and realized that it meant he’d soon see the two Traders who were still alive. Unofficially. The gates of the military city of Abrecan were opening, the yawning doors providing entry to a city certain to provide Will with copious amounts of unpredictable adventure.
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Stepping inside the city of Abrecan was, for Will, like entering a major twenty-first century metropolis after weeks or months in the smaller, cleaner, quieter city of Pleasanton. The Aliomenti village offered an efficient, planned layout designed to keep common resources together. They’d put the Stores and Shops next to each other to eliminate the need for the craftspeople to cross great distances to store finished goods; they’d save time they could better use creating more. Will asked why they didn’t have the Shop fronts and Store fronts facing each other, rather than back-to-back. Eva explained that the back-to-back design meant fewer walls to build and used less space. They’d also realized that, unless they spaced the facing fronts a significant distance from each other, they’d struggle to pull the horse-drawn wagons between the buildings during loading or unloading of material.

Abrecan was, in contrast, built in a chaotic fashion. It seemed that they’d built what they needed, when they needed it, in whatever open spot they could find. Lodging, training grounds, apothecaries, bakeries, markets, latrines... all were crammed together with no thought as to the efficiency, safety, or hygienic propriety of the layout. As if to illustrate that point, Will watched a young girl dance out of her home, right into the midst of two knights engaged in swordplay just outside her door. She was saved from immediate death only because the blade that struck her was made of wood with a dull edge.

The knight seized the unconscious child, looked around, and spotted Will. “Here,” he snapped, thrusting the unmoving child into Will’s arms. “Take her.”

Will blinked. “Shouldn’t we get her back to her parents?”

The knight ignored him, instead returning to his swordplay with his counterpart.

Will shook his head, threw a wall of nanos around himself and the child, dispatched some of his healing nanos into her body, and moved to the door of the residence from which she’d emerged. Shifting the child in his arms to free up one hand, he knocked.

The door opened a few moments later, revealing a woman in disheveled clothing with a blank, emotionless face. “Your daughter has been struck on the head by the knights behind me, ma’am. We should get her medical attention.”

She stared at the child, as if unwilling to admit what she was seeing in front of her, her face growing ever more devoid of any life or emotion. Will trickled a small bit of Energy to her, both to help her respond to the situation and to try to determine the cause of the misery shrouding her face.

The knights had been practicing with wooden swords today due to a similar accident a week earlier, when her husband, a carpenter, had exited their small home at the moment a sharpened metal blade slashed toward the door. With his brutal death, all joy had left her, and though she’d fought to maintain her grip on life for her daughter, she’d failed. She’d prayed daily for death for herself, yet had instead seen her daughter injured in the fashion that had ended her husband’s life. Her despair and grief became complete.

Will sent cheerful Empathic Energy into her, and she regained focus. “Let’s go take care of your daughter, ma’am.”

The woman simply nodded and followed him, but not before closing the door. She did not fear theft; she feared finding another severed head inside.

She finally found her voice. “Where are you taking her? I have no money.”

Will smiled. “Don’t worry about that.”

“I don’t take charity, sir.”

“The money will never touch your hands, ma’am. I will not allow a child I can help to suffer for lack of funds.”

She opened her mouth to protest again, and then simply nodded. Her tears, for the first time in a week, were tears of joy, grateful for the compassion of a stranger.

Will tuned in on Eva’s harp-like Energy sound, weaving through the complex maze of buildings as if he’d lived in the city his entire life, and the child’s mother hovered close, glancing at the unconscious girl. “Is she still...?”

“She’s alive,” Will said. “She’ll be fine. I’ve heard of a very good doctor who will help her feel better in no time.”

They finally approached the small pod of doctors dispensing medical care in one of the few open spaces within the city not designated as markets or training areas for the knights. Will spotted the platinum-blond hair over the masses, and was reminded once more that Eva was a woman of exceptional height. He strode toward her, projecting a thought her way. Coming to visit, doctor. The woman with me knows only that I’ve heard of you.

Making friends already, Will? Very impressive.

Will and the mother approached Eva. “Excuse me, ma’am?”

Eva turned, frowning as she spotted the young girl in Will’s arms. “What happened to your daughter, sir?”

Will smiled. “She’s not my daughter, ma’am. Her mother is here, though.” He nodded to the woman hovering nearby, amused at the woman’s awe of Eva. “She was struck on the head with a wooden sword swung by one of the knights, and... well, she’s got a nasty bruise on her head as a result, I’m afraid.”

Eva sighed. “Let’s put her down on the table, and I’ll take a look.” She motioned to the table behind her, and Will deposited the girl there, taking great care to protect her already-damaged head. Will could detect Eva’s Energy trickling into the girl, aiding and encouraging the healing process.

Eva stooped to check on her patient, analyzing the well-formed and colorful lump decorating the side of the girl’s head. “We mostly need to help control the pain she’ll experience when she wakes up,” Eva said to the mother. “I don’t think you’ll find any permanent damage has occurred, but we certainly don’t want her to suffer while her body heals. I have medications that can provide that pain relief, but they aren’t cheap.”

The woman hung her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t...”

“Make sure she has enough,” Will said. “I don’t want to check on her in a few days and find she’s feeling any pain that’s not necessary.” He leaned closer to Eva. “How much?”

“A gold coin,” she whispered. “I assume you don’t want her to know?”

He nodded.

“Swing by later; your credit is good with me, sir.” He stifled a chuckle.

“Let me have my assistant collect the medicine, then, and show you how to prepare and apply it,” Eva said, directing her attention to the girl’s mother. She glanced around. “Hope? Can you help prepare a bundle of medicines for this woman and her daughter?”

Hope emerged from the crowd, pausing only briefly as she caught sight of Will. She quickly recovered, remembering that they’d never met in this town, and hurried to Eva’s side. “Of course,” she replied. “What does she need?”

Eva explained the proper combination of herbs and the application schedule to Hope, who listened attentively, nodded, and began rummaging through a large bag stowed beneath the table. She pulled out a collection of plants and a bag, and began showing the mother the proper technique to ground the plants into a paste, which could be applied to the lump.

With the mother distracted, Will fished a gold coin from his own money pouch and handed it to Eva. “Thank you, ma’am. I understand they’ve recently lost their husband and father, and I feared the mother had lost hope after seeing her daughter in such a condition. Thankfully, I’d heard of your skill and recommended we bring the girl to you. I trust she’ll recover soon.”

Eva nodded. “That was a kind thing you did, sir. Generosity and compassion from a stranger can be powerful recuperative tools, as much as any herb.”

Hope finished providing instructions, and had the girl’s mother to prepare and apply the herbs under her direction to ensure that the woman could repeat the process on her own. The woman profusely thanked all of them.

As she began gathering the bundle, a man’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Will! Is that you?”

Will panicked momentarily, for no one here, outside the “doctor” and her “assistant,” should know his name. He turned as a tall man with brown hair strode toward the group, and recognition hit. “Richard! How are you, sir?”

Richard had once led an organized group of criminals that had preyed upon vendors in the small towns and cities that Eva, Will, and the other Traders frequented. They’d smuggle two or three men into the city in a covered wagon driven by a companion, and at night the men who’d entered the city unseen would stalk vendors returning home with the money earned from a day’s work. The men would leave the next day in a similar fashion, and no one would ever find the culprits. Will, using his advanced Energy skills and nanos, had captured three men engaged in a heist during his first Trading trip to Richland, and had destroyed Richard’s alliance of thieves in dramatic fashion. Richard had turned from his evil ways, and had served as Hope’s escort as she journeyed from the Aliomenti village to Abrecan. Richard, a tall and powerful man, had been defeated in battle by Will while the latter was unarmed. Richard had eagerly accepted the more honorable work Will had recommended and provided.

“I’m doing well, Will. The lady was a charming traveling companion, and I was happy to serve in that capacity. I have found work with a master sword-maker here, and have, in a short time, become a sparring partner for several of the knights. They’ve spoken of considering me for knighthood, Will. Me. I cannot believe that is possible.”

Will smiled. “I told you you were meant for something greater, didn’t I?”

Richard glanced at the mother and the unconscious girl, and his face fell. “What happened here?”

Will explained the situation, and Richard nodded, thoughtful. “I believe I’ve found my good deed for the day.” He turned to the mother, who was trying to figure out how to carry her daughter and the bag of herbs supplied by Hope. “Excuse me, ma’am? May I be of service to you?”

The mother turned, and found another smiling face ready to help. She dissolved into tears.

Richard looked abashed. “Was it something I said?”

Will laughed. “Yes, Richard, it was. And that’s a good thing. She’s had little happiness in her life, especially this past week, and yet strangers have suddenly come forth to help her. Those are tears of joy, shed at learning that there are good people left in her world.”

Richard nodded, thoughtful, and went to put a comforting arm around the woman, who turned her head into his chest and continued weeping. Richard’s face softened. “It’s going to be all right, ma’am. Let me carry your daughter back to your home.”

She nodded, wiping away the tears. “You’ve all been so kind. I... I don’t know how to repay you.”

“One day, you’ll have the chance to help somebody else, and you will,” Will said. “That will be all the repayment necessary.” He glanced at her. “I never asked your name, though.”

“Rachel,” she said. “My name is Rachel. My daughter’s name is Miriam.”

“I wish you well, Rachel,” Will replied. “Take care of Miriam.”

“I will, good sir,” she said. “I will.”

Richard gently cradled the girl in his arms, and walked away with Rachel, chatting. His face had taken on a gentle look, one Will recognized. He’d become quite smitten with the young widow and the little girl he held. Will smiled. He could think of nothing more noble than becoming that missing void in a family torn apart by senseless violence.

“I’ll take my leave then, doctors.” He nodded at Eva and Hope, and walked away, leaving the women to tend to their next patient.

He meandered through the structures built in their haphazard fashion, wondering how the residents were able to find anything. While the Aliomenti village was relatively small, especially compared to a thriving city like Abrecan, the planned layout was one Will would insist upon in future building activities. Given that Arthur and Adam had been part of the group of ten that oversaw construction of the original village, a layout planned for maximum security and utility, he doubted that would be a problem, regardless of the length of his absence. Will realized, even though he’d just left in anger, that he was already thinking of his future return, and planning enhancements to the layout of the neighborhood.

He occupied his time by tracing the Energy trails left by Eva and Hope, using it to trace a path back to their humble residence. It was, like much of this large city, crammed into a space that would have been better served providing a function other than housing. They lived above a bakery, and while Will suspected the aromas were far superior to what they might experience elsewhere, it seemed a room better suited to housing a baker working in the shop below.

Will found a small pub nearby, and was able to secure a warm meal and wine. He wasn’t accustomed to drinking so much wine, but the city had no ready source of fresh water, unless one wished to hike a significant distance to a point upriver from the town itself. And there was simply no way he could know if other cities, upstream, might be dumping refuse into the water he’d eventually drink. The wine, though not nearly as refreshing as the clear waters of the Ealdor, was clear of most impurities.

He wandered about the city again after his meal, and found an inn where he could lodge until he found more permanent quarters, and used the time to contemplate what he’d do next. Even now, only a few hours after arriving in this city, he found himself wanting to leave. Entry hadn’t been easy; exiting would be a greater challenge, especially for someone like Will, a man who had arrived earlier that day. A city founded on suspicion and under constant alert for attacks would believe him part of an advance scout group for such actions.

He could simply teleport away, or turn invisible and fly out of the city under the cover of darkness. That approach would work if it was just him, but he worried about the impact his actions would have on Hope and Eva. Rachel might recall him mentioning that he’d heard of Eva’s medical prowess that morning, and if it was ever revealed he’d made that comment only minutes after entering the city, others might question his motives. That would bring Hope and Eva under suspicion as well, for it would associate them with a suspected future troublemaker. Will wasn’t concerned that they’d be hurt in an actual fight, one in which they had the chance to observe their attackers and leverage their Energy skills to their advantage. Yet those under suspicion in a city such as Abrecan would not be given a fair fight. It was far more likely they’d find their room invaded in the dark of night, while they slept, their throats cut before they had a chance to react.

He’d wait to leave until they did. It would ease all of his concerns, for they’d be with him, rather than at the mercy of a far larger community, a community which had no reason to trust anyone, and far more reason for paranoia. Perhaps they, too, longed for a greater freedom than what existed here, a city in which people of all ages might find themselves gravely injured due to poor planning, tossed aside due to lack of concern, or executed for suspicion of treason. Will wanted to believe that the three of them could find a better alternative home.

After securing lodging, Will retired to his room for a brief bit of rest. He projected a telepathic message to both women, a mental picture of his current lodging, and suggested that they converse at some point that evening. They need not be seen together; both women could teleport the distance to his room, and he could move to theirs unseen as well. Two hours later, as night fell, they elected to meet in Will’s room at the inn. The women didn’t want their neighbors to become suspicious upon hearing a man’s voice through the walls. Far better, they’d determined, to meet in Will’s room, where extra voices would be considered nothing out of the ordinary.

“How’s the little girl doing?” Hope asked.

“I suspect she’s doing quite well,” Will replied. “I started giving her assistance before we got to you. She’ll probably enjoy the best health of her life when she wakes up. More importantly, I think she’ll see her mother happy and smiling again.”

Eva grinned. “You noticed that too, did you?”

Hope glanced between the two of them, confused. “Noticed what?”

“Richard and Rachel seemed rather taken with each other, and he seemed to feel quite an attachment to the little girl. I think they may become a wonderful family at some point in the future.”

Hope sat down on the cot, folding her arms across her chest. “I hope not,” she said, her voice low and quiet. “I’ve seen that situation before, that combination of parents and child, and it didn’t work out very well.”

Eva sat next to her. “Your situation was unique, Hope, and not in a good way. Families are far more often a source of joy. Consider the time you spent out Trading, whether with our group or later, with the Weavers. That companionship? That sense of belonging? That’s what most families feel. There are squabbles and arguments, but when those end, you’re always left with something wonderful. I agree with Will. That’s what we’re likely to see with Richard, Rachel, and Miriam.”

Hope looked up, and her eyes were moist. “I wish I could believe that,” she whispered. “I wish I could experience it.”

“We are your family, Hope,” Eva said. Her voice now was stern, one that permitted no disagreement. “The previous family, such as it was, is gone. We’ve both accepted you because we want you to be part of our lives. Accept that. Accept that we care about you for who you are.”

Hope nodded, but it was clear it would take time for such acceptance to take root.

Eva turned to Will. “I know you’ve only just arrived, Will, but Hope and I have been here long enough to realize several problems with long-term residency. First, we’ve apparently been too successful in our practice; there are whispers of witchcraft around us already. Secondly, we feel unsafe, due to all of the knights who train in the open spaces, without concern about injuring or killing others. Third, we wish to experience forests and trees and rivers again, at any time, not just once per week. We want to leave, Will. And we’d rather not wait. Will you join us in leaving this city before the gates open again?”

Will smiled. “Let me know when you’re ready.”
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The women returned to their tiny room to fetch their few belongings for their departure. Eva returned to Will’s room at the inn with her bag of medicinal plants and herbs. Hope brought only the hair pin and necklace that had once belonged to her mother, Genevieve. The items had been gifted to Hope – then known as Elizabeth – by Arthur as they’d prepared her burial. Will knew only that Hope would one day wear the necklace to their wedding. At the thought of that day, a thousand years hence, he felt a sudden surge of fatigue.

Though they were paid up on their lodging, the women left a gold coin for the landlord, believing it was the proper thing to do. The trio debated leaving a note, but were unable to devise a plausible explanation for the sudden disappearance of three people. The gold coin was intended to be an indication that they’d not been taken against their will, though they were uncertain if an escape or forced abduction would cause greater concern.

With both rooms emptied of possessions, they each teleported in turn to the copse of trees outside the walls of the city, where Will, unbeknownst to the two women, established a protective physical barrier with his nanos. Each of them generated a personal barrier of Energy as well; they’d wake if anything threatening approached and pierced those fields. With their defenses set, the trio slept in peace and comfort under the stars, unconcerned about discovery or stealth attacks.

When they awoke in the morning, they shared a meal of fruit collected from the nearby trees. The fruit was exceptionally succulent, enhanced in size and flavor from the Energy emanating from the trio. All felt sated and prepared for a journey.

“Where should we go next?” Will asked.

“We moved northeast when we left the village,” Eva said. “Since we don’t want to go closer to the village, perhaps we should consider continuing in that direction.”

“That makes sense,” Hope said. “There’s just one problem.”

“Right,” Will said. “We have to go past the city to do that.”

Eva glanced at Will. “Is there a way to ensure we aren’t seen? I’d prefer not to travel several miles off course to avoid detection. And we can’t teleport to the other side, because we have no visible markers.”

Will returned the glance. “Off course? Are we heading in a very specific direction, or just generally northeast? If so, why not just go north for a few miles and resume the northeasterly route? Or just go southeast, which still gets us further away from our... origin.”

“I’d prefer not to go too far north,” Eva said. “I’m worried about the weather we might encounter during winters if we do so. The further east we can go, the better.”

“Then let’s go south first,” Hope replied. “Go far enough to avoid detection, and then pick up a northeasterly route once we’re certain the scouts from Abrecan can’t see us.”

Will found the suggestion reasonable. Eva seemed prepared to protest, but then agreed, noting that Hope’s suggestion addressed the concerns Eva had expressed. After they packed away more of the fruit and refilled their water skins, the trio set off south. They walked until they could just detect the city walls to the north, and then turned due east. Once they had traveled for a mile, they changed course again at Eva’s urging, this time to the northeast.

“I’m curious,” Will said. “What made you move northeast when you left? We tended to travel north on most Trading runs, so you would have gone past several of those towns and risked detection. You also expressed concerns about weather, specifically weather that became bitterly cold. Why not head south and avoid all of those problems? Why continue to push movement northeast?”

Eva hesitated a moment, and then sighed deeply. “I was not born in this area,” she said. “I never knew my parents. I was brought to the baron, through channels I haven’t quite worked out, when I was a newborn. The only information they had about me...” She paused, unable to continue.

“They were told you’d come from the northeast,” Will said, understanding. “You were hoping to use this time to find your original hometown?”

Eva nodded. “It’s a foolish fantasy, of course. I wouldn’t know my home community if I found it, because I have no memories of the area. I wondered, though, if I might come across a town or a village where the people look more like me.” She indicated her hair with a wave. “Not many people where we lived, whether before or after we escaped the baron, had hair coloring like mine.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Of course, even if I find an area with people of a similar appearance, who can say if it means anything? After all, my brother and I look nothing alike.”

Will nodded at the observation, a curiosity he himself had noticed. Eva was tall for both her era and gender, and her hair was snow white. Adam, in contrast, was of an average height, and his brown hair bore little resemblance to Eva’s. “It certainly can’t hurt to look, though. It’s not as if we have another target in mind. Moving further away from the Aliomenti village seems like a good idea.”

“Aliomenti?” Hope frowned. “What’s that?”

“Adam recommended that we give ourselves a name. He found the remnants of the sign on the Schola, and the letters from alio incrementum were reformed into Aliomenti. Choosing the name... that was part of his speech after the fire and massacre.”

“What?”Eva asked, and the coloring of her face nearly matched that of her hair. “What fire?”

Will found it hard to look at her; he’d left so quickly after talking to Hope that he’d never related the events to Eva, and now he didn’t want to say anything. But he did. “Adam returned from his journey, Eva. He brought word that he’d found the true secret, the way to unlock those abilities in everyone. And it was no mere boast; he demonstrated abilities far in excess of anything Roland ever suggested. Everyone was quite excited, until he stated he wished to share it first with three people. When he found out what happened to the two of you and Genevieve... he became angry. I believe he probed the memories of everyone there, because I felt him digging through my mind. What he found horrified him, Eva, to the point that he decided to take action. He wanted to punish them for what they’d done to the three of you, and prevent future atrocities. He kidnapped Arthur, made up a story to get me out of the village, and then...”

Eva was no fool, and the pause following the comment about the fire and massacre were all the clues she needed. Her horror, shock, and grief were suffered in silence. The only indication of her understanding and acceptance of Adam’s actions were the short, quick breaths she inhaled, the sounds coming from her a tearless, heaving, silent cry. Will stepped closer to put a comforting hand on Eva’s shoulder, and Hope gripped Eva’s hand.

“I can’t believe he’s done it,” Eva finally whispered. “Why didn’t he tell me? Why wouldn’t he talk to me?”

Will, uncertain if these questions were rhetorical, elected to reply. “It is not something I think he felt comfortable sharing. He may have been embarrassed or ashamed.”

Eva blinked, as if waking from a dream. “What?” The sound of her voice seemed to jolt her to full awareness. “Yes, of course he was. He should still talk to me, though. You say he now has very strong abilities? Like you do? That those abilities enabled him to... start the fire?”

Will found her resilience at the news that her brother had murdered four dozen people remarkable... and slightly unnerving. “Yes, Eva. He has strong Energy skills. That’s how he restrained fifty people in their rooms as he doused the exteriors using kegs and casks of alcohol. That’s how he scooped flaming embers from the fires burning in the ovens to ignite those buildings. That’s how he held them all still until they were burning to death, freeing them only to sense their own skin burning off and feel themselves suffocating in the smoke. That’s how he ensured that they knew they were dying.” His own voice choked with emotion as he recalled the sensations he had felt as he’d realized what Adam had done, what Will himself, despite all of his Energy skill and nanotechnology, had been helpless to stop.

Eva stopped walking, halting so quickly that her arm was stretched via the hand Hope continued to hold. Will continued walking until he realized his hand was no longer sitting upon Eva’s shoulder.

“There’s more to it than that,” she said. “There must be more to it than that. My brother has never feared to make a difficult decision, has never shied away from taking an action he might find objectionable under normal circumstances if he believed it served a greater good.”

“Objectionable?” Will was stunned. “How could he find the cold-blooded murder of fifty people anything but abhorrent?” She seemed immune to the reality of what he’d done. Or was she merely trying to rationalize it away, in an effort to shield herself from the ramifications? Perhaps, like the woman next to her, she was looking for the good out of fear that her relation to mass murderer meant she was capable of similar atrocities.

“I’m not explaining myself well, Will,” Eva said, and Will heard the fatigue in her voice, fatigue borne of trying to understand what couldn’t be understood. “I am not saying he believes murder is acceptable, any more than I believe it is acceptable. He does not. He has always tried to protect the innocent.” Her eyes flicked in Hope’s direction, and Will was reminded that it was Adam who had argued against Arthur’s scheme, specifically because it would harm a young child. “What that tells me is that there is some missing information that we don’t have, information that Adam did have, and that he felt he needed to act as he did to prevent an even greater tragedy.”

Will opened his mouth to protest this, and then realized that Adam did have that type of information. “I argued with him immediately after it happened. With Arthur present, he simply said that he found the victims to be too weak-minded to be trusted with Energy abilities, too easily swayed by someone like Arthur. He felt they would be turned to some evil purpose because they’d lacked the character to stand up to evil, just as they’d failed to stand up for Elizabeth.”

“That’s closer to what I expected,” Eva replied. “But I’m not sure he’d act so quickly unless he knew that Arthur was already in the process of plotting something.”

“It was me,” Will whispered. “Adam told me that Arthur was already working to set them on me next.” The cold reality bludgeoned him like a hammer. Fifty people had been murdered before they were able to form a mob and attempt to take his life.

Will walked in silence, internal demons swirling in his mind. Did this revelation make him complicit in those murders? Adam had thought of it as justice, though none of those people had acted yet, and few were likely to have directly thought of raising a hand against Will. Should Will feel gratitude for Adam’s decision and action, motivated as it had been toward saving Will from attack? It was unlikely they’d be able to penetrate all of Will’s defenses, but Adam had no way to know that was the case.

He felt the sudden need to act, to do something, as a means of purging that nagging sense that those murders were his fault. The frustration he felt at this moment was complex, in part due to the sudden moral ambiguity over Adam’s action, and in part due to the fact that someone had tried to protect him, and in part because they’d felt there was evidence that he needed protection.

Mixed in with those concerns was an even larger question: why did Adam care if they did want to kill Will? He had no chance to ask that question now.

He reached out his hands to the women, and they each took one without question, likely suspecting he was seeking comfort. And, on some level, he was. But he felt the need to speed everything up, hoping that it would clear his mind. “Hang on,” he told them.

He flooded his own body and cells with Energy, and extended the field to cover and infuse both Hope and Eva, willing the three of them to become invisible and weightless. With the transition completed, he lifted off the ground and into the air, pulling the two of them with him.

The telepathic gasps of surprise flooded his mind. In this phased existence they could not speak out loud, for their bodies lacked sufficient substance to generate audible sound. He’d essentially rendered them all mute in his haste to move, flying away from the spot where he’d realized why fifty people had died. Energy had rendered those people mute as well. Permanently. They were people he cared about. His mind flashed a millennium into the future, to a time when the son he and Hope would bring into the world would likewise be muted because of Energy. The Energy he and others had been entrusted with provided the power to create and amplify, and yet improperly applied, it could cause incredible harm, even if that harm wasn’t intended.

They rose above the tree line, rising several hundred feet into the air, and the land spread out before them. The women were alternatively terrified and awestruck, incredulous at the beauty below them, fearful that they’d plummet to their deaths. Despite being nearly permeable, he could sense the pressure as each tightened her grip on his hand.

Where do you wish to go, Eva? We can travel more quickly this way, and perhaps see what we’d never find traveling on the ground.

I... I’m not sure. I want to believe that there’s something special about the land where I was born, and yet I don’t know that that’s the case. And I certainly have no idea what it might look like.

They flew for several hours in this fashion, passing over a great body of water that Will suspected was the North Sea. Soon after, Hope gestured with her free hand, further north. What’s that?

They looked where she’d gestured, and her find was indeed intriguing, something worth exploring. In the midst of open plains and patchwork fields of flowing grasses, a vast forest stretched before them. What intrigued all of them, though, was the coloring of the trees, a vibrant green that seemed almost unnatural. They could also make out a clear depression in the canopy near where the colors were their most vibrant, suggesting a clearing below.

Will gave a faint smile, and added an ironic tinge to his thought. Perhaps you were born in a village located within a forest?

Let’s go take a look, Hope replied. Her tone was full of anticipation. Adventure and exploration had been denied her the first nineteen years of her life, and even with uncertainty heavy in the air, she was eager to find whatever they might discover.

Eva merely nodded, though Will detected none of Hope’s exuberance in her. If anything, she seemed quite fearful, an understandable sentiment. She might find her home village without realizing it, or learn it had been destroyed, or perhaps find that her people were not what she’d hoped.

Will landed them among the trees and allowed them to regain substance. The forest air was pure and clean, naturally energizing them. The trees bore a strange fruit, unlike anything they’d seen before. The smell was mesmerizing, and all three found their mouths watering. While they’d eaten recently, none had eaten to excess, and the hours of walking had stimulated powerful appetites. More than one stomach rumbled in anticipation of imminent consumption.

Before Will or Eva could stop her, Hope sprang upon the nearest tree and seized a piece of fruit, tearing into the skin and flesh. As the juice seeped out of her mouth, she moaned. “This... is... incredible! You really need to try this!”

“What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

The woman’s voice startled them, and Will was stunned. He’d failed to notice her approach or presence until she’d spoken. How had she managed to elude detection?

The woman was short, with dark hair only slightly lighter than Will’s. Her eyes were a piercing green color, able to bore through whomever met her gaze. That gaze fell upon Hope, and spotted the fruit still in her hand, the juice still trickling down her face. The woman’s green eyes widened. “You have eaten of the fruit?”

Hope, suddenly wary, nodded slowly.

The woman shook her head in disbelief, and her face betrayed a deep sense of sadness. “Come with me. All three of you.”
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The woman headed deeper into the forest with the trio in tow, arriving moments later at a small hut formed of sturdy branches and a thatched straw roof. The door went only to waist level, and she opened the door and waved the trio inside. The interior was simple, dominated by a stone hearth fireplace in the wall across from the door. The only furnishings were a small cot and a table with four stools. The woman gestured to the stools, and they all sat down, as Will marveled that the hut hadn’t burned down. He then realized this might not be her original hut.

“How did you find this place?” she demanded. Since arriving in this era, Will had noticed that questions meant for a group were generally directed at the man assumed to be the leader, and he was therefore expecting to be the one questioned. Instead, the woman glanced once more at the fruit in Hope’s hand, and directed the question to her.

“We have been traveling, fearful for our lives, trying to escape from those who would see us dead,” Hope replied. “We last camped outside Abrecan, and set forth when we learned some there were becoming hostile and suspicious. This forest looked to be a place we could lodge safely for a short time, impossible to find by those who would do us harm. We hoped to find food as well.”

The woman studied Hope, as if assessing the truthfulness of her story, and nodded a moment later. “You could not have known, of course, that entering this forest and eating of the fruit brings with it tremendous change and responsibility. I cannot undo what you have done, but perhaps it is best. Your companions will have the chance to hear the story of this special fruit, and decide if they wish to join you in your sentence.”

Hope’s face turned pale. Will realized it wasn’t a repeat performance of the cosmetic change generated by her Energy while still living in the village, when she hoped to gain sympathy with a haggard appearance. This was genuine fear. “What is this sentence you speak of?”

The woman sighed. “This is a large forest, one which appears impenetrable from the outside. That is by design. We, the residents of these parts, plant brush filled with thorns and odors that drive many away, and we have patrols ensuring none enter without being spotted. This central area is special and sacred to us, and the trees here grow thick and nearly impenetrable. Yet despite these defenses, defenses that have prevented entry for generations, the three of you have entered and traveled to this central section without detection. We have established those defenses both to ensure the privacy we desire and to prevent any from eating of the fruit without knowledge of what it does. Having eaten already, my dear, you must know the consequences, and your friends, who have not, must know as well. Any who eat that fruit will cease to age and never die.”

Hope gaped at her. Will was experiencing a different type of shock. When he’d learned the Aliomenti had unlocked the secrets of immortality, he had assumed that his Purge had conferred this upon him, aided by the eventual knowledge that he must live a thousand years to fulfill his destiny. It hadn’t occurred to him that he might need to work out the formula for immortality on his own. Must he, too, eat of this fruit in order to ensure he lived long enough to see the now-immortal Hope safely to the twenty-first century? And if so, why hadn’t the diary mentioned that detail, before he potentially aged and died in standard fashion?

Eva studied the woman carefully. “You speak the truth, but not all of it. There is more, and it is something you do not wish to tell us. This woman must understand what it is she has unknowingly undertaken. And the two of us must understand also.” She motioned to indicate that she was referring to Will as well.

The woman turned her gaze from Eva back to Hope. “This immortality comes with a dear price, young woman. The price is simply this: whoever eats this fruit, male or female, can never bring a child into this world. The fruit prevents it, without fail, forever.”

The jaws of the trio fell open simultaneously, and Will felt a profound sense of failure. It was his mission to ensure that Hope survived to the twenty-first century because she must give birth to their children. If this fruit rendered her immortal, then she would live long enough to do so. But if it rendered her sterile... her immortality was irrelevant.

Hope’s face betrayed her own deep sense of failure, as she, like Will, recognized the precariousness of the mission to ensure the future birth of their children. “I do not wish this gift if the price is so high. I am young, and wish to one day bear children. How can I reverse the effects of this plant? I accept that I will no longer be immortal.”

The woman shook her head. “Once eaten, the effects cannot be undone. The fruit does not negotiate. If you eat the fruit, it will convey those changes upon you, regardless of your desire to be without one or the other of those changes. Many have sought immortality without sterility; others would go childless but have no interest in living longer than their brethren. In spite of what is desired, the results conveyed cannot be separated or reversed.”

Hope’s face clouded, and her tears burst forth.

Will turned on his heel and marched out of the hut, ignoring the shouts from the woman, demanding that he return. He found one of the fruit-bearing trees, snatched several pieced of fruit from the branches, pocketed all but one, and returned to the hut.

“Where did you go?” The woman stood at the doorway, waiting for him. He could hear Hope crying inside, and the muted voice of Eva attempting to provide comfort.

“She will not undergo this trial alone,” Will replied. He entered the hut with the piece of fruit in hand, and Hope raised her tear-filled eyes to him. He put the fruit to his mouth.

“No!” she screamed. “Not you, too!” She leaped to her feet and attempted to seize the fruit from him, but he’d already bitten into the succulent flesh.

He found the fruit to possess an incredible taste, a deep, sweet flavor that could become quite addictive. He took another bite, ignoring the looks of horror on Hope’s face.

He finished chewing, swallowed, and returned her gaze. “I cannot fulfill my mission if I cannot be with you until that mission ends,” he said. The words had deep meaning for Hope, and provided a seemingly-noble sentiment to Eva and the strange woman.

The woman looked at him, and he sensed her deep respect for him. “You speak with great nobility, sir. This woman could suffer far worse eternal companionship.”

“Who are you?” Eva asked. “What is this place?”

“This place has no official name for it needs none. Those who live here do not leave; those who do not have no knowledge of its existence, and there is thus no need for a name to be used by others. As for me, my name is Aina. What might you be called?”

“I am called Eva. My companions are Will and Hope.”

The woman nodded, thoughtful. “It is wise to have companions such as those at all times.”

Will narrowed his gaze. “You said that there are more of you living in this forest. Do all of you who live here eat this fruit? Where are the others?”

The woman nodded. “Our numbers are not large, and grow only infrequently, through bringing in outsiders by choice. Most of us have lived here an exceptionally long time, and have come to tire of constant companionship. I chose to build my hut in this spot, away from the others, because the isolation is preferable to the potential companions. Others, those who are younger, do live in a sort of community, but after decades together most move away to isolated parts of the forest. But yes, all of us have eaten and continue to eat the fruit. As you’ve discovered, it is delectable.”

Eva’s face tightened. “How did this place come to exist?”

“Don’t tell her, Aina.”

The man’s voice was a deep baritone, and the trio spun to find a man of modest height and build, sporting light brown hair, in their midst. His lips were pursed in an unmistakable show of displeasure. Will was uncertain as to the cause of the expression. Was he angry that Aina might have been prepared to tell the history of this group? Or was he instead disturbed that three strangers had worked their way into their impenetrable forest?

Aina glared at the man. “Ambrose, leave me. My guests require hospitality.”

Ambrose folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t think so, Aina. Your guests are not residents. They must stand before the villagers and request leniency for their trespass. The crime is not minor, nor is the punishment.”

Aina waved him away. “Begone, sir! We shall arrive as we are able. Tell them to prepare for us if they so desire.”

Ambrose rolled his eyes, and moved with an effortless grace as he vanished into the trees.

“Trespass?” Will asked.

Aina shook her head. “It is an ancient law. We have long sought to protect this forest from outsiders and keep the fruit from others, though our reasons have varied. Many believe outsiders incapable of handling the gifts, and that is their reason for enforcing our boundaries. Others wish to keep the benefits only for themselves, and thus seek to restrict access to the chosen few. Ambrose has held both viewpoints in greater dominance at times, but feels both are valid and encourages both. We typically have greater time to assess each new entrant to this forest, for the thorns and bristles surrounding the perimeter cause significant physical damage, and we must first nurse those individuals to consciousness before assessing their candidacy. We can discuss current community needs and necessities during the recovery period.”

“Wait,” Will said. “What do you mean by a candidacy?”

Aina shook her head. “I am not permitted to explain further. You must come with me to the remnants of our village, where our people centralized for centuries before electing to lessen their proximity to each other.” She stood and strode into the forest on the same path Ambrose had followed. With a shared glance and no other available options, the trio followed her.

The well-worn trail meandered through the trees like a river carving the land, curving and undulating like a snake slithering through the dense forest. Without any indication that the visit to the village proper would be pleasant, it was difficult for the trio to enjoy what might have been an enjoyable walk. The air was fresh and pure, the plant life colorful, and the sounds of the wind in the trees melodic.

After a brisk fifteen minute walk, they came upon a clearing filled with huts of a style similar to that used by Aina. Ambrose was one of several individuals milling around, huddled with several others in deep conversation. Will had little doubt as to the subject of that conversation. They did not allow others in the forest, they did not permit others to eat the fruit, and in the minds of the forest residents the three of them had committed the most serious of crimes.

As he walked, Will wondered about the fruit – and more specifically, if is consumption had been more than ceremonial. He’d been under the impression that the Purge had been sufficient to render him immortal, especially given the visual youthening the process had produced. Those living in the Aliomenti village had believed him to be in his mid-twenties, rather than in his mid-to-late thirties, which had added to his belief. Yet now he wondered. Had the original Purge contained this mysterious fruit? Did the morange and zirple combination merely unleash and build Energy abilities, but fail to confer immortality?

If they did not, would he be the one to deliver the fruit back to Arthur and Adam, and confer upon the men he’d most like to see dead the gift of immortality?

Ambrose turned, sensing the approach of Aina and the visitors, and his face turned stony. He did not seem unfriendly, merely one accustomed to the normalcy that defined the life of one who’d lived so long in isolation, with so little change. They’d interrupted his routine by their arrival.

The new arrivals approached Ambrose and the others. He nodded in greeting, and Aina returned the gesture before stepping aside.

Ambrose fixed each of them in turn with an intense gaze, as if trying to assess their trustworthiness. The trio, with nothing of ill will to hide, returned gazes of patience to their inquisitor.

Ambrose stepped back so as to see all of them at once. “You have intruded upon a forest meant for isolation and walled off from intrusion, meant to be impossible for outsiders to enter. Yet here you stand. Upon discovery, one of you was found to have eaten of the special fruit. Explain yourselves.”

The trio explained glances, and Will spoke. “We had been journeying for some time and spotted the forest. We have few provisions, and thought to check for fruits and nuts and berries for sustenance, and perhaps find shelter for the evening when the winds might chill us. The fruit in question looked edible, and thus we ate.”

Ambrose shook his head. “How did you manage to enter? The perimeter of this forest is lined with thick brambles and thorn bushes, and yet you enter with nary a scratch on you. How is that possible?”

Will shrugged. Where we entered, there were no such obstacles.” That was true, of course, though Will didn’t think it wise to mention they’d entered from the sky rather than from the ground.

Ambrose looked concerned, and turned to those gathered behind him. “We’ll need to perform a perimeter check. It’s possible that some of the plants were damaged in the recent storm and have not yet grown back. We’ll need to ensure those are fixed.”

Returning his gaze to the trio, Ambrose looked at them. “Though I have no sense that you wish us harm or would do us injury, the fact is that you have trespassed here, and for those who live here, for whom privacy is the greatest desire, and for whom departure from this forest is treason, this is a serious crime indeed. And the fruit is the reason it is such a serious crime. The twin effects are momentous indeed, and we wish to ensure that no one feels the effects without the chance first to consider the consequences, including the mandatory permanent residency. Thus—“

“Wait,” Will said. “What do you mean, ‘permanent residency’?”

Ambrose focused his gaze upon Will. “When we vote to allow a specific candidate into this forest and introduce them to our lifestyle, we are certain that they are aware of the consequences of those choices. The fruit renders consumers both immortal and sterile. As the guardians of this powerful formula, we require that any who consume the fruit remain here permanently to aid in its protection, to ensure that the fruit and its incredible power do not spread widely.”

Will sighed. The man would make a tremendous member of the Aliomenti Elites, certain as he was that such incredible knowledge ought to be limited only to those deemed worthy by a select few. “I see the problem where we are concerned. We were unaware of your rules prior to consuming the fruit, and thus cannot be bound by them.”

Ambrose shook his head, his gaze ominous. “No, sir, you misunderstand me. Your fate, and hers—“ he gestured at Hope “—are sealed. You must remain, under penalty of death. We are, however, uncertain what to do with her.” And he turned his gaze upon Eva.

“Wait!” Hope said. “We’re prisoners here?”

“No,” Ambrose said. “The two of you will not be restrained in any way, other than being denied any attempts to leave this forest. Nor will you be forced to act as slaves in any manner. You are to be treated as any other here; your eating of the fruit is treated as your acceptance of our requirements, irrevocable as the effects might be. This woman, however, has not yet made her decision.”

We could learn a lot while we’re here, Will projected to the women.

Perhaps we can even learn how to undo the effects of the fruit, Hope added.

Eva looked at Ambrose. “What if I choose not to accept your rules, and choose not to accept the fruit?”

Ambrose looked surprised. “You should consider yourself honored. Not one person a century is deemed worthy of such a privilege. Why would you decline?”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

Ambrose glanced around at his companions, and then he returned his steady gaze to Eva, his eyes colder than they’d yet been. “The secrecy of this group, and of the fruit, cannot be threatened and will not be threatened.”

Eva cocked her head. “You’re saying I will be detained, then, if I refuse? I am not simply free to choose to leave, vowing never to speak of this place?”

What are you saying, Eva? Hope’s thoughts were frantic. She’d literally died for the chance to be around Eva again; hearing the woman question the leader of this group about her ability to leave frightened her.

Be patient, Hope. I am assessing the nature of these people.

“You will be... permanently detained, in a manner of speaking.”

Eva nodded. “So my choices are acceptance or death, then. Hardly a choice.”

Hope sucked in a deep breath, eyes widening.

Ambrose nodded. “It is nothing personal, I assure you. The knowledge held here is simply too profound for widespread consumption, and that is why we do not allow others in unless they have been personally vetted, a process which happens infrequently. Those who learn our secret, learn our rules, have already made their decision. I do not envy you your position... but I do recommend accepting our offer.”

Eva rolled her eyes. “I suppose I have no choice, then. But I do wonder... how does one choose to reverse the effects of the fruit? What if one wishes to die? What if one wishes to bear children? In all the years your community has existed, surely you solved those mysteries.”

Ambrose looked hesitant for a moment, glancing at the assembled masses. Then he laughed, but Will noticed it seemed forced. “Why... would we want to answer those questions? We have all here accepted our condition, the gift we have been given. No... it is not something worthy of our time and consideration. Now, do you accept our conditions or not?” He spoke quickly, and Will noticed the Eva had detected that oddity as well.

Eva sighed. “I will eat your fruit.”

Ambrose walked to the nearest tree and plucked a piece of the succulent, fragrant fruit. He walked back and handed it to Eva. She held it, looking at him, as if waiting for approval. Ambrose nodded, and she bit into the fruit, chewing it slowly, and then she swallowed.

Ambrose smiled. “Welcome to the community. Welcome to the Ambrosia forest. As residents, you will find that the ambrosia fruit provides all the nutrition you need for survival and good health. You will find your health improving over time. And time is something you will have in abundance. For though you can be killed, you cannot die due to the accumulation of years.”

Aina stepped forward. “I will show all of you to your housing.”

She walked forward, and the trio once again followed her. “We have a larger home free, and as the three of you arrived together, you will reside here until such time you decide you desire separate quarters.”

The home was, indeed, spacious, similar in style and construction to the other homes in the community, and featured a half-dozen cots and a large wooden table. The trio walked in and, after a shared glance, retired to individual cots to rest after their morning travel.

Will eventually drifted off to sleep, but not before he had a sobering thought. In a community of immortals, where departure was considered treason... why would they have a large hut suitable for housing at least three adults available?
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Isolation

 

 

1021 A.D.

The trio referred to their time in the forest as a holiday, a time away from their normal work in a land of temperate weather and incredible sensory beauty. The fruit was delicious, with a sweet taste that remained on their tongues for hours after consumption. The vegetation provided a natural fragrance that seemed to heighten all of their senses, and the air seemed somehow cleaner. Will theorized that the trees might be thousands of years old and grew in such density that they created a micro-climate of highly oxygenated air and mineralized soil, resulting in the sensory opera that played out each day.

Over the course of their first few weeks, they determined that there were no Energy users living in the forest, which meant that the semantics over their status as prisoners or guests was a largely irrelevant distinction. All three could leave at any time.

They elected to stay for an indefinite period of time, and use their “vacation” to study the society of immortals, the future state for the Aliomenti. It was also probable that they’d need to provide the Aliomenti with the fruit to confer immortality upon the membership, and since Hope and Eva were believed dead, it meant that job would fall upon Will. That knowledge alone made Will want to extend his stay in this forest to the greatest duration possible, for he now dreaded returning to the Aliomenti forest and presenting his “gift.”

The most critical information they needed to extract was the secret to reverse the effects of the ambrosia fruit. All agreed that both body language and emotive energy revealed the same truth: Ambrose was lying about the permanence of the effects. The other residents, such as Aina, truly believed the story, but Ambrose did not.

Life settled into a routine in the village and among the villagers. They were an aloof group, for most had lived for centuries and had little or no recent exposure to the outside world. New residents arrived every forty to fifty years, when Ambrose – and only Ambrose – would leave for a time and return with a middle-aged man or woman he’d located in some far-off village, a candidate he’d judged worthy to receive the gifts of the forest. Even the newcomers would, after a time, grow bored of the others, and as such they tended to drift away into their own isolated worlds. Will found the concept depressing, for there were many people, not the least of whom was his future wife, he’d spend many centuries knowing. Would centuries of constant contact render communication and any type of relationship so unpalatable that they’d choose to live apart?

Observations did not suggest open conflict among the residents of the forest, or certainly nothing to the degree they’d observed in the Aliomenti village, which turned combustible well before the fire Adam used to erase the original community from existence. The Ambrosians merely ignored each other unless contact and communication became unavoidable. They all foraged for the fruits which were plentiful in this northern climate, a state Will found quite odd, and further proof that this old-growth forest had developed a climate and botanical variety unique at this latitude. They failed to locate any non-human animal life they could use for meat, and needed to ensure adequate protein consumption through the incredible variety of plants and insects that called the forest home.

Over the next several months, the trio began to piece together the social hierarchy and history of the forest. Ambrose was the first to wander in, and he himself had no idea as to his true age; his status had earned him the nickname “Father Ambrose” among the other residents. He’d chased game into the trees, leaving the safety of his tribe to do so. All had advised him to stay out; they’d considered the forest to be haunted with evil spirits. His actions did little to counter that belief, for he’d never returned, and they’d considered him dead. Time, Ambrose told them, moved at a different pace when you needn’t worry about death. There would always be another day to finish a project, or start one. If the day didn’t move you to action, then there was little need to try to compel yourself. They did not trade, and had no currency or need for money. Material possessions lacked meaning, which was one of the few attitudes expressed by the Ambrosians that Will found agreeable.

The trio, sensing a lack of motivation or spirit among their new neighbors, set out to find their own patch of forest, isolated from prying eyes, where they could freely talk, practice their Energy development, and avoid the depressing view of long life displayed in front of them. Conversation routinely focused on memories of life in the Aliomenti village. Eva shared the story of Elizabeth’s birth, and noted the universal tears of joy shed at the event. It was a far cry from the type of reception Hope had experienced, and the young woman was mystified as to the cause for the change in attitude. It was no stretch of the imagination to understand that Arthur was behind that transformation. Still, she wondered how people who cried tears of joy at the birth of a child could, a few short years later, subject that same child to a form of slavery, a fate even more cruel given that so many of those neighbors had been slaves themselves.

Will told stories of his son, stories that were especially poignant for Hope. Will had confessed to her, after her “death,” that he’d been sent back in time by their children to save her from some unspecified calamity. In the process, Hope learned that Will had never had the chance to know their daughter as a child. Angel, the adult, had been delightful, but had been nearly two centuries old when Will first had the chance to meet her. Hope was left with the knowledge that she’d raise two young children by herself at some point in her life, and had a thousand years to prepare mentally for that future.

If, that is, they figured out how to reverse the sterilization effect of the ambrosia fruit.

Will wondered if, by his absence, he hadn’t been as much a negative influence on Angel as Arthur had been on Elizabeth. “She risked her life to travel through time to save your life, Will,” Hope chided him, after Eva had left the two for a solitary walk. “I suggest that means that any ill will she might have borne you as a young child was forgiven and forgotten over the years. And...” Her eyes twinkled. “You forget who will raise her, who will tell her of her father and shape her views of him. She will know the man to be a hero.”

“Some hero,” Will groused. “I let you suffer horrific injuries when I had the power to prevent them entirely. Josh specifically noted that my job was to save you, and yet you’ve lived through a fate no one should ever experience.”

She shook her head. “Everything you do, Will, you do because it represents who you are, and what you believe in. You forget: you have no secrets from me. You wanted to remove me from that village, but you did not do so because it was against my wishes. I prolonged my fate by choice, Will, and I knew that. And it would have been impossible for you to protect me with Maynard swinging that sword at you. You kept fighting, you defeated him, and then you did save me. It seems to me that I am still very much alive, thanks to you.”

When he tried to protest, she raised a hand to his lips. “Shush. You seek forgiveness for something which requires none, and seem desirous of performing a penance when no penance is required. Stop torturing yourself, Will. All who know you have no doubt of your goodness; you need to accept that as well.”

He was so struck by the similarity to Angel’s speech to him following the accident in the flying nano-based aircraft that he was left speechless. And he still wondered how it was that a simple matter of altered hair color prevented him from seeing in Angel her mother’s twin, for the similarities in appearance were truly striking. Angel, you are truly your mother’s daughter, and I can offer no higher compliment than that.

The months passed, and Will spent his time thinking about the future Aliomenti village. He knew he would return, knew he must return, and when he did he’d be expected to be a major part of the rebuilding effort. His role might consist of recruiting and growing their numbers, training those recruited in their newly unleashed Energy skills, or leading efforts to construct the buildings they’d need to operate both commercial and training efforts in relative obscurity.

He suspected that they’d need to focus on recruiting skilled craftsmen and craftswomen to ensure the resurgent village had steady income that might be used to undertake the creation of what would become a global empire. Will knew, from his time at Aliomenti Headquarters, that the Aliomenti would become involved in banking, but suspected they’d initially focus on the craft areas they’d perfected in the first village, before Adam’s inferno had erased it from existence.

Though the village had been planned to maximize the use of space, it hadn’t been designed with Will’s innovations in mind. The individual rooms, built of flammable wood and thatch, were a fire risk even without incensed, Energy-wielding arsonists looking to initiate devastation. Could he identify the correct formula and materials for creating concrete? Having such a material would enable him to recommend building underground, where they could practice Energy skills even when strangers might visit. Concrete would prove a critical development in their future building endeavors. With luck, his children would think to provide him the correct recipe using easily available materials from the region.

Will also wanted to develop a duct system underground that could pipe heat to buildings during the long, frigid winter months, including heating the walkways to melt snow and enable easy travel within the village. Such a heating system would enable them to continue producing goods throughout the year, and allow them to grow crops within their walls in even the most brutal weather conditions.

The Wheel still existed, as did much of the aqueduct system used to transport water from the Ealdor river to the village. Will wanted to try to develop primitive versions of water pumps, and construct aqueducts at ground level—or even underground—to handle water and sewage. Will had other plans for the existing Wheel and additional wheels he wanted them to build, for they could eventually build factories using water wheels to power looms (which they’d need to design and build) using simple gears.

He wondered how many of these innovations they’d complete, and realized that eventually they’d do all of those and more, long before history recorded such innovations as commonplace.

He spent his ample free time sketching in the dirt, planning the ideal layout of the village. He also noted the innovations he’d need to work out with those they’d recruit, as well as the best construction schedule. The waterwheel-based factories, for example, would need to happen later in the process. Underground infrastructure would require construction early in the process. Recruitment of skilled workers would need to include focus on those craftsmen able to handle the demanding work schedule and innovation Will would seek. Will knew that his schedule might not happen as planned – in fact, it was highly unlikely that it would – and he couldn’t take his dirt-based sketches with him in any event.

Will wondered if Arthur and Adam had already started recruiting and rebuilding, and if his plans would need to change based upon actions they’d taken in his absence. Of course, he noted to himself with a wry smile, if the construction undertaken during his absence was incompatible with his recommendations, and those recommendations were preferred, he could always have Adam burn everything down. His face fell; it would never seem enough time had passed to make light of an action that had ended the lives of dozens of people.

In an effort to distract his mind from the memories of that horrible night, he removed the paper scroll computer. His children hadn’t seen fit to provide him with much information, and the diary had been silent for quite some time. He wasn’t surprised when the comments in the aftermath of the fire referred to the event as an accident, rather than a willful act of mass murder. Adam hadn’t seen fit to tell his younger colleagues the truth about how the fire had started. Will suspected it wouldn’t be the last time Adam would smooth over the more unpleasant events or aspects of events in Will’s life. Though he recognized that it would be impossible to think of every event in which guidance might be useful, he would think that the destruction of his first home in the distant past would qualify. It hadn’t.

Today, though, he was provided with extensive information about the manufacture and usage of concrete, including the best approach to build forms to use in shaping the concrete to the desired dimensions. He committed the information to memory; the diary wiped itself clean after each revelation, and he’d yet to determine if, or how, he might retrieve the text from earlier messages. He wondered if the computer would allow for the searching of information regarding future events; such a loophole would eventually be subject to exploitation. Perhaps that was the purpose of the dearth of guidance; the idea of Arthur finding the diary and possessing knowledge of future events was a terrifying thought. As he read through the final details on concrete, the warm sun and melodic tones of the wind lulled him into a deep sleep. Naps, though common in this forest, were becoming so frequent that he found them annoying. He needed to leave just to regain his normal motivation, for the primary consequence of living here the past ten months was becoming apparent.

Will was bored.

“We need to leave,” he told the women as they gathered for a meal. “I think we’ve learned what we’ll learn from them. It’s unfortunate that we learned nothing about reversing the effects of the fruit, though.”

Eva looked puzzled. “Reversed? Why would you want to reverse it? We’ve been granted an incredible gift. Why would you wish to reverse it?”

“I’m still young, Eva,” Hope replied. “The concept of living forever is difficult for me to grasp, but what I’ve learned in living here these past several months is that life for these people has lost meaning. If the gift of immortality means I’ll lose interest in being alive, then I’d prefer to reverse it and live, age, and die as I was born to do. Perhaps we’ll learn that it’s not so much the gift of immortality that has led this group of people to behave as they do. It’s the fact that they’ve chosen to isolate themselves away from the rest of humanity, with only the rare new candidate to add variety.” Her face fell. “But that’s not the real reason I want to know how to reverse the effects of the ambrosia fruit. I’m only twenty years old, Eva, and my life has been lived in nearly as much isolation as these people. I don’t know much about the world. What I’ve learned, though, is that there are experiences I’ve yet to have that I’m certain I want to have. And one of those experiences, one that is critically important to me, is denied to me by the fruit that grants me immortality.”

Eva looked surprised at this. “After what you’ve lived through, after the way you were treated... you want to be a parent? You want to bring a child into this world?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand that, Hope.”

“Perhaps you don’t,” Hope conceded. “But the reality is that I think I’m well-suited to be a parent after my experiences, because I’ll be motivated to treat my children as the treasures they are. They’ll never feel neglected, or like a piece of property to be bartered, or wonder what it means to be loved. For that? I’ll give up immortality, even if it means I have to spend the next thousand years trying to figure out how to do it.”

Will nodded. “It’s the lack of choice, Eva, at least in Hope’s case, and in my case as well. It’s true that I was told of the consequences before I chose to eat the fruit, but I will not let Hope work through this challenge alone. It’s one of the reasons I think we need to leave here.”

Eva hesitated. “It’s not the only reason. Something has bothered me since I arrived, and I’ve followed that hunch. It suggests this place is more dangerous than we think, but...” She hesitated.

“What is it?” Hope asked.

“The stories about this place don’t make sense, and haven’t since we arrived. They all agree: Ambrose was here first. Others arrived, by his invitation, roughly two per century. He’s been alive for a long time.”

“Right,” Will said. “So what of it?”

“Don’t you think it’s rather odd that only Ambrose is allowed to leave? And how he always finds a new candidate worthy of admission?”

Will shrugged. “We don’t know how long he’s gone each time. If he’s gone for a year and tours several towns, he’s bound to find someone he thinks is worthy.”

Eva shook her head. “I’ve asked leading questions about that, and people have volunteered that he’s gone maybe two weeks.”

Hope frowned. “That’s.... suspicious.”

“It’s more than suspicious,” Eva said. “He knows who he’s looking for. And how does he know that?”

Will and Hope exchanged glances, and then shrugged.

“He knows... because he planted the person there on his previous trip.”

She let the statement hang in the air, watched as Will and Hope tried to work out the truth, and finally made the revelation. “Every person here is Ambrose’s child. He leaves this place, he finds and impregnates a woman in one town, and then goes to the village he visited during his last excursion. They come because they recognize him as their father. He considers them worthy because he knows them to be his children. The others living here know that he’s their father, but don’t know the others are. But they trust him. That’s why Aina got scolded that first day for calling him Ambrose. It was disrespectful to him. The whole ‘Father Ambrose’ bit isn’t really a title of honor... it’s a literal fact.”

Hope stared at Eva. “But that means... he knows...”

Eva nodded. “It was pretty obvious he was lying about the effects not being reversible. He knows they are, and he knows how to make it happen. Perhaps the effects wear off after fifty years. I’ve tried to watch him to see if he avoids the fruit, but he’s never in the area, like he’s trying to avoid me.”

“We have two choices, then,” Will said. “We can try to extract the information out of Ambrose now, then leave. Or we can leave now, try to figure it out on our own, and then come back, if needed, to learn what Ambrose knows. But when we leave, I need to go back to the Aliomenti. I know that’s where I’m supposed to be.”

Eva looked at him. “You’re actually going back?”

Will sighed. “I always knew that I would, because I believe in what the supposed goals of the Aliomenti village were. What can we achieve as individuals if we focus our efforts on it? I’ve learned I can fly and teleport and heal people of seemingly fatal injuries. I can’t help advance that cause in any other way.” He dropped his eyes to the ground. “But there’s a major problem with that.”

“We’d need to split up,” Eva said. “We’d need to find somewhere else to travel and live, while you’re there contending with Arthur and my brother. And others.” She shook her head. “You do realize that you’ll need to share this fruit with them, don’t you?”

Will made a face showing his displeasure. “I can’t think of two people right now who I’d less want to see live forever, but I fear that you’re correct, Eva. In the interest of meeting the goals of the group... I have to tell them. But there’s a larger reason to take the fruit back with me, and it’s not to give it to those two, or even any innocents who might join once I return. It’s that a group like that, so motivated to pursue money and, yes, power... they’ll eventually have a core of people who will study that fruit, understand how it does what it does. When they do that, they’ll be able to develop the cure, if we’re not able to get it from Ambrose. And I can’t think that Ambrose will tell us willingly.”

Eva shook her head. “It’s hard to believe that anyone would view immortality as something requiring a cure.”

Hope looked at the ground. “There’s always a cure for immortality, Eva. It’s just not one you want to consider. I do not shy away from that part, but I’ll sacrifice immortality for the ability to bear my children.”

Will nodded. “Then we need to leave. I suppose we do owe our host, Ambrose, the courtesy of telling him that we’re leaving, don’t we? Perhaps ask some useful questions in the process?” He gave a wry smile.

The women nodded. “Once we leave, we’ll need to figure out where we need to go,” Eva said. “It needs to be far away from the village so we don’t run the risk of Arthur seeing us.”

“Perhaps someplace... warm?” Hope smiled, and Will laughed.

They gathered their few possessions, and Will gathered several pieces of fruit. He pocketed several, and then smashed several others open. “I’m collecting the seeds,” he explained. “We’ll need to grow this near the village if we’re to use and study it. It’s not practical to think I can teleport here and back each time we need more.”

They marched into the village proper, and located Ambrose, Aina, and others dispersed throughout the center of the main housing area. They approached Ambrose, the leader of the forest residents, and asked to speak with him privately. Ambrose frowned, but excused himself from the others and walked with the trio.

“What’s the purpose of this discussion?” Ambrose asked.

“We know the effects of the fruit can be reversed,” Eva said. “And we know you know the trick.”

Ambrose startled, then composed himself. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

Will glared at him. “Don’t patronize us, Ambrose. There are an awful lot of noses in this village that look just like yours. Tell me, where will your next miraculous candidate be located?”

Ambrose folded his arms. “Are you threatening me? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“But we do,” Aina said, as she and a dozen others stepped into the clearing, surrounding them. “They are threatening harm against Father Ambrose. And that won’t be allowed.”

Will glanced at the women. Do we fight them, force the truth out of him?

No, Hope replied. I don’t agree with that.

Then we need to be prepared to leave. Everybody got their target in mind?

He received assents from both women, and turned to look at Ambrose. “Father Ambrose has been less than truthful with us. He refuses to correct the problem. Thus, we choose to leave.”

Ambrose shook his head. “You’re not permitted to leave. I do believe that you made a promise on that topic. And you are now guilty of a crime, one you must answer for.”

“None of us made promises of our free will. Hope ate the fruit without knowledge of what it was, I ate it to ensure she had companionship, and Eva ate it under the threat of execution. Such promises are hardly binding. And your alleged crime is more a crime against us than one committed by us.”

Villagers began circling them, and for the first time the trio noted the presence of weapons, primarily long lances that were aimed in their direction.

“Perhaps you misunderstood me,” Ambrose said, without emotion. “You will not be permitted to leave.”

Will sighed. “Again, we thank you for your hospitality, but our time here is at an end.”

Ambrose nodded, as the trio began flooding their cells with Energy.

“So it would seem,” Ambrose replied, and nodded at the circling army.

The lances were thrust at the trio.

But they met only empty air.
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The trio reappeared outside the Ambrosia forest, separated from each other by a distance of thirty to forty feet. The air seemed stale by comparison, and the sweet scent of ambrosia, so prevalent over the past ten months, was gone. They walked toward each other, each glancing about to ensure that Ambrose and his immortal children had remained behind.

“I cannot believe they tried to kill us!” Hope snarled as they converged. “Why would they do that? Why do they care if we choose to leave?”

Will shrugged. “I’ve seen people behave quite irrationally when in possession of knowledge that gives them a pronounced advantage over everyone else. Withholding that knowledge isn’t uncommon, and neither is erasing any threat of exposure.” He sighed. “Do you think someone like Arthur will willingly allow the secrets of morange and zirple to reach the masses?” He gave a meaningful glance at both of them, and both looked troubled.

The exterior trees of the Ambrosia forest were regaining their green color in the early spring, as the temperatures in the northern climate reached levels required for the growth and proper pigmentation of the leaves. The sun flared high above, and it was only now, freed of the thick canopy of trees that shaded their relocated homestead, that they realized how dark it had been inside the forest. Will, who’d read numerous books and articles about the impact of environment, color, and layout of space upon mood and worker productivity, recognized that the general morose mood of the villagers might well arise from the lack of sunlight. They’re killing themselves in the process of living forever, denying their skin the exposure to the sun required for the overall health of their bodies. It was no wonder they’d been such gloomy people.

They realized that the vows the Ambrosians swore about remaining in the forest might be forgotten in an effort to track them down. The trio began walking south, primarily to escape possible attack, but also to give each of them the chance to recharge their Energy. They had no specific destination in mind, but all three knew that they’d separate once the women were entrenched in their new hometown. Their mood as the new journey began was somber.

Discussions focused upon the ideal living arrangements for a pair of immortal women. They would need an isolated area where they could perform and practice Energy work without fear of exposure. Such a base had an added advantage for immortals: they could go there to “die” every few decades and then emerge in a different locale to begin their lives anew. Will, familiar with the general geography of Europe, suggested that they locate a small island within the Mediterranean Sea, one too small to interest sailors looking for temporary relief from storms or treasure hunters seeking potential gold mines.

They spent several months working their way to the south. The flight to the Ambrosia forest had taken them over the North Sea into Norway, and working their way south and, periodically, east, had brought them into modern-day Sweden. They were eventually able to fly west into modern Denmark, minimizing the time they needed to spend in the air, and then resumed their way south once more.

Their first stop outside the Ambrosia forest had brought to light a challenge that Will had, to his chagrin, not considered. He’d been fortunate to travel back in time to medieval England, where the residents spoke the same language he spoke. The Ambrosians had, to his relief, spoken a modified form of English as well.

But in the first village they’d encountered following their escape, they learned that language was not universal. Though their money talked a bit, they struggled to communicate their needs, simple though they were. To save funds, they posed as a woman traveling with her daughter and son-in-law, and thus customs of the day enabled them to retain a single room. They’d managed to communicate their situation and needs with gestures and pointing, but the fact remained that they were among people who spoke a different language.

“This is going to get frustrating,” Eva muttered.

“With Energy, though, we ought to be able to figure out a solution,” Will replied.

Hope looked thoughtful. “I think I might have an idea.” She paused, as if collecting her thoughts. “It’s not an issue to understand what’s being said; we’re all able to perform telepathy to understand ideas, and empathy to understand tone and intent.”

“True,” Will agreed, and Eva nodded.

“The trick is talking back to them. And here’s where our intent becomes important. If we impress upon the minds of the people we’re speaking with the ideas we want to communicate, it works, but it’s confusing. They’re hearing confusing sounds in their ears, but clear thoughts in their minds.”

“Exactly,” Eva said. “So... we’re able to get close, but how do we overcome that last part?”

“Why not convince them that they are seeing and hearing the concepts we’re pushing into their minds? We’re not trying to persuade them to do anything they don’t want to do; we’re simply encouraging communication.”

Will and Eva looked at each other, surprised, and then Will smiled. “I think that’s a great idea. And when we get to a village where we’ll stay for a longer term, that language will eventually become one we can understand and speak without any additional help.”

They tested the process out the next day, as they went to the local market to purchase some provisions. Though the process was difficult, and required a higher degree of concentration than most conversations, they were able to make the process work. They left the first village with a greater degree of confidence about their ability to communicate with others throughout the remainder of their travels.

The patient, casual journey enabled the trio to continue deepening their bonds, and, as they moved ever-closer to the Great Sea, they were able to enjoy the scenery and the gradually warming temperatures. As they located small villages upon their path, they’d stop for several days, utilizing the ever-present inns available for weary travelers. Most expressed surprise that the trio was traveling on foot, but all had great concern about them traveling on the roads connecting cities without any type of weaponry. On more than one occasion, Will was taken aside and scolded for his lack of a weapon, and many expressed the belief that the women must be of little concern to him if he refused to arm himself.

“But I don’t need a weapon,” Will fumed, his voice quiet as the trio enjoyed an evening meal at an isolated table.

Eva looked thoughtful. “You don’t,” she agreed. “But perhaps, in the interest of avoiding significant attention, it would be best to carry a weapon, though you’d never need to actually use one.”

Will frowned. “I don’t like it, Eva. I don’t want to spend money on something I don’t need. I’d prefer to conserve as much as possible until the two of you are permanently settled, and a sword would make a huge dent in our money supply.”

Hope glanced at Eva. “Will, we’re trying to make certain that there’s nothing to draw attention to our travels, aren’t we? What would be a more obvious identifier to Arthur than an unarmed man with dark hair? Should anyone remember you... they’d probably remember us as well.” She shuddered.

Will purchased a sword the next day, strapping it over his back. It was a shorter sword, reminiscent of those used by the future Hunters and Assassin. The choice was a practical one, for he had no interest in carrying the weight of larger sword that he’d never use. Since the blade was primarily a diversion, a means to make the trio less memorable as they traveled south, he kept his expenditure at a minimum, concerning himself little with quality, decoration, or sharpness.

Eva frowned at him. “You’re going to regret that choice at some point, Will. We’re all rather proficient at making more money, and we have no specific schedule to keep. Why not spend the money on a quality blade, one that others will see as an actual deterrent against attacks? They’ll see that blade and think you’re asking for trouble, and you may well get it.”

Will sighed, and replaced the low-end blade with one far more decorative, light to the touch but still sharp, and invested in a quality scabbard across his back as well, along with supplies necessary for cleaning and sharpening.

Hope winked at him. “Now I feel safe in your company, Sir Will.”

He laughed.

They were never approached on the roads. Will had taught them how to project Energy laden with emotion out, and the trio broadcast a veritable force field of Energy suggesting that they weren’t there and wouldn’t be worth attacking in any event. The few travelers who passed by paid them no attention. Those thieves they were able to sense with their telepathic and empathic skills all reasoned that an attack on the trio would be pointless, not yielding sufficient treasure to make an attack worthwhile.

Over the course of the months spent on their journey towards the Great Sea, their feet would blister on a regular basis, forcing them to extend their stay at a town until the injuries healed. After intense discussion, they elected to once again expend funds, this time on horses. They’d resisted, not because of the cost, but because they knew it would bring their journey to an end more quickly. It was an end none of them wanted. Will found himself suggesting longer stays in each village they visited; he had no interest in trading Hope and Eva’s company for Arthur and Adam’s.

At long last, they were on the shores of the Great Sea. The Mediterranean stretched out before them, the waters vanishing out of sight into the horizon and beyond.

“It’s the edge of the world,” Hope whispered. “You can see where it ends, where sailors fear to travel. I hope we are never near the edge.”

Will smiled. “You are no nearer the edge today than when we started our journey.”

Hope turned upon him, her eyes wide. “How can you say that? Can you not see the end?”

“I do see it. It is not the edge. It is simply the edge of what we can see.”

Eva rolled her eyes. “Stop telling her tales, Will. You shouldn’t put fanciful ideas into her mind.”

“They are no tales, Eva, but truth. Would like proof?”

Hope eyed him with great curiosity. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You truly believe there’s no edge of the world, or, at least, that we aren’t seeing it up ahead?”

He held out his hand. “Would you like to see?”

She hesitated, and then took his hand. “Show me.”

His Energy had grown throughout their travels, for they’d spent a great deal of time working to expand their skills. Hope and Eva both lacked the comfort and confidence he had with clairvoyance, the ability to transfer one’s senses outside the body to see and hear events happening at a distance, though both had more than enough Energy to accomplish the feat. Will suffered from no such lack of confidence. He took his senses outside his body, transferring the sights to Hope’s mind, so that she soared above the ground with him.

He took them up several thousand feet, a height which afforded them the sight of a beautiful patchwork of plant and sea, and she gasped in appreciation of the natural beauty before her. “Look closely into the distance. You are now seeing much farther than you did before. You are seeing past that edge you expressed so much fear of earlier. Does it look like the edge of the world?”

“There is still an edge, Will,” she told him, their voices echoing in each other’s minds much like their remote telepathic conversations. “The fact that I now see that it’s further away... that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

Will soared higher, stopping only when he reached ten miles into the air. “Look again.”

She looked, and the horizon was even further away than before. And she noticed something more. “Why... why does it look like it’s... crooked?”

He smiled. “Hang on tight.”

They flew higher and higher, up through the clouds, higher and higher, through the atmosphere, to such great heights that she feared to look down. He could sense her thrill, but recognized that she was frightened at the possibility that, though she knew her body remained safely on the ground, she’d somehow fall from this great height and suffer mortal injuries.

They burst through the atmosphere. Will knew that if they were truly flying, they’d be incinerated instantly at these speeds, speeds that left Hope screaming, though whether in terror or exhilaration he did not know.

“We’re going to crash through the dome!” she screamed.

“No,” he whispered back. “We’re far beyond the reach of any dome.”

They burst through the outer atmosphere, and suddenly they were in outer space. Even in non-corporeal form, she knew something was strange and different about this experience, for she no longer saw grass and trees and mountains, no longer saw the waves of the Great Sea lapping against the shore.

“Where are we?” she whispered.

“You live on a giant sphere, a giant ball, called Earth,” he explained. “It is not flat. It is a circle, in every direction, and impossible to fall off.” He nodded downward with his head. “Look.”

She looked, and marveled at the sight of the massive sphere below. They floated further away from the planet’s surface, even as she watched, and the enormity of the world she inhabited became far more real as he pointed out the small blue speck that was the Great Sea, and noted the small sliver of greenery that represented the distance they’d taken months to travel.

They floated there, their consciousnesses in space marveling at the grandness of all creation, and realized the very small portion of the world they’d actually seen. He felt her understanding grow, an understanding that would not reach the general population for centuries, as she realized the size of the world she inhabited.

She asked the question on her mind. “Where are you from? Show me.”

In answer, they flew to their left, moving to the west, and she saw the enormity of what would become known as the Atlantic Ocean, an overwhelming sight. She saw the huge mass of land on the opposite side, and as she did, he zeroed in on the area that would become Pleasanton, and they flew down through the atmosphere. The speed was fantastic, every sight crisp and pure. As they reached more normal altitudes, as they flew back beneath the clouds, Will wished that they were in physical form, to feel and marvel at the wind in their faces and to truly experience the speeds they attained.

“This is where I lived, or very nearly so,” he said, stopping just a few miles above the surface, with the river that would become known as the Ohio well to their south. “And one day, this is where you’ll live as well. Our home will be beautiful because you’ll know exactly how it should be built. It will be built to be safe, a place where anyone who might want to hurt you can’t get through. Except...”

She’d heard some of the story, but not all of it. She knew he’d been attacked, and that the attack had been the event that had started him on his journey through time to find her. But he’d never mentioned that she and their son would be attacked as well that fateful day.

The emotion was transparent to her. “I’m hurt as well? Am I... killed?”

He shook his head in her mind. “No, you aren’t. Angel is born after that. I don’t know how you survive, just that you do. As does Josh. Everyone survives. I wish... I wish I’d known who they were sooner, so that I’d been able to ask them more about that day.”

“We have the time to figure that out, Will.” Her voice was strong, and it soothed him. “We have a thousand years to figure it out, and a thousand years to figure out how to make sure that... the children can exist.” She was worried about the sterility caused by the ambrosia fruit, and yet the immortality conferred might well be the key to finding that cure.

“We need to go back,” he told her. “Eva will probably wonder why we both seem to have fallen asleep.”

Hope smiled. “It’s not difficult to be tired after such a long journey. After all, we did just travel an incredible distance.”

He chuckled at her double meaning. “When you return, take a moment before you open your eyes and move. It’s like waking up from a deep sleep; don’t move too quickly.”

As they both slowly regained consciousness on the shores of the Great Sea, they found Eva hovering over them, her face lined with worry. “Can you hear me, Will? Hope, can you hear me?”

“We’re fine, Eva,” Hope replied. “I now know I need to work on my clairvoyance skills. It’s an incredible ability, and can be highly educational.”

They both sat up, and Eva arched an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Give me a few moments, and I’ll show you,” Will replied. “We’ll explore the area, looking for an island off the coast here, and a village that will be an ideal fit for the two of you.” He glanced at Hope, memories of her deep concern and worry about the fate of their future children still weighing heavily on him. “I know now that I must get to work back at the Aliomenti village, trying to understand how to reverse the effects of the ambrosia. But I also know that I can visit with the two of you at any time. And I will.”

After Will had the opportunity to recharge his Energy, he took Eva and Hope on a tour of the Sea, during which they located a small, uninhabited island with plenty of fruit trees and small freshwater lakes full of fish they could use for sustenance. They teleported to the island, and found a cave the women could use for shelter during their periodic stays on the island. They then teleported back to the mainland, and went on an invisible, flying tour of an arc of land near the shore, locating and exploring villages. They were looking for a place ideally suited for the arrival of two unknown women, a place large enough for them to avoid standing out, but small enough that they could make a difference in the lives of people.

“I don’t simply want to vanish into the background,” Hope said. “With the Energy skills I have now, I can help a lot of people, just as we were doing in Abrecan. We can do the same in our new home... but without the large quantity of knights fighting everywhere.”

Eva nodded. “That’s something important. We’re going to be here for ten or twenty years. We need to find a place where we can make a difference, make friends, and become part of the overall community. This is not a quick Trading mission.”

Will felt his throat tighten, and he glanced at the beautiful young woman before him. “Friends?”

Hope looked puzzled, but Eva burst out laughing. “Don’t worry, Will. I’ll make sure that any man who looks at her inappropriately gets quite uncomfortable.”

Hope frowned. “I’m not entirely sure that’s going to work, Eva. If we’re going to help heal people who are sick, it’s probably not a good idea for them to suffer after being around me.”

“Fair point,” Eva said. “But I think we need to figure out how to prevent every man in the city from considering you marriage material.”

“It would be nice if that was done in a way that didn’t make me seem deeply flawed,” Hope grumbled. She glanced at Will. “Perhaps you need to be the traveling merchant who only returns sporadically to shower me with gifts and money, and who glowers at everyone to let them know I’m off limits.”

“That’s a very good idea,” Will said. “It’s a good way to explain long absences and unexpected returns to the city.”

Eva nodded. “I like it as well.”

Two days later, they arrived at the outskirts of a city slightly larger than Richland, with walls of only moderate size. It was a town not expecting any type of attack, but rather one which sought to keep the casual traveler away. The trio gained entry, explaining that Eva and her daughter, Hope, were skilled with herbs and plants and had tremendous success in healing illnesses. The guards were eager to allow them inside, for the city of Healf was suffering through a minor plague. The thin walls surrounding the city were decorative, more effective at quarantining the city than preventing an invasion. Word of a minor plague was the most effective defensive measure any city could make.

They found lodging quickly, for the plague had claimed the lives of many residents. They presented themselves as a married couple and the mother of the bride, a charade easy to maintain due to the common hair color the two women now possessed.

The women put out word that they were skilled at curing illness, and the next morning found a long line of patients waiting for them. Will, playing his part, spoke to the healthy members of the city and learned the type of supplies and goods they were interested in acquiring. Making no promises, Will said that he’d keep his eyes open for the desired goods during his travels.

By the time evening arrived, the women had treated many of those who were ill, and had made sufficient money in the process to assure them that they’d be able to make a sound income. Will was relieved; he knew they had savings stashed away, knew they could travel to make money if needed, but such activity was inadvisable. The fewer who saw them, the fewer places they traveled, the better.

The morning dawned, and Will gathered the few possessions he’d carried with him since leaving the Aliomenti village nearly a year earlier. They’d spent a significant portion of the money they’d accumulated over the past several years during their slow march from Abrecan, to the Ambrosia forest, and finally to Healf. The primary items of concern were the ambrosia fruit seeds, which he’d stowed in the velvet pouch that once housed Genevieve’s necklace and hairpin. The pouch was stored safely in a pocket, with the handful of coins he believed he’d need to reestablish himself in the remnants of the Aliomenti village.

Hope and Eva walked with him through Healf toward the gates, and he could sense their sadness and concern. They were concerned about the future treatment they’d receive in this city without his presence; no amount of Energy power could eliminate the city’s perception of a mother and daughter living alone, not even for two already well-respected for their healing abilities. They were concerned as well for Will’s future; Arthur had, by Adam’s statement, been plotting Will’s murder prior to the inferno that eradicated the original village and all who lived there. Adam had scoffed at Will’s restraint in the face of the ill treatment directed at Hope and Eva while he’d lived in the village, despite having the ability to end such treatment permanently. Both men, by now, would have strong Energy skills, which limited Will’s advantages should disagreements arise.

They reached the gate, and Will took a deep breath. “I’ll be back,” he said, trying to hide the emotion he felt at his departure. Though he could still “call” both women telepathically at any time, the past year had strengthened his attachment and commitment to both. The thought of being away was crushing.

For their part, Hope and Eva struggled to restrain their tears. “Good luck, Will,” Hope whispered.

Will turned, but one of their new neighbors spotted him as he prepared to exit. “Sir, you’re leaving on a long journey,” the man said. “Should you not kiss your wife goodbye before your departure?”

His face fell upon Hope, a pained look that only two people could possibly understand. They’d long been concerned that any action they took could threaten the future births of Josh and Angel; to that end, the long separations were an essential part of the thousand year journey. They’d used the ruse of a supposed marriage to explain why Will would live in the same house with two women, why he’d return to visit so often.

That ruse now trapped him.

She looked back at him, similarly pained.

And yet...

“Of course, sir,” Will said, his voice cracking.

He moved to her as she watched him, unblinking, uncertain of what to say, or how to react. He simply let instinct take over, fueled by his now seemingly-distant memories of their future lives together, and acted as he naturally would. She was in his arms, and their lips touched, their Energy sparking and surging in the process, and the temperature rose while their faces remained so close together.

At long last, and yet far too soon, he broke off the kiss, watching as her eyes remained closed in a joy and sadness both infinite in their depths. He watched until he saw her shining blue eyes, and then nodded his head.

“Goodbye, Hope,” he whispered.

Then Will walked out of the gate and was gone, the ache in his heart larger than the city he left behind.
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1022 A.D.

Three months later.

“Put your back into it, Arthur!”

Amusing as it was to watch the man’s struggle, Will knew it was more critical that they finish stirring the mix of rock and gravel. The handful of journeymen carpenters Adam and Arthur had recruited to the village in his absence had already built the forms for the walls, but if they couldn’t get the mix stirred thoroughly, they’d remain nothing but hollow shells.

Arthur glared at him. “I could do this a lot faster if I could put more than my back into it.”

Will stifled a laugh at the thought of Arthur falling into the test batch of concrete they were stirring. “We’ve already settled that point, Arthur.” It was you who set the rule, long ago, that we not tell anyone not part of this village about our true aims, remember? I can’t see how showing these men how quickly we can stir this mixture would be in line with that particular oath.

Will had returned to find the village still in some degree of shambles. Arthur and Adam’s distrust of each other was so complete that they couldn’t use their new Energy abilities to do more than blast away the remnants of the fire. They lived in the Schola, the only human dwelling Adam’s inferno had left untouched, and survived the first few months by wandering through nearby forests, foraging anything edible. Once they’d eliminated the debris, however, they’d looted the metal coins that had survived unscathed, and had gone their separate ways, leaving the remains behind.

Will found that unsurprising. Arthur had overseen the murder of three women that Adam had cared deeply for, and Adam had destroyed Arthur’s nascent commercial empire with his act of arson and mass execution. Neither man seemed able or willing to forgive the other, and given the nature of the crimes in question, it seemed unlikely such forgiveness could ever come.

“What is this stuff again?” Arthur asked.

“I heard it mentioned a few times during my little trip,” Will replied. He’d referred to his year away as a trip or holiday, a time to reflect upon what had happened and how they could prevent such tragedy in the future. Arthur would never know the true nature of the journey. “It’s called concrete. It’s... basically it’s liquid rock, and you can pour it between pieces of wood to create walls.” He glanced a dozen yards away, where Adam was working with the journeymen to stabilize the forms for the first wall section. “And it’s fireproof.”

Arthur snorted, then wiped the sweat from his brow. “That’s certainly something we need to consider around here.”

“We’re lucky we hadn’t had a fire before that,” Will noted. “Lots of wood. Lots of fire in the rooms and in the kilns and bakeries and forges. It was going to happen eventually. Now, we’re reducing the chances to nearly zero.”

“Nearly zero?” Arthur arched an eyebrow. “You said this stuff is basically rock. How can rocks burn?”

“People around here are rather talented,” Will replied. “The means would be discovered.”

Arthur looked thoughtful, then glanced at Adam with a scowl and continued stirring.

Adam jogged over to the duo, trailed by the journeymen, each of whom carried buckets. “How is our mystery mix coming along?”

Arthur glared at him, and Adam returned the look of distaste.

Will sighed. “It’s ready, Adam.”

Adam nodded at Will, and the construction crew began filling the buckets, setting up a human chain that delivered the contents of the large, earthenware “mixing bowl” to the ladders leaning against the forms. The men at the top dumped the mix in, sending the empty buckets back to the “mixing bowl” for refills. Will had Arthur continue to stir the mix, and moved to a second “mixing bowl,” where he and Adam began adding ingredients to make a second batch of the concrete. The fire had left the system of running water intact, and they’d constructed the “mixing bowls” under the downspouts they’d created, making it easy to add the necessary water.

“Hey!” Arthur called. “Why is he over there doing the easy work, and I’m over here sweating?”

Will shrugged. “He got up earlier than you did to work on setting up the forms. This is the next step, and he’s available.”

Arthur glowered at Will, while Adam snickered quietly.

It was exhausting work, and they had weeks, if not months, of similar work ahead of them. It was a fatigue as deep as Will had felt when he’d finally returned to the village. The distance was too great to teleport, and Will had instead chosen to fly invisibly toward home until he was able to teleport into the cave. He’d not reckoned on the exhaustion the effort would bring, and he’d found himself depleted of Energy and famished, armed with only a few coins in a strange city where not a single resident spoke English. He, Hope, and Eva had become so proficient at using telepathy to communicate with residents of the villages they’d lodged in that it seemed everyone truly did speak English. With no Energy, though, he was helpless.

Thankfully, the paper scroll computer diary saved the day, providing him with key phrases, reasonable prices, exchange rates for the coins he carried... and a map to the nearest forest. Will had successfully procured food and drink, and had sufficiently recharged by nightfall that he was able to fly over the walls of the city and walk to the nearest forest. A full night of Energy exchange with the plant life in the region, along with adequate sleep, had been sufficient to refuel him for the remainder of the journey home.

Will motioned Arthur over to the new batch of concrete. “I need the two of you to start stirring this,” he said, glancing between the two adversaries. “And yes, I do mean both of you, at the same time. If not, I will personally plant both of you inside these walls so that you are buried together forever.”

He sparked a small bit of Energy at both men, the equivalent of a shock of static electricity. Adam and Arthur both jumped. It hadn’t hurt, but the message had been received. Neither of them wanted to cross Will, not because he could best both of them with his Energy skills, but because both recognized that only Will could provide the character necessary to keep the rebuilding process going. Will was, at this stage, the leader of the Aliomenti, a title he neither sought nor wanted, but a role he accepted nonetheless.

Arthur had, at Will’s request, traveled around and found a handful of metal workers, and the men had been at work creating thin metal rods. Though Will was no expert in concrete construction techniques, he knew that metal spikes called re-bar were part of the poured mix, providing material the concrete could adhere to for added strength. It was too much to ask these men to build wood forms so perfectly aligned that they could connect them via re-bar, however.

Will collected an initial batch of the individual spikes from the metal workers and walked over to those hauling the concrete up the ladders. “Let’s pause for a moment. We need to add these first.”

The workers gave him a look reminiscent of those he’d received during the mounting of the Wheel, when he’d realized the structure was being loaded backwards. The journeymen, however, merely grumbled and walked off to drink water, leaving Will to alternate dropping the spikes in vertically and horizontally. With the journeymen otherwise occupied, he used Energy to properly align the spikes into a lattice with the forms, and forced the structure down into the still-liquid concrete. Satisfied that he’d accomplished something worthwhile, he climbed back down.

Will found Adam and Arthur joining the men near the well, where they were using the winch and bucket to retrieve water. The men had seen the aqueduct system in operation, but found the delivery system so strange that they refused to drink water collected from it, preferring instead to draw water directly from the well. All of them stood around, chatting. The men were pleased; they were being paid well for their work in constructing the wall, and the unusual building material was something many relished experiencing. The work would be grueling, and they’d already agreed to rotate chores every hour or so. Arthur would be joining Adam in transporting concrete for deposit within the forms, as the first batch proved that the mixture worked as expected.

Adam walked over to him. “I’m guessing this would progress more quickly if we built more forms.”

Will glanced at him. “Possibly. It looks to be working well right now, but I’d rather build one section at a time. If we find a flaw, if the mix doesn’t harden enough, if there are air pockets... I’d rather have to redo one section, not the entire wall.”

Arthur glared at Adam, and Will recognized the agony of agreeing with an adversary. “We’re going to lose a lot of time waiting for the first section to harden before we decide if this material works.”

“Sometimes, Arthur, you simply need to be patient. Rushing something can produce far worse results, and far more rework, than simply working through everything with patience.” Will flicked his eyes toward the overhead aqueduct system, and Arthur muttered under his breath.

“But...” Adam and Arthur both looked toward him. “I think it’s correct to say that we should know if the mix works with this first section. If we’re satisfied, then we can ramp up the production schedule. So... I agree. Let’s construct more of the forms, but we won’t use them right away. Once we’re convinced the first section is strong, then we’ll set up larger sections of wall forms and really crank up the production of the concrete.” He paused, looking thoughtful.

“I already recognize that look,” Adam said. He waved his hands at the men. “Pay attention, men. When Will looks like that... he’s going to think of something impossible that proves to be so simple in the end that you wonder why you didn’t think of it.”

The men laughed, and Will grinned. “Nothing yet, Adam. Just wondering what else we can build once the wall system is done. But there’s time enough to worry about that.”

That was a partial truth. Will had wanted to perfect the concrete, and the strategically important walls provided the ideal opportunity to do so. They’d torn out the remnants of the previous walls still embedded in the ground, dug trenches several feet deep around the revised perimeter of the villages, and started preparing the forms, a series of tasks that had taken several weeks. Will had “experimented” with the formula for concrete using material available to him, with the proper formula provided via his paper scroll computer. Will suspected that knowing the correct formula for a material with little or no usage in much of the world in the eleventh century would be suspicious, and so he’d just speculated about the potential of a mix of water and gravel as a building material. The trick had been to create the cement mix that would cause the mixture to solidify into something strong and stable as it dried. He’d very publicly tried many incorrect mixtures before following the recipe on the computer exactly.

He still wasn’t certain he’d gotten it exactly right, and was genuinely worried that the wall would collapse when they pulled the forms away. Would the walls withstand brisk winds that whipped through the dense forest? Would they handle the expansion and contraction that came with changing temperatures?

Will didn’t know the answers to those questions, but he recognized that Arthur and Adam were correct. They couldn’t simply build a small section and wait weeks to see the effects. They’d soon lose any momentum with the journeymen, who might take the latest scheduled payment and decide to move on to the next job. They needed to make a quick judgment on the first section, and either tear it down or move on to building the rest of the wall.

“The problem,” Will murmured, speaking in a low voice only Adam and Arthur could hear, “is that we cannot expect to keep this group around long enough to rebuild the walls.”

“We can always... encourage the walls to finish drying more quickly than they otherwise might,” Arthur suggested. He glanced at Adam.

Adam smirked. “I’m game. Unless someone has huge concerns about this approach being somehow... unethical.” He offered a pointed glare in Will’s direction.

Will rolled his eyes. “My concern is hardly one of ethics. I”m not sure how artificially drying this wall will affect it. We need to make sure it dries from the inside first.”

Adam nodded. “I think we can handle that. Let’s reconvene after the men retire for the evening, then, and make sure we’re able to pull the forms off in the morning.” He chuckled. “Then we can figure out how to make the concrete faster.”

Will smirked back. “Patience is essential here, just like with Arthur’s project.”

When Will had returned to the village following his journey with Hope and Eva, the three men had agreed to take on one specific area of focus in the Aliomenti rebuilding effort. Adam, as the most experienced user of Energy (to Arthur’s knowledge), would focus on developing training methods for new recruits. Will, who had envisioned and directed the construction of the Wheel and water delivery system, would focus on construction, rebuilding the village to accommodate the number of residents and goods production efforts they envisioned. Arthur, who excelled at mobilizing and motivating people, would be in charge of recruiting permanent new residents. Questionable though Arthur’s motives might be, Will and Adam reasoned that their Energy skills meant Arthur couldn’t conspire against them, and the man’s gifts with words couldn’t be denied. Arthur had made periodic visits to neighboring villages and towns, seeking those with deep crafting skills, but also open-minded attitudes that could accept a life of relative isolation in return for the chance to do what few others could ever accomplish.

Arthur’s process wouldn’t pay immediate dividends, in part because they were at least a three day journey by horse from other congregations of people. Arthur suspected that he’d need multiple trips to each location to identify the best candidates, and his blossoming Energy skills would help in that regard. Arthur, as the most junior Energy practitioner, spent time between trips acting as Adam’s first pupil, an arrangement that neither man liked. Adam developed methods to gauge the volume of Energy Arthur had developed, and tested his ability to perform different tasks. As Arthur’s Energy grew, Adam was better able to assess the amount of time it took to reach the necessary Energy levels to perform tasks. Empathy required the least, then Telepathy, and then Telekinesis. Adam didn’t mention additional skills, but Arthur was enthralled at the possibilities those three abilities promised.

With the break finally over, Adam and Arthur resumed their efforts to transport the current batch of concrete to the wall forms, while Will and two of the journeymen worked on stirring up the next batch of concrete. They repeated the process, interrupted periodically by Will adding the makeshift re-bar spikes into the mix, and by nightfall, they’d completed pouring the first wall.

The workers retired for the evening, but Will, Adam, and Arthur stayed outside, explaining that they would be standing guard, just as they’d done each night since the workers arrived. Once the sounds from the former Schola building suggested the men had entered a deep state of slumber, the trio focused their Energy on the concrete, attempting to heat the mixture up from the inside, evaporating the moisture and enabling the concrete to settle and harden into its permanent form.

Once their work was complete, the men fell asleep under the stars, a wave of Energy surrounding them for warmth and protection. Will, as he had each previous night, elected to spread a protective dome of nanos around all three of them as well, resisting the temptation to use the tiny machines to nibble bite marks into the skin of the two men nearby, men who had done so much to annoy him and hurt others. He knew both must survive into the future, though, and that one of them would become a close friend. Such a relationship seemed impossible in this time.

In the morning, the journeymen they’d hired as cooks prepared their meal, and while they waited the trio led the way to the wall, making a show of testing the structure for solidity, declaring to their great surprise that it seemed solid, and announced that they’d pull the forms off as soon as they finished eating. The excitement was palpable, and everyone wolfed down their breakfast and made their way to the southernmost point in the village, the spot where the new concrete wall structure began.

They wedged iron bars between the wood forms and the concrete, levering the wood away from the wall. There was some stickiness, for the wood and concrete had adhered as the mixture had dried. Will made a note to the carpenters that they’d need to add a substance to prevent the concrete from adhering on future forms, or they’d need to recreate the wood structures each time they poured a new section due to the damage. After thirty minutes they’d pulled the wood completely off the concrete wall, which stood, shining and gray under the bright morning sunlight. Will walked over and began tapping the surface, listening for any hollow spots or any sections which remained soft, and Adam and Arthur joined as well as they circled the wall to test the structure.

At last, they assembled the eager workers before them. The trio exchanged glances, and Will turned to address the men.

He waited for the silence to become total, and then pronounced his assessment. “It worked.”

The roar was contagious, and the three men, often at odds, joined in the cheers and the back slaps of triumph as they celebrated their next technological breakthrough.
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Once the hoopla had died down, the carpenters set to work repairing the damaged forms, coating the inside with an oily substance to prevent the concrete from adhering. The metal workers spent time sawing off the protruding ends of the re-bar spikes on the side of the wall facing he interior of the village. “I think we could use the metal spikes as a weapon of deterrence,” Will noted, when asked why they weren’t trimming the ends on the outside. “Any who try to charge or scale these walls will wish they’d done otherwise when they impale themselves.”

This was met with roars of laughter. Will wondered if they realized any of them could be the ones charging the walls in the future.

They started assembling the next batch of forms, and Will and Adam focused on preparing two mixes of concrete this time, for they were going to pour two additional sections this day. They measured out the ingredients and poured them into the giant earthenware mixing bowls they’d had a potter create, and spent the next several hours stirring the mix in a rotation. When the forms were up and the ends sealed off, they began the process of transporting the concrete mix once more, filling the forms in with the thick, soupy mixture.

As the earthenware pots were emptied, Will overheard one of the men grumbling about the need to carry the buckets of concrete from the well all the way to the southern wall.

“That’s a great point,” Will said. He clapped the man who’d made the observation on the shoulder, startling the man, who looked frightened at having been overheard. “Let’s take the time tomorrow morning to figure out a way to fix that.”

The men did just that, constructing sturdy platforms with wheels that could be moved around the interior of the village as necessary, enabling the concrete mixing to occur within a few yards of the target walls. They needed fewer men to transport the buckets in this fashion, and they had the potter – who had been aiding with the cooking and concrete stirring – start to make additional earthenware stirring pots. If they needed fewer men to transport the concrete, they could dedicate more to stirring and thereby fill an even greater number of wall sections each day.

With the the construction project operating smoothly, Arthur decided to leave on a recruiting trip. “I think I have a couple who will likely return with me this time,” Arthur said. “They were very interested in what I was talking about, and I was able to sense that they’d be trustworthy with our special advances.”

Arthur liked to brag about his new abilities in any manner he could; his emphasis on the word sense was one of the means of displaying his arrogance. Will was tempted to turn invisible or teleport in front of Arthur, merely to put the man in his place, but felt that would be its own form of bragging. “I hope so. We need to start growing our permanent numbers soon. The journeymen won’t stay forever, and they’re costing us each quite a bit of coin. It’s worth it given the progress we’re making, of course.”

Adam nodded. “Go, Arthur. We’ll manage here. There should be a horse available for your usage.”

With a nod, Arthur left them.

Adam turned toward Will. “At some point, you need to give me the directions to make my own journey, Will.”

Will sighed. Adam had wanted to know where Hope and Eva were living, and knew that Will had spent the past year not on a private journey, but rather secreting the two women away in a far-off spot, well outside the potential range of Arthur’s curious ears. He knew the distance must be great, for Will never inquired as to where Arthur was traveling. If the man had been anywhere near the trail the three of them had taken after the “deaths” and Will’s departure, Adam knew Will would do everything he could to steer the man on another path.

“Adam, the important thing is that they are safe and they are well. They need us to avoid interfering with their lives, because they’re going to need to spend a significant amount of time away from us, at least until...”

“Until Arthur dies,” Adam muttered. Will hadn’t mentioned that he, Eva, and Hope were no longer subject to that particular affliction, and that both Arthur and Adam would become immortal as well. At some point, a time that Will didn’t relish, he’d need to introduce both Adam and Arthur to the ambrosia fruit, sealing his own fate to deal with both men for centuries.

“He’s too stubborn to die,” Will muttered in reply, and Adam couldn’t help but laugh.

They spent the rest of the day mixing the concrete, filling the forms, and placing the re-bar spikes in the mixture for stability. With the distance between concrete mixer and wall form now greatly reduced, they were able to fill the walls to the top more quickly than they had the day before, when they’d filled only one form.

The men were happy when the wall forms were dubbed full, though they had excess concrete remaining. At Will’s suggestion, the carpenters formed a large square box of wood, coating it with the same oily substance used on the wall forms, and poured the remaining concrete inside. With the mixture smoothed over, Will printed the word ALIOMENTI in the concrete using a sharpened stick.

“This will be the cornerstone of one of our buildings,” he announced. “I don’t know what form that building will take, but the first major structure we build will use this block.”

It would be far more durable than the wooden sign he had shattered just over a year before.

Once the evening meal was completed, Will told Adam that he was going for a walk. Adam nodded, but a shrewd look covered his face. Adam certainly suspected that Will’s walk would involve a destination Adam would find extremely interesting.

Will walked south, toward the part of the forest where he’d first arrived in the eleventh century, making sure the entire time that he wasn’t being followed. Once he’d traveled for about a mile, well past the possible range Adam could sense Energy usage, he teleported into his cave, three miles to his north.

Once he arrived, he climbed out of the opening, into the lush underbrush and thick tree canopy. He marveled as always as the enhanced oxygen supply energized him physically, and he began a brief Energy exchange with the wildlife, recharging himself. He then walked a few hundred yards further north, where a small pocket of strange trees grew, and exchanged Energy with them as well. The ambrosia trees were growing well, and already he saw seeds and fruit forming near the leaves. It wouldn’t be long before he’d be able to pick the fruit and start his examination, attempting to unravel the riddle Ambrose had long ago deciphered.

He knew that it was possible to reverse the sterility effects of the fruit with current technology, for Ambrose had done so. If Will had figured out the secret, though, it wasn’t something he’d shared widely. When the Hunters had assaulted him in 2030 outside his home, they’d been shocked that anyone had been able to “reverse the protocols,” which Will now believed involved taking prepared rations of ambrosia fruit, morange, and zirple. Perhaps they’d identified additional benefits of repeated consumption, for the residents of the Ambrosia forest had made it clear that a singular act of consumption was sufficient to confer the “benefits” of the fruit. That didn’t stop them from eating additional servings of the succulent fruit on a regular basis, however.

He suspected this would be a project he’d continue for the remainder of the time he had until his future, younger self met Hope. How close would it be, the discovery of the reversal process, to the time when they needed to ensure that Josh was on the way? Would the reversal be maintained long enough to ensure Angel’s arrival as well, or would he or Hope need to go through the reversal process – whatever it might be – a second time?

He glared at the tree, innocent though it seemed, and seethed at the lifetime of hardship it had bestowed on Hope and on him. The only positive was that he knew that they would be together or in contact throughout the process, though she might be a thousand miles or more away.

He reached out his thoughts to her, stretching his mind out to the distant city of Healf on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. The mental journey to Abrecan had seemed simple and short, a minor expenditure of Energy. The connections he’d made with her in Healf had left him thoroughly drained. Long distance telepathy was more Energy-intensive than he’d suspected.

It was several moments before he located her mind and indicated a desire to speak to her. Yet she was sleeping, and he dared not wake her. In their infrequent conversations, discussions that always ended long before he was ready, she’d noted that she and Eva were constantly besieged by new patients. The plague had spread to a handful of nearby cities, and word had circulated of the two women with the white hair who alone had the ability to eliminate the illness and reverse the symptoms. They did not lack for matters to occupy their time, nor did they lack money. They stored excess money in a hidden cave outside the city, for they’d detected thoughts in healthy and sickly alike indicating that potential theft was always a possibility. They lived simply, avoiding any indication that they were becoming wealthy, eschewing fine dresses or jewelry. Their only extravagance was a relative abundance of meat in their daily diet, a method of eating which shocked most of their neighbors. The standard diet of the era and locale was one based heavily upon vegetables and roots, and meat was a rare luxury.

The two women spent time each morning journeying to the Great Sea only a few miles distant, wading into the waters and repeating the bathing ritual they’d learned and grown accustomed to during their time in the original Aliomenti village. Hope told him that the waters were much warmer, and they found the process far less refreshing and invigorating than the baths in the cold waters of the Halwende. They’d return, eat a morning meal, and treat patients until sundown, when they’d eat again before retiring for the evening.

He felt horribly deprived at the inability to talk to her that day. Rather than sulk, though, he continued to work on building his Energy stores. He wanted to be able to teleport to her side, instantly, but at present he knew he could not travel such a distance. He had repeatedly flown further and further from the cave and then teleported back, expanding his distance over time. It was his own measuring stick to track his growth, and he’d not be satisfied until he could reach her anywhere on Earth.

Still somewhat deflated, he walked back to the village, looking at the forms of the two wall sections, trying to picture the future village layout. The success with the concrete enabled him to consider far more elaborate buildings than anything he might have considered before, when he could only consider wood-based structures. Concrete would enable him to think about multi-story buildings or subterranean rooms. He thought about the future Aliomenti Headquarters, a massive building in which the aboveground floors were “human” facing, the location where the group’s business interests were managed. The floors underground, however, were a place where Aliomenti could practice and perfect their Energy skills, or work on technology centuries ahead of anything available to the general population. He found the setup appealing, outside the knowledge that any advances made within the lower levels would be denied to those working on the upper levels. It was a major point of contention with Arthur from the moment he’d arrived in the original village four years earlier. Will wanted the knowledge perfected and then disseminated out to the world; Arthur wanted it kept only for those accepted into the Aliomenti group and lifestyle.

Clearly, it was a disagreement that they would never resolve.

Still, that future gave him some direction here in the past. He walked into the village proper and looked at the space between the remnants of the Shops and the southern wall, and began pacing off the distance. Could they successfully construct a large, multi-story concrete building in the eleventh century in the planned space?

The area seemed adequate to fit a two story building with a potential basement level. Will decided that they’d build the basement after the above ground floors, after they’d perfected the process they were undertaking with creating the walls and transferred that knowledge to creating buildings. If they built it correctly, they could fully seal the basement area. Access would be limited to those who could teleport, or those who could gain the favor of one who could teleport them to the lower levels. It was the ultimate security; they needn’t worry about practicing Energy techniques and being caught if only those so enabled could even reach the training level.

Even excluding the future underground area, constructing a multi-story building would be a great challenge. They’d build the main floor of the building with concrete, and construct metal beams to use to support the ceiling. How much weight could the support beams he’d envisioned support, though? Would they support enough weight to handle a second story. He shook his head, wishing he’d spent time learning more about the math and science behind engineering, since he’d be able to answer his questions with that knowledge.

A sudden inspiration struck. He didn’t need to build the subterranean training area under a building; he just needed to build it underground. In fact, he’d recommend building it close to the Ealdor River, near where the Wheel turned eternally, dumping in the fresh water so eagerly used by the villagers once, and now by the journeymen. He thought they might find additional uses for the Wheel if they could isolate such research below-ground. They could also build additional Wheels if necessary to aid any projects they’d want to research.

Those would be future projects. The next project, after the city walls were erected, would involve constructing a two-story concrete building for living quarters. It would mimic the single room layout of the original, but would use concrete rather than wood as the primary construction material. Try to burn that down, Adam, he thought to himself.

Will grabbed a handful of wooden stakes, and began hammering the stakes into the ground where he projected the future residence building would stand.

Adam walked over to him. “What are you doing? Shouldn’t we be focusing on drying out the new wall segments?”

“I’m thinking of what we should build next,” Will replied. “And if it’s the size I think it will be, then we’ll need to move the exterior walls out a bit more.”

“What are you thinking of building?”

“The concrete is significantly stronger than the wood we’ve always used for construction. That strength means that we can consider buildings we could never consider before. I want our next construction project to feature a single large building, concrete for the most part, which will serve as our place of lodging. It will be some time before the walls are done, of course, but it is never too early to begin planning the next step.”

“The walls won’t be finished for months, and then it will be wintertime,” Adam noted. “Why worry about the next thing now? Why concern ourselves about the future?”

Will smiled. “We’re going to create the future, Adam. And that means we need to create it in a manner that is exciting and motivates us. And we need to know about it now, because the original walls would not be large enough to handle this building. So I’m pushing the walls further out.”

Adam looked thoughtful. “That makes sense. Anything else I should know about this building?”

“It will have two levels, with staircases providing access between floors.”

“Wait,” Adam said. His jaw was agape. “We’re going to construct a building, out of this concrete you’ve taught us about, and... you’re going to put a second level on top of the first?”

“Exactly.”

“That’s impossible,” Adam said, shaking his head. “Any other crazy ideas I should know about?”

“I have a lot of crazy ideas,” Will replied, grinning. “And if I’m right about one of them, we’ll never worry about the chill of winter again.”

This time, Adam looked very interested.
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Three years later.

“You can’t seriously think that’s going to work.”

Will laughed. “Arthur, why would you think it won’t work? Everything else has.”

Arthur scowled. “It just seems so... strange.”

“Strange? This from a man who started teleporting last week?”

“That’s strange, too. It terrifies me. What if I start to teleport... and I don’t reappear?”

Will couldn’t resist a smirk, and slapped Arthur on the back. “Don’t tease me like that, Arthur.”

Adam, who walked by at that moment, couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

The concrete walls gleamed around them. They’d made it a point to keep the walls scrubbed down on the inside, a symbol of the high expectations and demands they placed upon themselves. It was a task delegated to their newest residents, the neophytes, those with minimal Energy stores and training. They’d practice projecting Energy, a precursor of telekinesis and other Energy skills, by blasting dirt and debris off the walls.

The village had grown over the past three years, since the days when they’d brought in journeymen to help frame the concrete walls they’d ostensibly use to secure themselves from outside attack. The walls were not there for physical security, however. They served to hide the true secrets of the Aliomenti, secrets that extended beyond the strange, stone-like material that formed many of buildings in the village.

Will pointed to the dirt. “We’ve established that warmer air moves up, not down.” He gestured toward the large residence building dominating the southern third of the village. “That’s why we pipe the hot air in through the bottom floor, and then let it rise up to the top.”

“Right, I get that,” Arthur replied. “But why would you even want to heat the common walkways? Or create a space where the earth remains warm during the winter?”

“We don’t want to lose out on the opportunity to produce goods during the winter,” Will replied. “When we’ve visited other cities with our goods, they’ve always been desperate for anything of quality as the snows start to melt. We usually have a bit, simply because we produce items more quickly than other cities or villages do. If we can actually produce throughout the winter, we’d have a tremendous storehouse of goods to sell and plenty of highly motivated people looking to buy.”

That part was true. Most cities and villages in this area of the world went into a human equivalent of hibernation from November through March. Bitter cold and heavy snowfall prevented any type of travel and limited the ability of anyone to farm or produce any goods for trade. If the Aliomenti could be the sole exception to that rule, they could make even greater profits through trading than they’d ever generated in the past.

“And,” Will added, “keeping the grounds warm will melt the snows before they can accumulate, and we’ll be able to move around far more easily than we do today. The warmth should enable our master craftsmen to continue working regardless of the outside temperature or snowfall.”

Arthur shrugged, a mannerism he adopted when uncertain of how to attack another’s idea. “And why do we need to have the winter garden?”

Will had postulated the idea several months earlier. They had to finish harvests in October and store sufficient grain and vegetables to last the village for four months or more, until the snows melted, the grounds thawed, and they could plant new crops. Will suggested his “heated walkway” idea, and added that doing so would provide a small amount of “farm” space within the walls, earth that never froze and therefore would enable them to grow their most important crops year-round. The zirple root and morange berries were well-known at this point, and Will wanted to add some “decorative” trees as well to add some color inside the walls. Those decorative trees would be the ambrosia. And if they structured it correctly, they could continue to grow a modest variety and quantity of vegetables to supplement that which was stored in their silos.

They’d need to enhance their food production efforts in any way they could, for their numbers continued to grow. They’d made it a rule to recruit ten new members each year, and thus far the experiment had produced an overwhelmingly male population. Arthur’s original twenty had grown to fifty now, and there were only five women in the midst. Will suspected Arthur’s open misogyny would cause problems, and he was proved correct.

After a number of fights over disagreements around companionship, an inevitable consequence of the numbers and ratios of people in the village, Arthur finally relented. He agreed to look to add more women to his recruiting trips the following year, though it was clear he didn’t consider it important, whether for companionship, the variety of viewpoints, or the skilled craftswomen they could add to their team.

“It gets complicated when there are so few women around,” Adam complained. “Nine men want to kill the tenth, for he’s the one the woman wants.”

Arthur looked disinterested. “We have to focus on bringing in the best craftspeople and farmers and potential Energy students,” he replied. “I’ll bring women when I find those who are capable of meeting those requirements.”

“It’s not that difficult, Arthur, unless you’re trying to ignore what’s in front of you,” Will replied, his tone more scathing than he’d intended. “The women were a critical part of our initial population, were our best at Trading and metalwork and—“

“And look at where that got us,” Arthur hissed. “Let me repeat: I’ll grow the village head count with the best people. And yes, Will, I will ensure that I am not excluding women.”

Adam’s original comment had struck a chord with Will, for it reminded him that it had been nearly three months since he’d talked with Hope. They’d both made tremendous strides in their Energy development, and were able to meet in person after each of them made multiple teleportation hops. They found a small town where they could enjoy a long dinner together, sharing the events of their daily lives, and enjoying the stories of a place each would prefer to call home, if only to be with the other.

It wasn’t possible for them to meet in the Aliomenti village. Arthur believed Hope and Eva dead at the hands of the original Aliomenti, and neither trusted Arthur not to try to correct the error should he ever discover it. They’d only be free of that concern when either Arthur, or the two of them, were dead. Since Will knew all of them were still alive ten centuries hence, they reasoned that the only option available was for Hope and Eva to stay far away from the Aliomenti.

“Perhaps you need to consider recruiting women even if you don’t think they’re the best candidates,” Adam said, continuing the train of thought. “We’re having quite a few arguments and fights because of the lack of women in this village; there’s no reason not to correct the problem when it’s relatively easy to do so.”

Arthur frowned. “Is the problem that we have too few women, or that we have too many? I’d suggest that the men consider traveling outside this village if they are having problems on that front, rather than try to correct the issue by degrading the pool of people here.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “The women here are wonderful. Arielle has probably progressed more quickly than any of the men here. Why would we deprive ourselves of anyone with talent like that?”

“Despite what you think, Will, the issue is that women like Arielle are an incredibly rare exception. The women in the villages I visit are rarely like that. They are too timid and too deeply trained not to think or express opinions or strive to grow. In the rare instances that they are not like that, they are typically the daughters of nobles, have received some type of education, and as such are far better able to accept the new reality we tell them about – and those women rarely want to leave. You may not like my opinions, but the reality is that the pool of women we can consider truly do not meet our standards.”

Will sighed. “I don’t like your opinions, Arthur, and that’s no secret. I’ve not been traveling much and I don’t know what the women are like in other cities and villages these days, but don’t let your opinions cloud your assessments. I still strongly encourage you to work on balancing our numbers here. But we need to figure out how to stop the fighting, and that’s not something you can correct overnight. Perhaps we need to schedule group visits nearby villages for a week or two at a time.”

Adam looked thoughtful. “That’s a good idea, actually. And we don’t need to promote such trips as being for just that purpose, either. All of the people here practice different crafts and create goods, and all could stand to visit their future customers and understand exactly what they are looking for, and why. In the process of learning better what they should build, they can deal with other concerns as well.”

Will nodded. “I think there’s a lot of merit to that point. We needn’t explain the true motivation to the men as we send them out. Simply explaining that it’s an opportunity to better learn what specific designs or colors or level of decoration are desired by customers is sufficient. If they pursue other options as well... then so be it.”

Arthur’s idea and Adam’s follow-up point were both valid and addressed the key points and areas of contention. Will wanted to make sure that such a plan was implemented and communicated to the residents as quickly as possibly.

“We should start socializing the idea. Everyone picks the group of five they’d like to travel with, and we schedule sending them out. We have enough people here to perform the daily chores even if we’re short a handful for a week at a time. Their Energy skills are improving to the point that we can accomplish far more with fewer people. Individual trips outside the village are a good thing; eventually, if only trading specialists leave, we’re going to have a lot of very powerful Energy users wondering why they’re being held prisoner inside these walls.”

Arthur’s face suggested that he wasn’t opposed to such retention methods, but he nodded his assent. They weren’t having any retention issues, though, so it was a moot point. The benefits of being part of the group were apparent long before new residents learned of and unleashed their Energy skills. The comforts and advances found in the village were too impressive to make departure a reasonable option.

They’d built the underground furnace during the previous warm season, and it had proved to be a success. It was by no means as efficient as the central heating and temperature control systems Will had grown accustomed to in the twenty-first century. But the insulation from the concrete and the warm air rising through vents in the floors had made winters far more comfortable for everyone. In fact, some had complained of being too warm during the cold winter weather. In one notable incident, several of those complaining of excessive warmth were seized, carried outside the walls, and tossed into heaping snow drifts, where buckets of water were dumped on them. Thankfully, the spirits in the village were high, coin purses were heavy, and bellies were full, and such frivolity was treated as nothing more than fun by all involved.

When they’d built the underground furnace, they’d originally envisioned it to serve as a secondary kiln for the potters, present and future. However, they’d built it to handle a far more massive fire and heat capacity than the one that existed above ground. Will’s concept of leaving the fires going at all times, and using the excess heat to warm the residence building during frigid winter months, was first mocked and later praised. He’d asked the metal smiths to forge the connecting bit of ductwork, which attached directly to the kiln, so that the heat could be channeled up into the building. He’d also asked them to include a second branch of ductwork heading in the opposite direction, away from the residence hall toward the main part of the village. That portion was currently sealed off, but Will now intended to make use of it.

He had the villagers dig trench lines, starting just above the underground furnace and expanding out through the village. The trench lines ran down the center of the primary walking paths, and he’d had more than a few glares sent his way as they maneuvered their way into the Shop areas. While they appreciated what he was trying to do, few seemed willing to dodge trench diggers in their workspace to achieve that vision.

They began laying the metal ductwork nearest the Shops to enable the workers to resume their work schedules as quickly as possible. With the ductwork in place near the Shops, they worked from the ends of the trenches furthest from the furnace and worked back, joining the tentacles together until a single branch ended at the furnace.

The ductwork was built in a different manner than what they’d created to carry heat into the building. In the former case, they wanted no heat to escape the ducts until it reached the residence building for distribution. For heating the walkways, they needed the heat to seep out as it traversed the length of the ductwork. They therefore built the sides and bottoms to be thicker and more insulated, while the tops of the ducts were thin. They covered the ducts with a few inches of dirt, and were finally ready to test the system.

“This should be interesting,” Arielle said. “Do you think the heat will make it all the way to the ends of the trenches?”

Will grimaced. “That’s my largest concern. We’re going to have heat leaking out the entire length of the ducts, and it’s likely that it will run out before it hits the end. But,” he added, grinning, “if the process works other than the heat fading before it reaches the ends, we can always build additional underground kilns at strategic points. That will give us more fires to maintain, but it’s still far fewer than we would need to maintain in everyone’s individual room.”

They lit the fire and after removing the seal blocking the heat from heading away from the residence hall, enabling the warmth to spread. To Will’s surprise, they were able to feel the warmth beneath their feet to an appreciable level nearly 30 yards away, and to a minimal degree to the Shops. As expected, they noticed little or no change in temperature at the far ends.

“Still,” Arielle said, “that’s better than what we had before. I think people are going to be very happy when the snows come this year.” As one of the best metalworkers in the village, Arielle had created much of the ductwork now running under the village. She and Will had discussed creating a manual seal that could halt the walkway heat and pipe all of the warmth from the furnace to the residence hall if necessary.

“I agree,” Will replied. “And they’ll be extremely happy when we’re able to sell a huge inventory of finished goods we’ve completed during the winter to all of the cities and towns that spent the time indoors and away from their crafts. But we’ll need to keep track of the impact of the heat levels in the residence hall when winter arrives. People will be OK with snow by the gates, but they won’t be okay shivering in their rooms when they were complaining of excessive heat last year. That’s when that seal will become important.”

Will then focused on the next part of the project, which involved setting up miniature gardens throughout the village, leveraging the new heat system to enable an extended growing system. Since the greatest amount of heat would come from directly above the underground furnace, he’d recommend growing their most critical vegetation there: morange and zirple, supplemented with fragrant fruit trees to provide decoration. Little would the others know the importance that fruit would play in their lives, for he would circulate the idea that the fruit was likely poisonous, something they could only verify if someone would volunteer to take a bite. The experience with Elizabeth told him that was highly unlikely to ever occur, and that was fine with him. He had no interest in enlightening any of them to the truth until it was necessary.

There was no reason to help Arthur start growing his immortal army before it was time.
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Four years later.

Will teleported into the cave. To the best of his knowledge, it remained undiscovered, surprising given the relative longevity of the current incarnation of Aliomenti. Then again, even the most senior Aliomenti had only modest capabilities in the area of teleportation. None of them had any reason to practice Energy-based spelunking, either, since they weren’t trying to hide their actual skill level from the other Aliomenti as Will continually did. Will needed to keep the actual extent of his skills a closely guarded secret, for he’d learned that too many in this era didn’t handle power well.

In the twenty-third century, Adam had been stunned at Will’s technique for rapid Energy growth, using a feedback effect generated by willingly giving Energy to other living things and receiving a greater quantity of Energy back in return. He had elected not to share the technique in this time for that reason; if Adam didn’t know about it by then, then nobody else did either, except for Hope. No one had told him of the technique; giving without concern of getting something in return was simply in his nature. You couldn’t be told that you should choose to share your gifts; being told that giving would result in getting more than you gave meant people would engage in the activity with an expectation of payback, not for the good it could do. It wasn’t an attitude you could teach; it was something you were.

His own growth in Energy had been matched, thousands of miles away, by a similar growth in Hope’s skills. They had grown stronger in their ability to communicate telepathically, and at this point it was nearly effortless, much like dialing a mobile phone. The most demonstrable benefit of their rapidly growing Energy stores was their ability to teleport extensive distances, enabling them to cover the distances between them in far fewer hops, with far less fatigue, than when they’d started their respective paths to the future. They had located a city between their current homes where they could meet, face-to-face, for short periods of time. They would both teleport and meet outside the city, before entering together in Energy-supplied disguises. Will’s teleportation journey would begin with several short range hops first, before the longer hops needed to reach their joint destination; he had to concern himself with the possibility that someone – Adam, Arthur, or any of the others – might detect the huge bursts of Energy that arose from such travel, and take steps to mitigate that risk. They’d find a tavern and sit down for a long meal together, sharing stories of their time apart, reveling in each new breakthrough, and simply enjoying each other’s presence.

Those times were difficult, though. They both recognized the other as their spouse, not some random stranger, or someone they were dating or courting. Both wished to marry, to simply refuse to wait the thousand years until a younger, naive Will Stark would meet Hope. But they’d agreed after much discussion to postpone that next step lest the future be irrevocably altered, and through the years it had become a painful subject for discussion, one they’d finally agreed to keep off-limits until the time was right.

Hope reported that she and Eva were working to gradually age themselves. Hope was, now, in her mid-twenties, and she looked more like his twenty-first century memories of her each time they met. She’d officially been twenty-eight at the time of the fire that had destroyed their home and initiated the entire adventure through time he was presently living, and her actual age and visible age were coming into closer proximity.

“We’re starting to scout out cities several hundred miles away,” Hope told him. “In a few years, we need to move on, before people start to wonder why we age so slowly.” They wanted to be far enough away that none of the people in Healf would have a chance to run into them. That would prove disastrous, for Eva and Hope would need to youthen their appearances upon arriving at the new city, and then allow themselves to visibly age again. If a resident of Healf saw them looking younger than they did at the time the two women left the city, they would find their anonymity and secret very much at risk of exposure.

Likewise, they didn’t want to move closer to the Aliomenti village, for if their healing exploits became well-known, word might well reach back to Arthur. They still had no interest in alerting the man that two of the women he had thought dead still lived and thrived thousands of miles away. As the Aliomenti prospered and grew their wealth and power, they’d start to expand their trading territory. It was best for the two of them to move further east. She promised to send “pictures” telepathically of the new cities they scouted. After their meal, they left the city together, found a secluded spot, and reminded each other to eliminate their respective disguises. After a warm embrace, they each returned home.

Will smiled as he returned to the cave, as he always did after spending time in her presence. He glanced around, making certain that his most secret supplies were not disturbed, and then he teleported to within a few hundred yards of the village.

Several of the more senior members were outside the village that day, and rather than enter the open gates, he instead walked the path to the Ealdor River, where a massive hole had been dug near the shoreline. The villagers had decided, after many years, to build the underground bunker he’d recommended, a bunker that could be entered in no manner other than teleportation. It would be there that they’d learn and train for their most advanced capabilities, and perform research into technologies heretofore unknown in this era and location in the world.

Arthur was there watching as well, and Will wandered toward him. Arthur noticed Will’s approach and turned toward him.

“Remind me again why we need to have an underground bunker with no actual point of entry?”

“In part, it’s motivation to continue to improve,” Will replied. “Some of the older members have become quite proficient at the most basic skills, like telepathy and telekinesis. They aren’t trying to grow any more. They just make their products, head out to sell and have fun, and return. We know, though, that there are more advanced skills, and among those skills I’d include teleportation. People are often heavily motivated to achieve when they feel they’ll be denied something if they don’t.”

Arthur considered briefly, then nodded. “I’ll grant you that, though it’s hardly a universal motivator. What else?”

“As isolated as we are, people do travel along the rivers. They do ride on and walk along the roads a few miles away. If we have a few residents get into a heated argument, or even decide to engage in some raucous Energy-based fun, the sights and sounds of Energy use might draw unwanted attention. We all have our reasons for wanting to maintain our privacy here, and our people getting aggressive with Energy usage won’t help.”

Arthur nodded, thoughtful. “But if they have a place where they can do that with complete privacy, without having to worry about holding back...”

“Then they’ll be more inclined to try to improve.” Will grinned. “Especially if they have to work hard just to get into that place.”

Arthur looked thoughtful, gave a brief nod to Will, and headed back toward the village.

Arthur had initially been the most vocal opponent of the bunker. In a move that Will considered ironic, the man who had once kept a village inspired by dreams of supernatural abilities now wished to focus on monetary growth. Will suspected that Arthur’s stance was based on something more basic and personal, not a desire for fiscal focus. Arthur feared above all else a loss of control, a personality trait Will had unearthed over the past seven years. The teleportation process included a brief moment in time in which you ceased to exist, in any form or place, and in that instant you had no control over your body or your very existence. Energy skill was something Arthur couldn’t control in others, couldn’t manipulate in them, couldn’t suppress in them. His eyes and demeanor were unchanged from the years in which he tried to destroy the growing influence of Eva’s Traders in the village, seeking to poison the minds of others against those he perceived as personal threats. Yet with Energy, there was no turning back. Once new recruits received their initial allotment of morange berries from him, once they began regular doses of zirple that he supplied, his ability to forever control them and forge them to his will was gone.

Arthur was also beginning to worry about his own mortality. Though he remained in robust health, he was now in his mid-fifties. In Will’s day, a man of Arthur’s years would be considered middle-aged and one in position for prime leadership positions, but in this era he was viewed as an old man. Their recruits were uniformly in their mid-twenties or early thirties, and though they offered Arthur respect due to his stature in the community, none of them resisted the occasional age-related barb. Will, whom they believed to be in his early thirties, was seen as much more of a peer. Will’s obvious prominence was grating to Arthur, and combined with his sense of his impending demise, he realized that his dream of world conquest was one he’d never achieve.

Will dreaded the fact that he’d need to be the one to make the realization of that dream a possibility once more.

He wandered over to the giant Wheel. It was one of the few edifices left unchanged since the days when he’d tried to show a stubborn group of men and women that they could, in fact, do something new, something they believed impossible. The incredulity when he and the Traders had, by themselves, moved the massive wheel up the ramps and onto the support beams was a look he’d never forget, and his satisfaction with the accomplishment was genuine. Today, nearly a decade after he’d arrived in the eleventh century, it was one of the few reminders left of those earliest days.

The Wheel would change as well. Will had plans for it, plans that would enable the Aliomenti to make their next evolutionary step toward financial and technological prominence. Now was not the time for that, however.

He wandered through the forest again, finding it strange that there was so little for him to do, and the sensation of restlessness was growing. Their numbers had grown, and the newcomers earned the right to consume the morange berries only after they’d been part of the village for a year, performing the most grueling and unpleasant of chores, and working the most difficult construction projects. They also watched more senior villagers undergo what Will would come to know as the Purge, though without the internal nanobots used in Will’s case. Still, the formula used to accelerate the elimination of contaminants that blocked the formation, sensation, and control of Energy, was quite effective, far more so than the zirple-only route prescribed years earlier by Roland. Those senior enough to watch the initiation process were given a taste of what that temporary pain and agony would enable them to do, and to date, no one had left after seeing those demonstrations. Arthur had recruited well.

Will moved past the double grave site of Genevieve and Elizabeth, Arthur’s deceased wife and daughter. No one, outside him and Adam, knew that one of those graves was empty. Arthur had watched them lower Elizabeth into the coffin and seal it shut. Will had, with Adam’s assistance, managed to keep Arthur from guessing that he’d been an Energy practitioner since before the men ever met. That was a critical deception, for Arthur was no fool. If he knew Will had been able to teleport dozens of miles away at their first greeting, he might well suspect Will could teleport someone else as well. Given that Adam had boasted in the aftermath of his inferno that he’d controlled the dying villagers, putting them into a state of sleep they could not overcome, it wouldn’t be difficult for Arthur to suspect Will might well have done the same with Elizabeth.

Arthur would figure it out someday. Will would deal with it then.

Adam came up behind him, glancing around to be certain they were alone. “How are they?”

Will arched an eyebrow. “What makes you think I know?”

Adam rolled his eyes. “Will, the rest of them may not have the ability yet, but I can tell when an explosive amount of Energy gets used nearby. An Energy burst that would coincide with someone teleporting many miles away, or returning here in a similar manner. I can only imagine you have one purpose in mind when that happens. So tell me... how are they?”

Some of his trips involved just a brief visit with Hope. Others, in line with his story of being a traveling merchant, involved him traveling the long distance to Healf to make an appearance and remind the men there that Hope was neither single nor a widow. He typically flew most of the way, for he enjoyed the sensation it provided, and it gave him time to think.

“They’re fine. They’ll move again soon. They don’t like the idea of being too long in one place.”

“Why would they worry, Will? What would make them want to leave a place where they’re well-liked and respected?”

He’d not told Adam about the ambrosia. Like Arthur, Adam would still be alive when Will was born, over nine centuries from now. He’d learn the secrets. For now, though, Will felt it appropriate to withhold that information, and provide instead a partial truth. “They’re afraid of being too successful. They have far better success curing the sick than do other doctors there. People will wonder. They’ve heard a few mutterings of witchcraft. They need to be very careful, and unfortunately, they can’t be careful and still do what they’re trying to do there successfully.”

“Where is there, Will? Why won’t you tell me?”

“Have you talked to Eva? You can, you know. Telepathically. You should be able to reach her. Have you tried? Perhaps you can ask her yourself, then, where she might be.”

Adam’s face spoke volumes, but he said nothing.

But Will knew what his silence meant. “You have talked to her, haven’t you? You’ve talked to Eva, and she hasn’t told you where they are.”

Adam turned away. “Why doesn’t she want to see me, Will?”

“I think you know exactly why, Adam.”

He shook his head. “No, Will, I don’t think I do. If you’re referring to my handing out of justice several years ago... understand that she knows why I did it, what the true reasons were, and she has no qualms about it. Uneasiness, perhaps, but it’s not something that would keep her from me. No, there’s something far deeper than that.”

“Perhaps you should try asking her, Adam. You know my reasons for not divulging their location. And now that I know Eva has chosen to keep her distance as well, I’m further resolved in not revealing where they are.”

Adam looked at the ground, his face registering confusion more than anger. Will watched his face, watched as he muttered the word “Why?” repeatedly, until at last, comprehension dawned on him. It was a truth that registered with him so briefly that his face was almost instantly back to one of confusion, as if he, too, had a secret he wanted to hide from Will.

Adam turned to Will. “I respect your decision, Will, and I suspect that there’s a greater reason behind it than even you know. Perhaps even more than Eva knows. I will respect her wishes and not try to find them until such time as they contact me.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “What is this, Adam? We’ve had this conversation many times before, many times reaching the same conclusion, and you’ve always continued to badger me about where they are. Yet suddenly you’ve realized something, something that makes you not only respect why Eva – not me, Eva – wants to keep you away, but agree with her decision. What could possibly make you change so suddenly?”

Adam looked at Will, seeming to be on the verge of explaining something so deep and profound that it would shake Will to his very core, and then he resumed a stoic look. “When it’s time, Will, you’ll know the answer. But not before. And I’m not sure I’m the right one to tell you.”

He turned and walked away, leaving Will baffled as to the meaning of the words.

Will returned to the bunker, where the team was laying the old concrete forms down atop the walls of the vast underground bunker. They’d left the space open, much as if it were a vast underground basement from Will’s era, leaving only support posts below. They’d not partitioned the space into rooms yet, preferring to wait until they had further insight into what they’d like to accomplish inside. They knew only that the space would accommodate 30-50 people easily.

The old wall forms would act to support the weight of the concrete being poured atop the walls and support joists, preventing them from having to pour molded concrete slabs that would be moved into place after they hardened. They had no cranes or other heavy equipment capable of hauling such an enormous weight, and this solution, while imperfect, was the best they could provide. The crews hadn’t thought to engage someone like Will to move those completed slabs into place with Energy, and had settled upon a working solution.

Will left, letting the construction process finish on its own. This was one endeavor he need not see through to the end.

Two weeks later, after vigorous rounds of stirring concrete, pouring, smoothing, and Energy-enhanced drying and hardening, the structure was complete. They used shovels to move dirt over the top of the concrete, trusting nature to spread good grass seed through the air and make the covering of the bunker look just like the spaces around it. Will, having designed the structure, was the first to enter. He closed his eyes, used his clairvoyance skills to find a spot inside, and teleported in.

It was completely dark and a bit unnerving. Each footstep echoed. He lit the space with Energy from his hands. His mind began to fill in the openings, picturing rooms for training, tables laden with research tomes, and rooms that could be used for private research. Research like that which he’d be performing.

Research that would enable him to save the lives of his children not yet born, and at the same time save the life of the man who would one day try to kill them.
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Three months later.

“Seriously, could you please try to keep it down out there?”

Will’s voice was nearly a shout, but it was unlikely that he could be heard above the melee. They’d developed a tournament of sorts, a series of obstacles and head-to-head competition in various Energy skills, as a way to encourage all of the Aliomenti. The bunker had had the intended effect; word that it was a secret club of sorts, with marvels none had ever seen before, had spread, and Will and the other leaders of the village had done nothing to quash the rumors. Those who developed the ability to teleport in on their own were sworn to never reveal the secrets of what went on inside, in part because there was no great secret. It was simply the joy of trying to compete and advance that made access to the bunker so desirable.

The tournaments Adam had developed were exceptionally competitive, and it was that spirit of competition, of defeating fellow Aliomenti in an Energy-based competition, that drove so many to greater heights. The obstacles included guessing a number in Adam’s head (which he would try to shield from them), levitating objects from one point to another, teleporting through a series of points, and then blasting a piece of pottery with Energy from a healthy distance. The first competitor to complete all of the tasks was ruled the winner. The exercise became competitive when the participants realized that playing defense was not only permitted, but encouraged. Competitors would try to blast each other off balance to disrupt timing, or impress thoughts into each other’s heads with incorrect numbers. The mere anticipation of being blasted led more than one participant to fail the telekinesis test, in which they were required to move a full pitcher of water from one table to another without spilling a drop.

The loser had to mop up the spills.

Will had partitioned off his own research room, a request granted given his seniority in the community and his efforts to bring the bunker into existence. He told them he was researching “nutrition,” explaining that he was trying to determine the best combination of foods to ensure continual Energy growth and general health. In reality, he was spending days trying to penetrate deep into the fruit, skin, and seed of the ambrosia plants he grew near his cave and as “decoration” in the gardens inside the walls. He would occasionally announce that he’d learned that increasing consumption of a certain vegetable had beneficial effects on health, and his recommendations were acted upon as soon as the farmers could adjust their crop schedules.

Yet the fruit proved difficult to crack. What he needed was a twenty-first century laboratory with electron microscopes and other advanced equipment, where he could watch the ambrosia fruit work its way through the human body, watching the impact it had at a cellular level. It must alter the cells of the human body at the most basic level, for the impacts were eternal. He knew he was not aging, and both Hope and Eva had confirmed the same was true for them. Though they weren’t likely to show many signs of aging only seven years after eating the fruit, each of them was convinced it was working. Will was forty-five years old, but looked and felt twenty years younger.

Arthur, on the other hand, looked much older than his fifty-five years. His blond hair had become streaked with gray, and his skin had wrinkled. He’d stopped many of the health rituals he and the original band of slaves had discovered and mastered nearly three decades earlier. Will suspected that much of the health damage was self-inflicted. Arthur was a man who expected to die of old age soon, regardless of his general level of health, and his exterior appearance and health reflected his viewpoint of himself as an old man. His tremendous desire for control, combined with his assumed loss of the battle for his very life, made him an extremely angry, bitter man. He snapped at the villagers for no reason, deriving from their brief looks of terror a sense of the power he’d once enjoyed over the first generation of Aliomenti, the generation that never reached the Promised Land.

Will, thinking of Arthur’s bullying, sighed. He’d have to give Arthur the greatest gift the man could possibly imagine, a gift he’d use to do more than bark at frightened youngsters. But he’d wait as long as he believed possible. He was in no rush to bring Arthur back from the brink of death.

Adam poked his head into the room, grinning. “Sorry, Will. John just pulled the water out of his pitcher and threw the water at Arielle. Not the pottery. The actual drops of water. It was crazy. She threw the whole pitcher at him. Hands behind their backs the whole time. It was...”

Adam broke off, realizing that Will wasn’t listening, and he moved into the small room. “What are you doing?”

Will glanced down at the ambrosia fruit. “Studying this. I think it might be poisonous, and I’m trying to be certain of that. We might need to pull it out of the interior gardens.”

Adam moved into the room, studying the fruit more closely. “I thought that looked familiar. That’s the fruit from the tree we mixed in with the morange and zirple plants?”

Will nodded. “It smells delicious, but I’ve never seen any wild creatures eat it. That usually means there’s something wrong with it. If I can figure out a way to test the effects of the plant, we can make sure. But...” He paused. “I’m just concerned that whoever eats the plant will get sick, or even die. I know I’m not the only one concerned that might be the case, either. Nobody will eat it.”

Adam smiled grimly. “It’d serve Arthur right to be the one to eat it first, after what he did to Elizabeth.”

Will couldn’t argue that point. “I’m trying to see if the juice will damage the wood right now. It’s not a great test for poison, but if it damages the wood it probably isn’t something we want inside our bodies.”

Adam laughed. “I seem to recall the morange berries aren’t exactly pleasant, and yet the impact is rather positive overall.”

Will inclined his head in acknowledgment.

Adam glanced at the ambrosia fruits, thoughtful. “I wonder... is it possible that the more unpleasant a food, the more likely it is to be beneficial to one’s health, and more importantly, to one’s Energy development?”

Will shook his head. “Morange isn’t terribly pleasant, of course. But there’s nothing exceptional about zirple. It’s a bland taste, not something you’d want to eat, but it’s not something that causes great pain.”

Adam nodded. “So something painful unleashes Energy, something bland helps to continually enhance what you’ve unleashed.” He inhaled deeply. “What might a fruit with such a powerful, pleasant aroma unleash?”

Will smiled. “Perhaps just a happy tongue and a full belly? Or perhaps death. Often in life, that which is most pleasing to the senses ends up as the most dangerous thing you can ever associate with.” He glanced down at the berry. “Perhaps this fruit provides a great gift, but at a terrible price.”

“By whose definition, though? Perhaps the gift is worth the price.”

Will sighed. “I suppose that it’s going to be the case that what one might consider a gift, another might consider a curse.”

Adam looked thoughtful, and then left the room, returning to the melee of the tournament.

Will glanced down at the fruit, thinking. The challenge with this fruit was that Will knew what consumption conferred upon the consumer. And it was true: there would be widely different opinions on whether that which was conferred was a gift or a curse. But the critical item was to ensure that the outcomes were known, and then enable everyone to make their own decisions.

He was also troubled by a comment Adam had made, about making Arthur the one to test the “mystery” fruit., and suffer whatever consequences came from it, consequences most in the village believed would be harmful. The ambrosia tree had been planted by Will, and had not come with the promise of miracles like those passed along via the Travelers. Yet Arthur and Adam, at least, had learned the lesson of the previous village, to proceed with great caution in the face of the unknown, regardless of the source. And so, they’d advised everyone to avoid consuming the fragrant fruit on the decorative trees.

Will had taken the time to show the fruit to each resident, asking if any had seen or eaten it before. None recognized the fruit, and Will became concerned. They had no alternative experiences to fall back on, no one who could identify the fruit as safe or dangerous, and nothing which would give any indication of the immortality and sterility it would actually provide.

Will, of course, could not prove or disprove those claims either. He had only the word of Ambrose and Aina and the others who lived in that forest. Their claims were impossible to prove without the passage of time, for none of the trio had lived long enough to prove the claims of immortality. And, he thought grimly, none of them had had the opportunity to prove the claims of sterility either.

His breath caught in his throat, understanding dawning on him.

He and Hope had, after their marriage, tried to bring a child into the world. When they’d struggled, they’d visited specialists. The specialists could find nothing wrong with either of them, but had concluded that Will was the source of their issues, and he’d been devastated at his inability to give Hope the child she so passionately desired.

And yet it wasn’t true. The ambrosia fruit Hope had eaten a thousand years before that time... the fruit had made Hope infertile, in a manner suggesting that Will was at fault. And it meant they’d figured out, quietly, how to cure Hope after their marriage, and thus they’d been able to have two children.

He knew, then, that the fruit was at least capable of rendering the consumer infertile. He’d seen none of the morange or zirple plants in the forest, and as such knew that the two plants could not be the cause of the immortality the Ambrosians claimed. But he could not disprove their claims.

He rose from the table, knowing that someone would need to eat the plant, running the risk that the plant was poisonous. Every person in the village would test that plant without any knowledge of the side effects, and while they’d do so of their own free will, such a volunteer would still be serving a role much as Elizabeth had served. Yet there was one person in the village who knew the effects of the plant, who, unlike Elizabeth, could eat the plant knowing the changes it would bring about.

Him.

He sighed, rose from the table, seized the full piece of fruit, and walked out into the common room.

Adam was standing, walking through the rules with the next two contestants in the tournament. He stopped in mid-sentence as Will approached, and glanced up as Will neared him.

“Did you figure it out yet, Will? Is the plant harmful?”

“I don’t know, Adam, but I do think I’m uniquely qualified to find out. If something happens to me... well, let’s just hope that doesn’t happen.”

And Will bit into the fruit, even as Adam shouted for him to stop, even as Arthur’s greedy eyes found life again at the thought that Will might meet his own mortality before Arthur did.

Those in the common room grew silent, recognizing the sacrifice Will had made, not realizing that the sacrifice had been made years earlier.

After a few moments, Will cracked a smile. “Well, if this fruit contains a poison, it’s certainly not one that acts quickly. I don’t think it will be useful in warding off any invasions.”

Nervous laughter greeted his words, emitted from expectant faces, waiting for some macabre ending to his consumption of the mystery fruit. After several moments of silence, during which their faces showed disappointed at the lack of change in him, Will teleported out of the bunker. He did not want to be watched, did not want to see the eager thrill on their faces, did not want to think those looks meant they were eager to see him collapse and die.

He knew it wouldn’t happen. Or at least, he knew it hadn’t happened in the last cycle of time. He felt jealousy toward that Will now, too, for having completed the long journey, much as he felt jealous at the younger Will. But there was nothing to be done with such jealousy. It would not help make his journey easier, or shorter. The only way to finish this journey was to move forward, and that he would do.

Will put his mind to work on other tasks, to distract himself from the long journey and painful decisions he knew he’d need to make, and from those decisions he suspected he didn’t even know about yet. He watched the great Wheel turning, powered by the eternal flow of the rushing waters of the Ealdor River.

What else might the river move? What else might need continual turning?

His mind clicked: gears.

He’d had a thought of this type when he’d recommended the location of the bunker, wanting it near the Wheel for its potential use as the engine to drive a series of gears that they could use to produce some of their products more efficiently. He noted with a smile the fact that such a capability would have been useful in stirring up the endless batches of concrete they’d needed to rebuild the walls and the rest of the village, but they had no use for such a machine at the moment. The general idea was there, yet he needed a specific use to gather the attention of the villagers, a means to motivate them as he had done a decade earlier through the construction of the Wheel.

Will wanted them to build the rudimentary equivalent of a factory, powered by water wheels turning a system of gears, operating below the ground.

The challenge, though, was that he wasn’t sure what they needed a factory for. They made everything by hand, from beginning to end, and mass production was not a concept they’d come to embrace. Could they use it for weaving? They wove thread by hand as well, and he doubted they’d be able to make the mental leap from hand weaving to water-powered loom immediately. He recalled the analogy his daughter, Angel, had used in explaining the Alliance’s view on revealing their advances to the world. Machines of that type were so beyond their concept of thinking that he’d frighten them. He preferred to give people the truth and let them determine how they’d react, but this seemed to be pushing those boundaries too far, even for him.

Perhaps, then, he needed to start at the beginning.

He walked back to the village. This project would not begin with one wagon wheel.

He’d need two this time.

 

 

 

 

 

XIV

Gears

 

 

1029 A.D.

“What do you need two wheels for?” Wayne asked, puzzled by Will’s request.

“I have an idea I want to try out, and for that test I need two wheels to start with.”

Arthur walked by at that moment, his face looking ever more haggard and worn, but his eyes seemed sharper than Will had seen them in quite some time. “Let me give you some advice, Wayne. Years ago, Will asked for one wheel, and we ended up with that.” Arthur gestured at the overhead water delivery system, and Wayne’s eyes widened. “If he wants two wheels? We may end up with... with... with a flying machine or something.”

Will laughed, amused at the idea and surprised that Arthur had spoken on his behalf. “Nothing quite so grandiose, Arthur. At least, not yet. But given enough time? Anything is possible.”

The fire left Arthur’s eyes. “Time. Right.” He turned and walked away.

Will leaned in and whispered to Wayne. “Just for reference, when I’m ready to build Arthur’s... flying machine? I’ll ask for at least four wheels.” He grinned.

Wayne chuckled, then shook his head. “I don’t think the old man has much time left.” He rummaged through the Store and found two wagon wheels, which he handed to Will, refusing any payment. “Sorry, Will. If you’ve got something interesting in mind, it’s worth it to me to find out what it is.”

Will thanked the wagon-maker, testing various ways of carrying or rolling the wheels. “Do you really think Arthur’s time is running out?”

Wayne glanced after Arthur, who was moving at a tentative pace. “I don’t know, Will. But he’s not getting any younger. Maybe you can use those wheels to find something to make him live a little longer.”

Will nodded briefly and wandered off.

Was that the common perception around the camp, that Arthur was on death’s door? Will still intended to work on the gears, but he realized he was going to have to watch Arthur carefully. He was no longer the official doctor in the village; they’d brought someone else in two years earlier. Yet no doctor would consider old age a disease to be treated or an illness to be cured. Dying, and death, were simply a part of life, an experience they’d all have at some point.

One day, all too soon, they’d find out that was no longer the case.

Will walked through the Stores, a structure they’d expanded over the past few years, including the addition of a second story to the rebuilt concrete structure. The upward expansion had reduced the footprint of the Stores and opened more space within the village for Shops. Seventy people required a great deal of space to prepare their crafts and perform the services the village needed. They’d moved the cooking stations nearer to the residence hall, though they’d not implemented Will’s suggestion to move them inside. The changes had provided a much more expansive space for the Shops.

Current conversation in the village focused on construction plans for the next warm season. There was significant interest in creating additional underground facilities they could use to store finished goods. Will had privately smiled at that. In the long run, he had visions of creating a Store more like that in his day. They’d invite their customers to come to them to purchase goods, and they’d have an inventory of finished products they could tap into to ensure they could meet demand. That was a long way off, most likely, and he’d reminded himself more than once that he could only focus on one project at a time. Each successive project might never come to pass, due to intervening events.

In theory, he had a way to know what those intervening events would be, knowledge that would let him plan with greater certainty. His “diary” was a gift from the future, where all of those future events had occurred, where they’d be able to provide him information and guidance. That guidance was so rarely forthcoming, however, that he’d stopped checking for it over the past several years. It bothered him that he so rarely got information from the future, and yet, if he was honest with himself, that was as it should be. He couldn’t review the diary in secret every time he needed to make a decision, and if he was given that guidance on a regular basis, it would be as though his life was being lived for him. The scant information he’d gotten had been undeniably useful, as with the information on making concrete, or the key phrases for surviving his layover during his first flight home from Healf. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t know what he’d eventually do with Arthur and the ambrosia. Would it truly matter if they gave him a date, time, and location to do the deed?

He sat down in an open patch of ground near the well, pulled out a sharp chisel and mallet, and began whittling the wood away, create teeth in the outer edge of the first wheel. When he finished an hour later, he carved teeth into the side of the second wheel. He pictured a rope or band attached to the water wheel, with the motion turning one wheel mounted vertically on an axle. The second wheel would be mounted on an axle and mounted horizontally. The teeth would interlock so that the first wheel, powered indirectly by water, would turn the second wheel.

As he chiseled the teeth into the second wheel, Adam wandered by, watching him.

“What are you up to, Will?”

Will didn’t look up. “I had an idea, and I want to see if it will work.”

“Tell me.” Adam sat down next to Will, watching the dark-haired man work. Will shivered; he hadn’t forgotten that this man had murdered fifty people only a few years earlier, and the proximity unnerved Will, regardless of Adam’s stated motivation for his actions.

“Well...” Will paused, for he wasn’t sure how to explain how he’d come up with the idea. “I was watching the big Wheel turning, using those paddles that get pushed by the water.”

“Okay.”

“And I wondered, what if there was no water to turn this Wheel? What else could turn the Wheel? The answer was another Wheel with paddles. Turn one wheel, and those paddles connect with and push the paddles of the second wheel, and that means both wheels turn just by turning one of them.”

Adam considered this. “I’m not sure I understand the idea, but even if it works, so what? Why do we need to make another wheel that’s turned by the first? I mean, I guess I can see that you could turn two wheels like that, but... why bother? What would it mean?”

“That’s the thing. I’m not sure what we could do with it yet.” He chuckled. “Actually, that’s not true. I have an idea about what we could have done with it, a few years ago.”

Adam waited for Will to continue, and finally asked the question after a long pause. “OK, what could we have done with it several years ago?”

“Think about this: what if the paddles aren’t facing the same way? What if the second wheel isn’t mounted vertically?” Will held the second wheel, the one he worked on now, vertically, and stood the original wheel on end, also vertically. “What if the second wheel is mounted horizontally?”

He flipped the second wheel so that it was lying on the ground, and set the first wheel on top. When he turned the vertical wheel, the horizontal wheel, with a few notches already carved, turned just a bit.

Adam’s eyes lit up. “That’s... very interesting. But what does it mean?”

“What if, instead of attaching that horizontal wheel to an axle, we mounted it to the top of a large stirring mechanism? And put a large bowl underneath that wheel, so that the stirring mechanism was down inside the bowl, and then filled that bowl with the ingredients for concrete?”

Adam looked at the two wheels, as Will demonstrated how the teeth would interlock. Will watched Adam’s face, as he slowly put the information together and realized the implications. “The water... the big Wheel... they’d turned the stirring device and stir up all of the concrete! We wouldn’t destroy our arms in the process!”

Will nodded. “That’s what I was thinking as well. It would be interesting to see what else we could do with it. I think we’d need to set up some type of leather band that would connect the larger Wheel to the smaller wheel with the teeth.”

“Teeth? Oh.” Adam noted the ridges in the two wheels at Will’s feet. “That makes sense; they do look a lot like big teeth. We’d need some way to stop it though, wouldn’t we? We probably don’t want that tooth wheel turning all the time.”

Will frowned. “Why wouldn’t we?”

“How would we get the stirrer back out of the mixing bowl in your example? We’d need to stop it to lift the stirrer out of the way, then roll the bowl away to use. And if we have all of this set up near the Wheel, we’d need to run it underground most likely.” He scowled as realization dawned. “You’ve had this in mind for a while, haven’t you? That’s why you insisted on having the bunker built where it was.”

Will shrugged. “I like to think ahead a bit.”

Adam laughed. “I wish you’d mentioned this idea back when we were rebuilding.” He rubbed his shoulder. “My arms still hurt now, all these years later.”

Now it was Will’s turn to laugh. “I know what you mean. It seemed too outlandish at the time, and I didn’t know if it would work. And it didn’t seem like a great idea back then, when we truly needed to focus on rebuilding, to try out something so unusual, especially without knowing if it would work. Now, though? We have a large and stable population, we have excess money, and more importantly, we all have plenty of time. Having a community of Energy users saves us a great deal of time that we’d otherwise spend doing much more mundane chores.”

Adam nodded. “Understood, Will. Now we can set this up and see what we can do with it.”

Will nodded, and then frowned. “But you’ve said something that gives me pause. I’m sure that these toothy wheels will work.” He paused as Adam snorted at the name. “But you’re right; we need to have some means to disable the mechanism that turns them. The problem is that the Wheel won’t stop. I wonder...”

“Another dramatic pause? Do tell, Will.”

Will chuckled. “We had the same problem when we built the aqueduct system years ago. We got the system set up to run the water to the village, but we couldn’t run it right away, not until we figured out where to put the water. If we’d done nothing, the water would have run through the aqueduct and landed on the ground in the village, and eventually the ground would saturate and the village would flood. So we built the shield, the piece of wood that stopped the water from flowing into the aqueduct system. Once we got the return mechanism built, which runs extra water out to the creek, we removed the shield.”

Adam shook his head. “That can’t work, Will. The Wheel will keep turning no matter what you do with the water that it scoops up. We can’t stop the Ealdor River, after all.”

Will nodded. “Agreed, and I do understand that. But recognize what we did. We had to build a water return system to be able to use the aqueduct.”

“So what?”

“So... maybe the answer is that we need another water return system.”

“Why would we need that?”

Will grinned. “Why not run another aqueduct spur, and a second wheel, closer to the bunker? The water would flow down that spur and drop on the second wheel to turn it and power the... toothy wheels below ground. The new waterwheel would be suspended up off the ground, and the water that turns it would eventually end up in a return system that would take it back to the Ealdor River. If we don’t want the toothy wheel to turn...”

“Then we set up a second shield that stops the water from flowing that way to begin with,” Adam finished, understanding. “And we can do that and then stop the... the... toothy wheel from turning when we’re done using it. That’s a brilliant idea.” He glanced at the work Will was doing. “I don’t think I can chisel at the same time that you are, so what can I do to help you figure out if this will work?”

Will considered the offer. “Axles for both wheels, and a few people to hold the axles in place while we check to see if turning one wheel turns the other. If it works, we’ll show more people, explain the idea, and then see what everyone wants to do.”

Adam nodded, and glanced at him. “This is what it was like back then, wasn’t it?”

Will arched an eyebrow. “I don’t follow.”

“This is what it was like back when you came up with the idea for the first Wheel, wasn’t it? You came up with an idea, tested it out, and then got everyone interested and excited about being part of it.”

“Not everyone was excited about it, especially not right near the end.” The Wheel had been rolled up the ramps toward the support beams while facing in the wrong direction, and the frustration at the error boiled over into anger at Will and the other Traders. Only the Traders returned to resume the task, and the six of them completed a job that thirty could not.

“Yet, in the end, they followed your lead, Will. They knew that the idea you’d described had merit, and, no matter how bizarre it sounded, they believed it would work because they believed in you.”

Will shrugged. “Perhaps. Plenty of people played a role.”

“And plenty will play a role in this effort as well. I’ll be one of them. But I guess what I’m trying to say, Will, is that I don’t know how many men could announce something that seems impossible and yet have so many people believe completely in the vision they propose. When you talk, others listen. More importantly, they act. That’s impressive. And never, even back then, did you... manipulate anyone.”

Adam stood, prepared to walk off to get the extra supplies Will had listed. “I’m glad I spared you.” And he walked away.

Will stared after him. “Yeah. Me, too.” His stare turned to a glare, and he felt the urge to give Adam a demonstration that he’d never spared Will’s life. Will’s life had never been at risk, even if Adam’s decision had been otherwise. But he took several deep breaths, calming himself, before he returned to chiseling the last pieces of wood away.

Adam returned with the necessary wooden axles. He’d managed to attach what looked like a small wheel to the end of one of the axles, which created what looked like a bolt. Will nodded in approval. Adam had done well, for the horizontal lower wheel would need to rest on something to keep it off the ground. While the wooden “bolt” wasn’t ideal, due to the friction that would be generated, it would at least show if the concept itself was sound.

Will finished whittling the teeth in the second wheel, and Adam walked off and returned with Arielle and Wayne. They, like Adam, found the idea bizarre at first, but quickly saw the potential that the toothy wheels might provide.Will mounted the horizontal wheel on the wooden stake with the “bolt” side underneath, and then he and Adam fed the second axle through the vertical wheel and held the ends. Will, the tallest, held the vertical axle for the horizontal wheel stable, while Adam and Wayne held the horizontal axle supporting the vertical wheel. With Arielle’s assistance, they guided the vertical wheel so that the teeth met up with those on the lower, horizontal wheel.

Arielle turned the vertical wheel. The interlocking teeth of the two wheels caught, and the horizontal wheel began turning as well.

Arielle grinned. So did Adam.

Will smiled, though it was a faint smile. The prototypes were always the easy part. The implementation of the full-scale model? Well, that was when tempers could flare and unforeseen problems could arise. He had only an idea for an expensive, time-consuming project that might provide them some production efficiency, in ways he couldn’t explain. It was the type of uncertainty and challenge the original Aliomenti would run from.

It was time to see if this group was different than the last one.
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There was significant interest in Will’s concept. Like Adam, many in the village were puzzled as to what, exactly, the “toothy wheels” could do for them. Why should they devote the time necessary to construct this contraption? They weren’t concerned about the costs, and Wayne said he’d happily contribute a large wheel without any payment.

None of them understood what they stood to gain from the undertaking, however.

“What led you to think of this in the first place, Will?” Arielle asked. Unlike the first batch of Aliomenti, the questions like those from the metal worker were asked with genuine interest, not to trap or argue on confuse.

“I’m not really sure,” Will admitted. “I saw the wheels turning on a wagon once, and for some reason thought of them turning while on their sides. Then I thought of them turning at the same time, and thought they might crash or stop each other if they collided.” He chuckled. “And then I curled my fingers together, and realized if I could make fingers, or teeth, on the wheels, they’d actually fit together well. And if I turned one, the next one would turn as well. Add in the Wheel getting turned by water at all times, and it seemed like it could be very useful.”

“So the idea, then, is that we’d use the water Wheel to provide the power to turn this? No more sore arms?” Wayne’s question was met with appreciative laughs, primarily from those who’d been there long enough to remember the major construction projects.

Will chuckled as well. “Exactly. Well, maybe not. You’ll still find some use for your arms.” The crowd chuckled. “But this could give us the ability to use the power of the river yet again. We’ve used it to scoop up fresh water and deliver it to where we need it. Now we can use it to turn something a short distance away. Anything that we do repeatedly, anything that requires turning, well, that’s something these special wheels can do.”

One of the carpenters raised his hand. “Just wondering... could we fit more of these... toothy wheels together like this?”

Yes! Will thought. Someone’s thinking. “That’s a great question. I don’t see why not. Why do you ask?”

“I make a lot of legs for tables and chairs, and I use a lathe to do that. I have to turn the lathe by using my foot on a pedal. It’s not difficult, mind you, but it does get a bit tiring after a while. I was thinking, though, that if the first wheel is vertical and the second wheel is horizontal... could we make a third wheel that was also vertical? One that could turn my wood stock for me while I shape chair legs?”

Will nodded, as the murmuring started. People were intrigued. “That’s a fantastic idea. I think we should definitely try that out. That may help you make a lot more chair legs.”

One of the bakers raised her hand. “I think this could help us as well. We could always use help mixing dough for bread or cakes. We could mix much larger batches and then make more at a time. We could also use the second vertical wheel, possibly, to flatten out the dough. That would save us a great deal of time and effort as well.”

In turn, another dozen people hypothesized how the “toothy wheels” Will had described could help them perform their various crafts and professions with greater ease or increased speed, and soon they all wanted to build the special “toothy” wheels. Will suggested that they call the wheels “gears,” rather than “toothy wheels,” and the name stuck.

They first built an aqueduct spur which stretched from the primary aqueduct to the ground above the bunker. That was the location where they’d build the smaller water wheel used to power the gears in the bunker below. Tanners began work on the leather band that would connect the rotating axle of the aboveground wheel to the gear in the bunker. Wayne, the wagon-maker, built several larger wheels, and worked with Will to identify the depth and spacing of the teeth. Several masons worked on drilling through the concrete ceiling of the bunker, where they’d need to pass the leather strap through to turn the wheel below. They also joined forces with the carpenters to make certain that the wheels had solid bracing and support beams to turn on.

The project took several months to complete, and included time spent building a return system for the water used to turn the aboveground, gear-powering wheel. The teams put the wooden shield up to block any water from entering the aqueduct system after collection by the Wheel, essentially turning the water off at the source. While the water was shut down, they built a shutoff valve, the equivalent of the water shield for the aqueduct. The valve was a door hinged so that it could be pushed open into the flowing water, the open end diverting water from the main spur into the side spur. The valve did not open far; it was widely agreed that they did not want to see the flow of water to the village slow significantly to turn the wheel powering the gears Will had designed.

The only issue they identified was with the leather band used to transfer the movement of the above-ground wheel to the below-ground gear. The band wore down and frayed through, and Will realized that the friction in the wood caused by the constant turning was wearing through the leather. Rather than see this as a setback, the tanners and metal smiths saw it as an opportunity to improve upon Will’s original design immediately.

Their solution was simple and elegant. They created a linked chain which ran between the axles of the two wheels, and added teeth to the axles to catch the chain links as the wheels turned, mimicking the interlocking and turning action of the gears themselves. With the transference problem among the secondary water wheel and the primary gear resolved, the gear system became operational.

There was an unexpected benefit in creating the underground gear system. When those able to teleport into the bunker reported the significant advantages they enjoyed in their craft work from using the new system, they motivated those who hadn’t yet mastered the skill of teleportation to ramp up their efforts to build their Energy stores. Everyone wanted to use the new tools.

The villagers devised multiple innovations utilizing the gear system once it was available. If they put the first horizontal wheel on a rolling cart, they could slide it in and out of interlocking contact with the vertical wheel directly powered by the flowing water. It wasn’t a perfect system, though; they snapped several teeth off both wheels with their first attempts. Their solution was a hinged door on the bottom of the spur aqueduct that fed the gear-powering water wheel, which included a rope attached to the door mechanism. When they wished to stop the gears, they pulled the rope down, and the water would spill directly into the return system, rather than onto the paddles used to turn the wheel. It was, in effect, an off switch, and it worked quite well. When the water stopped flowing, the first gear wheel stopped turning, and they could move the first horizontal wheel in and out at their leisure.

The carpenters, who used the gears to power their lathes for creating chair and table legs, realized that they could attach a smaller lathe-turning vertical wheel to the initial horizontal wheel. The combination of sizes resulted in a lathe that turned much, much faster than the water could power on its own. The additional lathe speed further improved both the quality of their goods and the speed of production. This innovation was copied, and they developed a series of wheels of all different sizes that those using the gear system could mix and match to create the speed and turn angle they desired. Potters, for instance, would use a combination of wheels to produce a slower turning wheel for molding clay.

Scheduling use of the gears became problematic. More villagers developed the ability to teleport into the bunker, more crafts identified means of using the gears to accelerate their work, and eventually the demands for the gears surpassed the time available. Villagers began to work during late evening and overnight hours. Someone suggested that they have a lottery to determine which time slots each person would get, in order to split the burden of late night hours equally.

Will strongly argued against that idea. Arthur smirked.

As the scheduling problems worsened, it was decided that the best solution was to revisit the plans to build additional bunkers outfitted with gear systems. Given the demands, they’d need several, and the water demands for powering those systems would fully tap the water supply generated by the original Wheel. With the village continuing to grow, they needed to supply more water to the village, not less.

That meant they’d need to build a second Ealdor River-powered Wheel.

The second Wheel, unlike the first, would not provide any water to the village. Rather, it would do nothing but supply water to a series of gear-turning wheels sitting atop separate, smaller bunkers. Each bunker would be for the exclusive use of a single professional craft, and time within the bunker would be scheduled by a leader chosen by the practitioners of that craft. The other professions would continue to use the larger community bunker for work until their specific bunkers were complete.

Adam chuckled as this decision was made. “Looks like we’ll get to use your gears to stir up concrete after all, Will.”

Will smiled. “It seems that was inevitable.”

Adam nodded. “The village continues to grow, we continue to produce more and more goods, and we’re getting more efficient at it. At some point, we’re going to need to make a major decision.”

“What’s that?”

“We may need to start a new settlement.”

Will was startled. Though he’d known the Aliomenti Headquarters were based on a small, private island in the Bermuda Triangle, he hadn’t thought what might prompt movement away from the original village. They seemed content here, and moving was not something Will had considered. But it made sense. They were running out of room for people to do what they most wanted to do, and their continual building outside the privacy and isolation provided by the forest increased the likelihood that someone from the outside would notice. As it was, Will was surprised that no one had sailed by on the Ealdor and spotted the Wheel turning; if they had, there was no mention of it made during their travels to trade. Perhaps there were a mere handful of sailboats or barges in this era and region of the world. Those who left the confines of the forest found roads nearby they could travel upon to reach distant towns and cities. That meant others must travel those routes as well. Yet their innovations had never been spotted, at least not that Will could discern.

They built the secondary Wheel first, running the new aqueduct at a modest downward slope for several hundred yards along the shoreline, until the aqueduct fed water back into the river. They then commenced digging operations on the second mini-bunker, angling the hole so that the long ends angled away from the river, and in short order had the next structure completed. They built a spur off the main aqueduct trunk to feed a portion of water across the aboveground wheel used to power the gear system below. Given the proximity to the river, they didn’t create an entire return system. Instead, they built a slanted structure to funnel water back into the river directly.

They held a lottery, with each profession getting a single entry, and Will was chosen to draw the name of the group which would get the first new private bunker. After winning, the bakers promised to use the gears to increase their production of baked goods for the village, which meant happy villagers with full bellies.

The process of building specialty bunkers continued over the next several years. As they reached the capacity limits of each Ealdor-powered water wheel, they’d build a new one for the next batch of bunkers. The production of goods within the village ceased, as every craft group used the gear-powered machinery they developed in all aspects of production. Newer residents were highly motivated to develop sufficient Energy skills to teleport, for those who could not were relegated to cleaning and maintenance work inside the village, a job none of them wanted.

With a self-sustaining, profitable village rapidly reaching its population limits, the talk of moving or developing a second location began in earnest, just as Adam had predicted. The Aliomenti village wasn’t the only location soon to see some of its population depart, though. Hope and Eva were starting to plan their migration from Healf, Hope explained, as she and Will met outside Healf’s walls prior to one of the “traveling merchant’s” visits to the city.

“We’ve been here for ten years now, and while people are pleased with the work we’ve done, it’s reached the point where we’ve run out of difficult cases to treat. If we don’t have cases like that to treat... well, people have come to see us as the miracle workers, and they don’t bother to come to see us for more basic health woes.”

“You both do amazing work,” Will said, as they walked toward the city gates. “I can see why people would specifically pick to visit you if they suffer from something unusually bad. But why would they otherwise avoid you?”

“I think there are two reasons, at least after all this time,” Hope replied. “For one thing, if they see us as the miracle workers, then they don’t want to bother us for something minor, for fear that it will keep us from treating something far more serious. And secondly, well... the others in the city who treat sickness have gotten a bit jealous of our success.”

“Story of my life,” Will said, smiling. “Let me guess. They’ve complained loudly that you’ve taken on too much of the work, they’re not getting enough work to make a living, and so they’ve used every form of pressure available to them to encourage patients to see them instead of you.”

Hope smiled back. “Right. They spell it out as if it’s for us, that they want to ensure that we can maintain availability for the most difficult cases. They don’t want the desperate to wait for treatment from us while we treat something far more minor, cases they could work and manage without much difficulty. We’ve made the point that we can shift from patient to patient without concern if the need arises, but that isn’t a message that’s heard.”

“How is the aging process going?”

“If you’re asking if we’re still aging naturally, the answer is no,” Hope replied. “I have no reason to doubt that the ambrosia fruit works as we were told. I didn’t get the impression that Ambrose was lying to us, so I have no reason to think that I’m still aging at a normal rate. I’ve... helped to make sure I look a bit older than I am.” She raised an eyebrow. “Have you shared the fruit with anyone else yet?”

He shook his head. “My research, such as it was, proved inconclusive, as you might suspect.” She looked puzzled. “I basically cut the fruit up and stared at it, as if trying to divine what type of impacts it might have. I finally decided to eat it in front of everyone else.”

Hope looked surprised. “You did? Why?”

“I was, and am, the only person there who knows the true effects of eating that fruit. I’m the only one who knows that eating that fruit is not a death sentence. Having someone else eat it without that knowledge seemed... hypocritical.” Hope winced, but nodded once. “Nobody’s asked about it since then; I suspect the idea that the fruit is some kind of poison took hold rather well.” He sighed. “But I think I’m going to need to use it soon.”

“For what reason?”

“Arthur,” Will said simply.

Hope looked troubled. “Must you?”

He nodded with regret. “He looks terrible, like a sickly, old man. It means that he’s not going to live much longer without it. And I know that he must live much, much longer. I know I have to give him the fruit, Hope. I don’t like it. I think dying at a normal age for this era is hardly a punishment, let alone murder, yet I feel like I’m guilty of something because I know how to stop it.”

She sighed. “I understand, but I wish you’d reconsider. I know that he’s still alive in the future you’ve come from. I know that I’m not an expert on how traveling through time works. But... isn’t it possible that there’s an alternate future, a better future... one where he dies of natural causes, of old age?”

Will thought about that alternative future. Arthur’s death would free them both in many ways. They’d not need to worry about Arthur discovering that she was still alive, and taking whatever action he might deem necessary upon discovery of that knowledge. There was little doubt that such action would be unpleasant for her, and probably for Will.

“I could move back home again, Will. Nobody there knows I’m supposed to be dead. They probably don’t even know I was ever alive. Do they?” She looked at him, her eyes searching for the answer. “They wouldn’t know me by my new name, either.”

Temptation tore at him. A lifetime – no, dozens of lifetimes – with Hope, lived without fear of discovery, lived with the knowledge that the man who authorized the attack on their home was gone. Lived with the knowledge that they’d grow to raise their children together, not torn apart by the actions of the Hunters and the Assassin. Lives spent together every day, rather than every few months, only as they were each able to sneak away.

And yet...

“If we change that, Hope... it’s possible that I’ll never get sent back in time. It’s possible that the events that brought our children to us will never come to pass. And we’ll know what’s coming, be able to prepare for it...”

He saw the tear drift slowly down her cheek, and he wasn’t sure if the crushing blow it dealt his heart would drive him to kill Arthur.

Or himself.
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The village settled into an easy routine. Villagers would produce goods within the bunkers using the tools enabled by the gears until they developed a surplus, and then set off for a short-term trip in which they’d trade, make money, and enjoy a brief spell of recreational downtime. On most trips, a handful of those not needing to travel for trading purposes – including those who made food and hunted in the nearby forests – would join in as well.

Will served as something of a journeyman, either overseeing new construction projects or helping train others in Energy skills. Teleportation tended to frighten those who’d never experienced the process before, and so Will would teleport new residents once or twice to get them accustomed to the sensations involved. Will remembered his own first experience with teleportation, a situation in which he’d performed the act involuntarily, and suspected that was far less frightening than performing with intent. Often, the best way to make progress was to act, rather than to think.

He also sought to familiarize himself with the various trades, spending time each day with the different craft workers, and learning the tools and terminology of each trade. Will wanted to be certain he could step up and fill in when trips to other villages and cities left a particular craft short of the people necessary to do critical work.

The talk of moving, or of expanding to a new location, became more animated as the bunker project finished. Others instead argued that the Aliomenti should instead cease head count growth, and should add members only when existing residents were no longer part of the group. Given the prosperity they enjoyed, and the new abilities they all developed in the form of Energy skills, there was little to suggest that any would leave voluntarily. They’d only add new people when existing residents died.

Few doubted that Arthur, the man who had recruited all of them, the man who worked them through their initial consumption of morange and zirple, the man who had enabled all of them to experience all the Aliomenti had to offer, would be their first casualty.

His health continued to deteriorate, and his opinions on the issues the community faced were heavily influenced by the short-term impacts those decisions would have on him, an attitude Will considered the norm for Arthur. He had no interest in expansion, for his health wouldn’t permit him to travel. A second site meant others would recruit new members; having personally selected each resident for inclusion in the community, save for Will and Adam, Arthur had no interest in others taking over that responsibility. Arthur also argued that they’d made such immense progress because they were able to bring all of the resources and skills of the community into common projects like the original Wheel, the setup of the bunkers, the gears, and the cultivation of Energy and growth of Energy skills.

None of that, he said, would be possible if they continued to grow without restraint, and certainly not if they developed a second community. A second community, Arthur argued, would do nothing but diminish what they could accomplish. If the new community was close to the current one, they’d be trading in the same cities and towns, perhaps at the same time, and diffuse their efforts through competition. If they were to relocate a portion of their population to a new location far away, they’d cease to be able to share new ideas and grow as a group.

Most of all, Arthur pleaded for restraint on such a monumental decision. “It is always possible to change our decision and elect to expand. It is far more difficult to rush to expand, realize it was a mistake, and then attempt to contract.”

Will, who had seen Arthur deliver such speeches before, suspected that Arthur’s reasons for opposing moving or expanding weren’t guided by such high-minded ideals. Arthur’s mortality was becoming more evident by the week, and with his impending death, Arthur was faced with the loss of control of the most important thing for any mortal. He faced losing his life, and with that knowledge, the success of the Aliomenti, their ability to dominate in the world at large, no longer mattered. Arthur didn’t fear poor results from expanding or moving to a different location. Rather, he feared that they would succeed, and would do so with no reason to credit him for their success. In dying, Arthur was looking to plant the seeds of death in the group he’d helped start. In Arthur’s mind, the group would not and should not succeed, should not continue, without him.

“I agree with you, Will,” Adam said, when Will shared his concerns. The two men were walking, by choice, toward the largest of the underground bunkers, the first ever built, where they’d train a group of less-experienced Energy users advanced techniques for telekinesis. “But it’s hardly something you could prove, even in a group of telepaths like this. Arthur’s crafty enough to make them think what he wants them to think. He may have even convinced himself that those are his true beliefs.”

“His reasoning is sound and may well be true,” Will admitted. “Yet I don’t think it appropriate that a man who expects to die soon is arguing so forcefully in favor of an approach that limits our potential for growth after he expects to be dead and gone.”

Adam arched an eyebrow as they continued their leisurely stroll. “You know something, don’t you?” he asked, speaking slowly. “Everyone expects him to be dead within months, perhaps weeks. Yet your words suggest you don’t believe that to be the case.”

Will glanced at Adam, and then stopped walking. “Let me ask you this, Adam. You know Arthur, you know who he is, his motivations and weaknesses. He’s knocking on death’s door. If you knew how to prevent that... would you?”

“No,” Adam said. “I wouldn’t. I spared him many years ago not because he deserved life, but because death was a kindness he hadn’t earned. His crimes were too great to exact justice in one moment. Yet I knew this phase of his life would arrive, when his body and mind would begin to fail, when his dreams of domination hadn’t been achieved, when others who hadn’t waited for answers so long developed Energy skills far superior to his own. His survival allowed him to experience the greatest punishment possible for a man like him: irrelevance. Would I change the path he’s on, this slow, painful path to death? Absolutely not.” He looked at Will. “But you would.”

Will looked away, then started walking again. “I don’t know what I want to do, but I suspect I know what I must do.”

Adam stared after him. “So you do know how to save him? What’s the answer? How?”

“I can help him,” Will said. “But he has to decide if he wants that help.”

Adam opened his mouth to say something, then reconsidered. They continued their journey in silence.

The training sessions were spirited, but Will’s mood was heavy. He knew that the time had come to bestow the greatest of gifts upon the man he most despised in all of history. It was time to give Arthur Lowell the gift of life, the gift of immortality.

The only solace in the decision was the knowledge that Arthur would never again father a child he could abuse as he had Elizabeth. Arthur could refuse the ambrosia on the grounds that he wanted more children, though there was scant evidence in his past to suggest he’d do so. It was also possible that he’d so accepted his imminent demise that he’d refuse the cure, but that seemed less likely. No, he feared, Arthur would welcome the effects of the ambrosia, and Will would have chosen to indefinitely extend the life of the man who would cause him so much grief in the future.

Will walked in stony silence back to the village after the training session alone, opting to walk rather than teleport. He knew his duty, knew what he must do, yet it didn’t mean he needed to like it or accelerate the process.

He stopped at one of the gardens inside the walls, the plots of earth kept perpetually warm even in the deepest winter by the furnace beneath. He smelled the fragrance of the ambrosia, its scent as intoxicating as its promise. The pungent aroma of the morange and the dull scent of the zirple were a stark contrast to the aromatic sensory feast of the ambrosia. Nature might endow such characteristics in a plant of a predatory or poisonous nature as a form of population control, as she had done with the ambrosia. In this case, though, the poison would affect those never to be born, rather than the living.

He plucked a piece of the simple fruit, took a deep breath, and entered the concrete residence hall.

Arthur lived on the upper floor, his room in the center of the building, with a window opening to the north. It was a location that gave Arthur an unrivaled view down upon the entirety of the village, a view that, in Arthur’s mind, was likely that of a monarch gazing down upon his lands and subjects.

Will tapped on the wooden door. “Arthur? Are you in there? It’s Will.”

The silence was lengthy. As Will prepared to knock again, he heard Arthur’s faint voice through the door. “Come in.”

Will pushed the door open and stepped inside. Arthur’s room was spartan and bare, with little decoration, a far cry from the gaudy ostentation in his virtual throne room of the future. Arthur’s wealth had grown slowly in this iteration of the Aliomenti, as he’d not developed any marketable skills, limiting his income potential. He worked as a baker, a craft which provided value to the village but only modest income to the practitioners. Arthur’s skill lay in manipulating others to give him money in exchange for questionable value. In a village comprised of telepaths and empaths, such machinations were impossible. And so Arthur, the would-be king, lived in simplicity and relative poverty in a village of plenty.

As Adam had noted, it was the most intense, most powerful punishment possible for the man.

“How are you feeling, Arthur?”

Arthur turned his head slowly, as if the effort required every bit of energy he could summon. His hair had turned color, moving from the dirty blond Will had always known him to possess to a faded color tending to gray. Wrinkles surrounded his eyes, eyes sunken in with fatigue and resignation. “How am I feeling, Will?” Arthur snapped. “How do I look like I’m feeling?”

Will appraised him. “You’ve looked better.”

Arthur slowly turned his head away.

“Let me ask you something, Arthur. If you lived another twenty years, what would you do with your life?”

Arthur didn’t bother to turn and face him. “What kind of question is that supposed to be?” His tone was bitter. “What difference does it make, anyway? Look at me, Will. I’m not making it another twenty years.”

“Humor me, Arthur. What would you do?”

Arthur sighed. “I’d love to travel again, Will. I’ve not traveled since... well, since I returned here in time to become a father.” He snorted. “You know how well that turned out. No, Will, I think I’d travel. I know all of you are going to set up a new location once I’m gone, so I think I’d travel there and see how it’s going, what kind of progress they’re making. I think I’d travel far to the south, where I’m told it’s warmer all year long, perhaps spend time near the Great Sea. I’d try to make a lot of money so that I could enjoy that trip.” He coughed. “Why do you want to know?”

“If you were as healthy as you were twenty years ago, thirty years ago... would that change your answer?”

“Not really, no,” Arthur replied, and Will could hear the frown in his voice. “Will, I’m tired. What purpose do these questions serve? Are you gloating? Are you mocking me with your perfect health as I lay here, dying a slow death?”

“If you could live another twenty or thirty years, Arthur, if you could do it feeling like you did when you were thirty... would you want to be a father again?”

“No,” Arthur said. There was no delay in his answer, no time for consideration. Though the answer was no surprise, the speed certainly was. It was a question which required no contemplation. “I don’t want to screw up that badly again. Children and me... we simply don’t mix.”

Will nodded. He pulled the fruit from his pocket. “Recognize this?”

Arthur’s head turned, and Will could feel the agony in the man’s arthritic joints. His eyes fell upon the fruit. “That’s the fruit you planted in here, next to the zirple and morange. What of it?”

“I came across this during my time away, all those years ago, Arthur. The people I encountered, the ones who told me about this fruit... they told me amazing stories about it.”

“You’ve led us to believe that it could be quite fatal. I doubt anyone has tested it on themselves. Except you, right?” Arthur’s eyes narrowed, a shrewd look forming upon his tired face. “You ate it because you knew it wouldn’t hurt you, didn’t you?”

Will nodded. “I know what they told me happens to someone who eats this fruit. You wouldn’t have noticed because... well, because I got tricked into eating it before I knew the alleged effects.”

“And what are those alleged effects?”

“It renders the consumer incapable of reproducing.”

Arthur’s eyes widened. Then he laughed. “This mystery fruit will make me incapable of having more children, just as it’s done with you?” He coughed. “I really don’t think that’s going to be a concern for me.”

“That’s not the only thing it’s supposed to do, Arthur.”

“Do tell.”

Will took a deep breath. “It prevents you from aging.”

Arthur’s jaw fell, and Will could see the gears turning in the man’s mind, mental gears assessing the implications, a trickle of Energy seeking to assess the truthfulness of Will’s response. He resorted to his innate people-reading skills, skills he’d used to assess Will as one worthy of joining the first Aliomenti community. And those skills told him that Will believed what he was saying to be true. “So what’s the catch, Will? I eat that, I can’t have more children and I don’t age?” He snorted. “I don’t much care for the age I’m at.”

“I’m fairly certain it will erase all signs of aging, even if they’d already started. You’ll be in your physical prime. But... no more children.”

“Give me the fruit, Will.”

Will picked up the fruit, then hesitated. “Are you sure about this? There’s no turning back, no way of reversing the effects so you can have more children, no way to choose to die a natural death. Are you absolutely certain...?”

Arthur leaned over and snatched the fruit from Will, and pressed the fruit against his mouth, chewing slowly. “I’ll use this time I now have to meet those goals I mentioned, Will. I won’t just visit the expansion sites; I’ll go there to help set them up. I won’t travel just to the great Sea, I’ll travel to see the whole world. I’ll become wealthy, and I’ll become powerful.” He swallowed and took another bite. “This is the most amazing gift I could ever receive. And it’s my birthday. Thank you, Will.”

His eyes were full of greed, as if eager to experience the effects, to envision his dreams coming true. But the effort of conversing with Will took its toll on the old man, and his eyes closed in sleep.

Will watched as the wrinkles smoothed before his eyes. The fruit was working.

He left, returned to his own room, and wept.
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Three years later.

The terrain of the island wouldn’t strike anyone who might look at it as the type of place a secret society of supermen and superwomen would choose to make its second outpost. Yet the small, craggy island off the southwest coast of England would serve just such a purpose, despite boasting such an unfriendly environment.

The Aliomenti scouts had traveled far and wide, their only guidance for their second settlement being that they must find a place within a population that spoke English. Though they would eventually expand to all corners of the world, even corners those in the eleventh century didn’t know existed, they had no interest in learning new languages.

Will was relieved at the choice. Hope and Eva had relocated, after first spending time on the small island the trio had discovered prior to their entry to Healf. For his part, Will had encouraged the southwest corner of England as the best place to target for their new outpost, as it would be the opposite end of the English-speaking territory they wished to conquer first. Others had argued for the southeast corner. The Aliomenti would, eventually, move on to the European mainland, and such a location would be better suited as a launching point for their economic invasion. Will’s arguments had carried the day in the end, and with the two women moving east and the Aliomenti moving west, the distance between the groups grew.

Locals living on the mainland near the island confirmed that it was uninhabited, and, in their minds, a place no one would be able to survive. The Aliomenti scouts, hearing music in those words, rented rowboats to take them out to view the island. For most, it was their first time in such a vessel, and they found the strenuous effort a challenge.

Once out of sight of the mainland, though, they pulled the oars in and used Energy to propel the boats at high speed to the island. The trip proved that the surface was as unfriendly as rumored – for human settlement.

The scouts asked if anyone owned the island. “Even the king has no desire to possess such a property, and he is most desirous of expanding the lands under his banner,” one villager reported. “I tell you, nothing can live there.”

The Aliomenti decided to prove that statement incorrect.

Arthur had not come, not yet. After eating the ambrosia fruit, he’d made a remarkable recovery from old age, racing away from death’s doorstep, away from the end of his life’s journey, and on the path to immortality. Will explained that, as he’d journeyed on his own after the fire, he’d found another village in a wood, had seen a woman there eat the fruit, and had then done so himself, thinking her wise to the edibility of the food. Only then did she explain the effects caused through consumption of the fruit, effects she’d long ago accepted. Arthur found the story fascinating, and listened to it many times before Will’s departure to the new village on the rocky island.

Arthur’s remarkable recovery meant that they’d need to talk to the villagers about the fruit. “It will be the next phase for our members, similar to our process for exposing them to Energy, in which they are prepared for the impacts of morange and zirple,” Arthur said. “We cannot simply walk into villages and ask who is willing to give up fertility in exchange for immortality. We must bring them in with the promise of wealth, just as we always have, suggest the possibility of Energy and its potential, and finally expose them to the reality that immortality is within their grasp. It will give us time to make sure they are prepared to handle everything; if a recruit proves unworthy, we will... encourage them to leave.”

Will thought that sensible. No one was being denied the gifts and knowledge they’d found; they were ensuring each person had the ability to determine if they were prepared for each step in the process. “What happens if they want the Energy, but not the immortality, for whatever reason?”

Arthur frowned. “I’m not sure, to be honest. I think we’ll certainly have people make different choices in that regard, but we must be sure that no one who chooses to eschew immortality flaunts their fertility.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that we’ll have a lot of immortal people who have made the conscious choice not to bear children. It’s possible that if others do make the decision to have children, there will be... repercussions.” He looked pointedly at Will, and the inference about Elizabeth’s demise angered him.

“This isn’t the original village or the original group of villagers any more, Arthur,” Will snapped. “I certainly hope we’ve all learned from those mistakes.”

“It is clear that the original Aliomenti were not prepared to have children and should not have done so,” Arthur replied. It was the closest thing to an admission of guilt or error on his part Will had ever heard. “We... made a terrible mistake in allowing all of that to happen. And we need to be very careful how we handle the topic this time...” He paused.

“What?”

“Well, do you recall what Adam said when he returned from his travels, before he... leveled the village and exterminated everyone but the two of us?”

“About what, specifically? I’m a bit foggy on my memories in the vicinity of his genocide.”

Arthur glanced up, as if trying to remember. “He said he got the morange berries at a village where the berries grew naturally. The inhabitants there, if you’ll recall, did have children. And...”

“And the children were far more powerful than their parents,” Will replied. “So? That seems like a wonderful benefit to me.”

Arthur shook his head. “Will, I don’t think you’re understanding what’s going on here. This gift that we have, this gift of Energy? It’s not something you can safely instill in the young. They’ll have no control, no ability to ensure they don’t show off in front of a young friend, or otherwise expose those who wish to keep their abilities secret. And... well, don’t you think they’d be dangerous?”

Will thought about Josh – or Fil, as he was known as an adult – and Angel, his own children. They hadn’t hurt anyone or blown them up or otherwise exposed themselves. Adam had shared that Fil’s wife and daughter had been murdered by an Assassin while Fil had been forced to watch. Will felt a lump in his throat, wondering how he could have allowed such a tragedy to happen. Perhaps it meant he truly had died at some point in around the fire at his home. He doubted he’d be able to live with himself, allowing his granddaughter and daughter-in-law to die at the hands of an Assassin. Yet, to the current point, the fact that the Assassin and Hunters had found the woman and the girl didn’t mean that either had done something with Energy to raise human attention to herself.

“Perhaps they could be, Arthur,” Will replied. “But there’s certainly no reason to assume that must be the case. A child who is born bigger and stronger than the norm does not always use his size to intimidate others, and there’s no reason to think such an Energy-enhanced child would be any different. And don’t you think that a young child, possibly able to communicate with telepathy while still in the womb... don’t you think a child like that would grow up in far more control of their abilities than those who come to them in adulthood? Children expect life to be like what they’re born with. For a child born with these abilities, it might be as normal as walking or running or jumping. They’d feel no need to show off, any more than an ordinary child shows off to friends by walking.”

“A child doesn’t show off by walking, true. But he might show off by running in a race, and deciding to win by adding something a bit extra. Don’t you think a child would do that?”

“Arthur, any child like that would be born in one of our villages, either the original one or the one we’re going to build in the near future. They’d grow up among adults with Energy skills who could help them to learn how to control their abilities, how to temper them and use them only when necessary, and only to the degree necessary. With that type of oversight, and that type of isolation, a child is unlikely to have the opportunity to expose themselves or the rest of us until they have the maturity to make the proper choices in that regard.”

Arthur sighed. “But children are so unpredictable, Will. We have no idea what they’ll do.”

“I’ve remained on speaking terms with men who caused the deaths of a combined fifty people who I considered friends, Arthur.” Will glared pointedly at Arthur, who had the decency to look uncomfortable. “I certainly didn’t expect a mass slaughter from Adam, because that’s hardly something you can predict, can you? Yet Adam’s a grown man, an adult who got his Energy abilities as an adult. You think a child would be able to do anything quite so dramatic, so violent, so... well, so wrong?”

Arthur grunted. “I concede that you have a point. I do not concede that it means children are not, as a rule, more unpredictable than adults. With more time, I suspect we would have noticed Adam’s emotions and desires, and in so doing we could have stopped him. He’d not be able to suppress his ideas in that regard now, now that Energy skills are so common and so strong. You’ve noticed that, haven’t you? It’s difficult for anyone to possess strong emotions around here without the entire village knowing. I think we need to ask people to be very careful, to avoid having children until we have better information to go on.”

“I don’t have a problem telling people that there are unique risks to becoming parents once they adopt our lifestyle, once they start developing their skills. Those skills will pass to their children at a more advanced level than they’ll find in any person they’ll meet. There are risks that any children they have might lose control and risk hurting someone or exposing our group. I don’t agree with telling people that, given those risks, they must forever forgo being parents, for that reason or because it might cause some undue grief for an immortal who made a different choice.”

“So you’re in agreement, then?”

“Asking people to promise caution in that type of decision?” Will shrugged, then nodded. “I don’t have a problem with that. It’s wise advice to anyone thinking of becoming a parent, Aliomenti or not.”

He was struck by the idea that this was the forerunner of the fourth oath, the one that Arthur would use centuries from now to order Will’s execution. This promise, a promise to exercise caution over a decision with consequences none of them could possibly understand, was nothing more than a caution signal. He supposed that at some point these suggestions would become rules, and then Oaths with prescribed, extreme punishments for violation. Those rules would one day lead to the formation of the Hunters and an Assassin, men with the duty to mete out the prescribed punishments for those Arthur would deem guilty.

Arthur nodded as well. “Then let’s do that. We need to warn people of the risks, and let them know that if they wish to permanently and forever be free of that risk, we have a means of granting them that request.”

“One moment,” Will said. “Are you suggesting we have a rule that only those who first agree to give up having children, without knowing about the ambrosia’s effects, be given the ambrosia?”

“Why not?” Arthur asked. “It’s unlikely anyone will have issues with immortality. They’ve all noticed that something has happened to me, and it won’t be difficult to figure out that I must have done something remarkable to undergo such a transformation. They all want it, too, Will. Can’t you feel that?”

“Of course I do, Arthur,” Will replied. “Yet that’s not my concern. We’re setting people up to have an attitude that’s opposed to children. We don’t have any in our village now, and when I leave with the others to start the new location, we’re going to change that.”

Arthur stepped up to Will and glared at him. “They must be made aware of the consequences of their choices, Will, especially the foolish ones. They must understand what they are giving up if they choose to reproduce. And that’s... everything.”

The argument with Arthur, so many months earlier, was still fresh in his mind as they waded ashore. The island looked more like the surface of the moon than a future home to the Aliomenti, more reminiscent of death than home to a group that would soon unleash a band of immortals upon an unsuspecting world.

David, a member of the Aliomenti for two years, glanced around. “How are we supposed to grow any crops here?”

“I’m not sure we’ll need to grow much, at least not right away,” Will replied. “We have the ability to trade and purchase food from coastal villages, so we’re in no danger of starving. We’re going to need to do some work, though, in order to be able to build anything on this island. Once we’re settled, we can start working to get soil suitable for growing crops.”

David, a farmer by trade, looked nervous. “I hope we’re able to do that.”

Will grinned. “With this group? Anything is possible.”

They spent the day touring the island. It was spacious, and though the terrain was predominantly rocky around the perimeter, there were plenty of trees and grassy fields further inland, where the terrain bowled down to a point well below sea-level. A few large streams fed into a lake near the center of the island. Will felt that they’d lucked out in their choice of location. The rocky shoreline and lack of apparent arable soil discouraged others from making a claim on this land, and it would suit the Aliomenti perfectly.

Will led the way toward the lake, looking around. For purposes of isolation, they could pick no more perfect location for their new community. His concern was the elevation. The valley was likely thirty feet below sea level. Even a modest storm surge would propel massive amounts of water into the valley, wiping out this community just as Adam’s fire had destroyed the original.

“We have to figure out how to protect our future shelter from the sea,” he announced. “It looks idyllic, but I suspect it’s uninhabited for a reason.”

James, a metal worker, looked puzzled. “Isn’t that what we want, though? Isn’t that why we’re building here?”

“It’s not a reason to abandon this island,” Will admitted. “But listen carefully.”

They stood in silence, hearing nothing but the rustling wind and the somewhat distant roar of crashing waves. “I don’t hear anything,” James said with a shrug.

“Exactly,” Will replied. “Shouldn’t we hear birds? Insects? The occasional sound of furry creatures in the trees? We don’t hear anything, and why? Because this valley probably floods every time there’s a major storm. Any wildlife living here has been wiped out. And with no insects to feed upon, birds have no reason to nest here. We must exercise caution, and we must figure out how to predict the flooding so that we might move to higher ground, or determine the means to minimize the effects of the flooding.”

“But that’s impossible!” David protested. “No one can predict the weather, or flooding. And we certainly can’t alter the waves of the seas.” He glanced around, nervous. “Perhaps we need to consider a different location after all.”

“We do not, at least not yet,” Will replied. “But everyone must work on their Energy skills. Until we have perfected those skills, we need to station watches throughout the day and night to look for signs that the sea is rising, and to raise an alarm telepathically. Everyone must learn teleportation, and we must find the highest ground on this island as a safe point during flood season. Those able to teleport must make their abilities known, and be prepared to aid those who have not yet progressed to that level. We will have drills to practice evacuations.”

He looked at all of them. “Our first project here is therefore determined by Nature. We must build our city above the ground, far above the ground, high enough to sit above the floodwaters, where we can all live in safety.”

They all nodded, eager for the challenge. Most were new recruits, and only a few were able to perform the teleportation that might one day save their lives. But they were also new enough that they’d not been part of the reconstruction of the original Aliomenti village, or the bunker and gear system that drove Aliomenti productivity and wealth. All relished the opportunity to build their own monument. The city would need to rise some forty feet into the air and withstand a storm surge from the ocean without toppling. It was a structure the likes of which the senior members at the original village had never attempted, and they were eager to prove themselves.

“We should give this place a name,” Elise, a metal worker like James, said. “Any suggestions?”

“City in the Sky?”

“Water Town?”

Many other suggestions were tossed about, as Will mused privately. He was, of course, familiar with the city of Venice, Italy, a city formed from the land of 117 tiny islands, with natural canals formed by the water flowing between the bits of dry land. He suspected that the city might be familiar to some of them as they traveled to trade, and came into contact with others who had seen Venice. They might wonder why Will, who to their knowledge was from and had never left England, would be familiar with the name of an obscure city so great a distance from home.

Yet his mind wandered elsewhere, thoughts triggered by the idea of a mysterious city on an island under a constant threat of flooding into oblivion, a city that according to legend developed into a great power before submerging beneath the waves forever. It seemed both a perfect, and ironic, fit to what they were looking to accomplish.

“Atlantis,” he said. “We’ll call this place Atlantis.”
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Will was concerned that the elevation, below sea level, along with the provable massive flooding, had left the soil unstable, without a bedrock that could provide the anchoring they required. Rigid anchoring was critical to the successful completion of the aggressive construction project they’d set for themselves.	

“We’re dealing with immense pressure from the water that will rise and probably cover this island, and will certainly have the opportunity to flood this valley,” he explained. “We can’t trust that our city will remain standing, because the water will push relentlessly. There are a few ways we can counteract that, but anything we do will require that we put strong piers of concrete and metal into the ground that can hold the tower in one place.”

They got to work, openly using Energy to accelerate their efforts, no longer concerned with the possibility that outsiders would walk by and observe them. Seeing Will and the more senior Aliomenti work their Energy on the project motivated the others to focus with greater intensity on building their own Energy. They wanted to be able to contribute as their more senior counterparts did.

Their first step involved burrowing deep into the island soil and bedrock, which would lock the piers in place and give them a firm foundation for construction of the towers. That, of course, meant they’d need to find sufficient rock below the surface to hold those piers steady. Will and others used Energy to both loosen and remove rock and soil in the area where they’d build; thankfully, the soil was rocky just below the surface.

The carpenters and metal smiths worked on rigging up a gear-based mechanism they’d use to stir the concrete mix in huge containers being built by the potters. They did not spend time trying to figure out how to create water wheels, for the small streams lacked both the water volume or speed to turn the wheels with sufficient force to mix the concrete. Instead, they created cranks to turn the wheels which formed the gears. With the correct combination of wheel sizes, they minimized the effort required to turn the crank, yet still maximized the speed of the concrete mixer.

They worked methodically over the course of two weeks, generating a half-dozen evenly spaced piers drilled into the ground, piers that would provide the anchoring needed to build an incredibly stable tower for their elevated city.

During the evening hours, they went out in teams, scouting the island for any animal life or edible vegetation they might use for sustenance. They found none. It meant they’d need to travel once per day to one of the nearby coastal towns to purchase sufficient provisions for the thirty-five residents. David the farmer, thus far unable to provide specific expertise to move the building project forward, led the daily food shopping efforts, ensuring that they procured both a sufficient quantity and variety of food for the hard-working villagers. He used his background, expertise, and Energy skills to ensure that he got the best possible prices.

James and Elise, their best metal workers, were the primary duo planning the actual construction of the towers. They realized that a series of freestanding towers would not provide the strength necessary to support the weight of the city, and they conceived a flat-topped pyramid to serve as the base instead. The height would make it impossible to build simple wooden forms they could use to contain and shape the concrete as they’d done in the original village. They would first create inclined walls roughly in the shape of a pyramid, one that was wide and flat at the top. The structure would be hollow on the inside, an interior they’d use to store finished goods or excess provisions secured from the mainland.

After several months of effort, they were able to complete the base pyramid and the flat top of the structure. The top was sufficiently elevated that it would remain above any future flood that might arise. They’d next work on a more ambitious project: a large, wide floor seated on top of the pyramid base. It would serve as the “ground” for their elevated city, and it was there that they’d construct homes, workshops, and storage for goods they’d use for future trade.

As they’d worked on the construction of the massive pyramid base, they’d also looked for safe shelters in the event the first bit of flooding occurred before the “ground floor” was complete. The ideal solution was to locate a system of caves above sea level, which would provide them both elevation and shelter from any storms, along with a modest degree of certainty they wouldn’t be swept away in any flood that began in the middle of the night. They were able to locate a large cave on the western edge of the island, of a sufficient size to hold their entire population. Though it was cramped, it was preferable to exposure. If they were spending time in that cave, comfort would not be their top priority; survival would be the only concern.

They also had to work on their water supply, for it had taken them little time to discover solid proof that the ocean waters overran the inland surface of the island on a regular basis. The water in the large streams and inland lake were salty, not quite to the degree of the sea itself, but enough to make the water undrinkable.

“Now what?” James wondered aloud.

David, the farmer, finally had a project he could lead up. He’d learned in his youth to boil water, and with the help of the metal workers was able to set up a small scale system to purify the water they’d need for drinking.

Will realized that while the system worked as designed and produced fresh water, the quantities would be insufficient for what they needed, and the system might not be a practical one at the scale they required. They needed water sufficient for drinking, bathing, and future farming efforts. The brackish water would be of little use for any of those activities.

They decided that they needed to move water automatically and continuously through a system that could purify water for their purposes in the quantities they’d require. After purification, they’d funnel the water up to the top of the platform, where it would be accessible to them in their elevated homes.

“The primary concern here,” Will noted, “is that this system needs to work even if the island is flooded, even if the base of our living space is essentially floating on the top of the sea. We cannot rely on pulling water out of the streams, for example. What if they’re buried under thirty feet of sea water?”

“So how do we get a system that does this regardless of where the water is pulled from?” David asked.

“We can’t pull purified water from the surface up to the city floor,” Will realized. “We should put the purifying system at the city level; otherwise, it will get flooded and possibly destroyed each time the sea rises. Our system needs to gather salty water from whatever depth necessary and bring it up to us for purification and usage.”

A small group mocked up a sample of the water purification system, even as the bulk of the Aliomenti completed the base of the pyramid and started to build a flat surface atop the base to serve as the new ground level of their city. Their prototype used a series of aqueducts, in which brackish water moved over rocks that naturally attracted the salt in the ocean water along with other impurities, and emerge fresh on the other end. They would rebuild it at full scale at the new city level, near where they’d construct the stores, shops, and residential areas. The fresh water would be distributed in the manner used back in the original village. On Atlantis, they simply faced a greater challenge in getting a source of fresh water. But it was a challenge they could meet.

“We need a way to make the collection system automated,” Will noted. “And we need to get the source water high enough above the city base that it can drop into our purification system and flow through our aqueducts. How do we do that? We could probably do something with gears and a hand crank, but we don’t have an Ealdor River here to provide a steady source of power. There’s nothing we can capture here that we can rely on, nothing that moves all the time like the river.”

Elise raised her hand. “What about wind, Will? The winds here are strong, and pretty constant. I’ve felt myself pushed by the wind more than once. Could we use wind to turn a wheel like we use the Ealdor River?”

Will stared at her. “Elise, that’s brilliant!”

The wind had been a source of complaint since they’d arrived on the desolate island. The constant movement of the ocean tides triggered brisk winds that often made it difficult to keep one’s balance. More than one person had suggested that the city in the air would need small perimeter walls to ensure that none of the residents plunged to their death after a strong gust of wind drove them off the platform.

In this circumstance, one problem came with the seeds of the solution to another.

Will had Elise, James, and David work on building a wind capturing device. “If we’re lucky, we can have it work somewhat like the water wheels back home,” James mused. “That means everything else we build – all of the gears, for instance – will work just as it did in the original village.”

“And if not,” Elise replied, “we’ll make something that works with what we’re able to capture.”

Will and Wayne focused their design and construction efforts on creating the water delivery system. This critical system would capture water from the lake and raise it to the elevated city, where it would enter the water-purification system.

“I’d like to figure out how to make this system adjust to the height of the water we’re using as our source,” Will told them. “If we don’t, we’ll have cases where the water is forty feet below the city, and some where it’s level with the city. I’d rather not have to build several of these and switch between them depending on the height of the water.”

They discussed the best mechanisms for raising water, for regardless of the flood conditions, they’d need to raise water at least twenty feet for deposit into the purification system. They envisioned a system using a band much like they’d fashioned to transfer the power of above-ground water wheels to below-ground gears. Instead of turning gears, this band would have buckets attached to the exterior. As the wheels turned and moved the band, the buckets would scoop water, and the band would lift the buckets up and over the top wheel to fall into a waiting water collector.

They used a rope to form the connecting band in an early prototype, but problems became apparent immediately. “The buckets of water are heavy,” said Daniel, one of the carpenters working with Will. “Lifting one isn’t a huge problem, but lifting dozens? I’m afraid the rope is going to snap due to the weight. And if the rope gets wet, well, then it’ll snap even faster.”

Will turned to Wayne, the wagon maker. “Didn’t you work with some of the tanners back at the old village? How strong is leather? Can we use something fashioned of leather to lift a large number of buckets full of water?”

Wayne shook his head. “I think Daniel’s point still holds, Will. It would be stronger than rope, true, but the water would ruin it in time. And even though it’s stronger than rope, it’s still not strong enough to lift that much weight. We need something much, much stronger.”

“Right,” Will said. “We need something made of metal.”

“Won’t metal rust, though?” Wayne asked. “Sure, it’s strong, but if it rusts through we’re still left with the problem of our band breaking.”

“Possibly,” Will admitted. “We’ll need to ask our metal workers about that. Let’s mock our system up with rope for now and see what they can come up with. It’s going to have to work much as a rope would, which means that our design should still apply.”

They used thick rope and a pair of smaller wheels that Wayne put together for testing, mounting the upper wheel on posts fifteen feet in the air above the water. When Wayne asked how they’d get the wheel and rope up there, Will used Energy to float himself, along with the wheel and rope, to the top of the support posts and complete the task.

Wayne was amazed. “I’ve never seen anyone do that before. How... how can you... ?”

“Keep practicing, Wayne,” Will replied, clapping the man on the shoulder. “Keep building your Energy. Soon enough, you’ll see something like floating a few feet off the ground as nothing to be excited about. You’ll get there.”

Wayne nodded, though he looked doubtful. Wayne had long struggled to build his Energy. Most others who had joined the Aliomenti with him, and who had taken their morange and zirple allocations at the same time, had by now progressed enough to perform tasks like basic levitation. Some had even started short-range teleportation. Wayne, though, still struggled with basic telekinesis, a basic Energy skill. No other Aliomenti were able to make wheels and other wood products with curved elements as well as he could, though. Will knew that Wayne felt inferior to his fellow Aliomenti, for though he tried to look excited and inspired by the progress of the others, he was unable to hide the pain in his eyes or emotions at the realization he was being left behind.

The two men attached a pair of buckets to the rope, and turned the lower wheel with a crank to see how the buckets would move as they rounded the two wheels. When a bucket hit the upper wheel, it would fly over the top, splashing the water to the side before flipping clumsily over the wheel.

“This isn’t going to work,” Wayne said, scowling. “The cranking mechanism isn’t smooth, and the bucket is going horizontal too soon. The water is going to completely miss the aqueduct because it will spill out before the bucket turns upside down.”

“Right,” Will said, grimacing. “The trick is to figure out why it works on the original Wheel, but not here.”

“It works on the original Wheel because the buckets are built into the Wheel,” Wayne said. “It’s impossible for the Wheel to turn without actually moving the buckets. And the buckets are angled.”

Will grimaced. Would they need to build a new wheel large enough to collect water from the lake and lift it to the elevated city? And even if they could build such a massive structure, what force could possibly turn it?

“What we need to do,” Wayne murmured, “is build the band so that it’s basically a chain of buckets...” His eyes seemed to light up, lit by the fires of inspiration.

Will was intrigued by the statement. “Show me.” He found a stick and handed it to Wayne, motioning for the wagon maker to demonstrate his idea in the dirt.

“Well,” Wayne replied, suddenly hesitant. “I’m not really sure it will work, so maybe...”

“Wayne,” Will said, “nobody’s ever done this before. We don’t know if something will work until we try it. You may have the answer in your head right now, so it’s best if you draw the picture. Drawing it may trigger a different answer from either of us. We’ll keep adapting it until we get it right. But we have to start somewhere.”

Wayne nodded, still cautious. “What I’m thinking is that we build panels that fit together, and the outside of the panel is the bucket.” He seemed to find inspiration as he drew and explained. “We build a lot of wheels that fit together like gears, and we position them so that the panels get passed up the whole length with the teeth.”

Will grinned. “I love that! Let’s try it!”

Wayne shook his head. “We can’t try it yet, Will. See, the wheels will turn, but each gear goes in the opposite direction of the previous one. So every other wheel would push the panel down, rather than pull it up. The gears would work against themselves.”

Will thought about that. “But don’t we need to pull those panels down as much as push them up? Pulling down on one side is helping lift everything on the other.”

Wayne’s eyes widened. “If we space them correctly, so that the teeth only extend out to the panels on the correct side, and make the panels large enough.... yes, those gears will pull and push at the same time.”

“Let’s give it a shot,” Will said.

Wayne looked up. “It’s getting dark. How about we get started first thing in the morning?”

“Sounds like a great idea,” Will said, yawning. “This is going to work, Wayne, and everyone’s going to thank you for it.”

Wayne’s smile was genuine. It was the first time he felt he’d contributed to the community.
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The sun rose, casting shadows through the few trees on the island. Clouds provided minimal cover against the warm summer rays, only just preventing the island from baking under the intense heat.

Will stretched and rose from the small reed mat they’d all woven for themselves. The reeds washed up on the shore, and they’d collected them early on to weave into makeshift blankets and sleeping mats. Will used extra clothing he had for a pillow. Since it was summer, and the weather here noticeably warmer than it was back at the first village, it was a comfortable way to sleep.

The small huts were meant to be temporary. None of them wanted to be sleeping in the valley when the first storm drove the sea over the island, and they’d agreed that making the huts too comfortable might dissuade them from working as hard as they otherwise might to finish their permanent residences. The construction and creative efforts were to be focused on the completion of the megalithic concrete city in the sky.

After eating a morning meal, Will and Wayne began working on the design Wayne envisioned the day before. “I think the panels you envisioned can be thought of as hinges,” Will said. “That’s what they are, really. We can make teeth on the outside of the gear wheels specifically to fit into the gaps between the hinge panels. But I’m still worried about the size of them. They’ll break as they round the wheels at the top or the bottom.”

Wayne nodded, grinning. “I had the same thought, Will. And I think the problem is that we were thinking in the wrong direction. We don’t want to make the panels bigger. We want to make the panels smaller.”

Will blinked a few times. “Come again?”

“You’re exactly right, Will. If we make those panels, say, ten feet tall, they’ll bend and snap when they round the wheels at the top or the bottom. In addition, the direction of the water pour at the top would be unpredictable. So... we make them smaller. Maybe a couple of gear teeth tall each. The gears can be much, much smaller this way as well.”

Will considered this, and then realized what Wayne was proposing. It was the equivalent of the chains used to pull roller coaster cars up the hills at the beginning of the ride. The individual links could easily bend around the wheel at the top and return back to where they’d started. In their case, the links wouldn’t pull wheeled vehicles up a large hill and then return to the ground empty. Instead, they’d attach buckets every few panels to scoop up water from the source.

“We can add buckets as needed this way.”

“Exactly.”

“The panels can actually extend off to one side which will make pouring the water into the aqueduct much simpler.”

“Agreed.”

“And we probably don’t need to worry so much about the water over the top. The gears, the buckets, they’ll all be so small that there won’t be as much weight.”

“Exactly.”

“It’ll be a huge number of very small buckets, moving a small amount of water each, but at a high rate of speed.”

“Whoa, wait just a moment,” Wayne said. “Why a high rate of speed?”

“To get a steady stream of water, we need to dump it into the initial aqueduct at the very highest point as smoothly as possible. That’s what we had with the water wheels back home. Here in Atlantis, though, we don’t have wheels continuously dumping water into our aqueducts, because it’s more difficult to obtain the water. We’re getting a smaller quantity of water with each scoop. That means we have to dump those scoops out more quickly, which means...”

“Which means that we need to move the entire system more quickly,” Wayne finished, frowning. “That brings up my next concern. I think we can build this up a bit at a time, add each new gear and then add additional small panels and buckets as needed. But... how are we going to turn the top wheel? It’s going to take a huge amount of force to get that many gears to turn at once.”

“Whatever it is, it needs to be up there,” Will said, pointing at the pyramid. “It can’t be down here. The water might very well topple the entire gear turning mechanism, and then we have a problem. If it’s up there, we can reach it and fix it if needed.”

“I need to see what it looks like from up there,” Wayne said. “Perhaps James and Elise have ideas about how to use wind to turn the gears.”

Will nodded. “Ready?”

Wayne took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s go.”

“Fast or slow?”

“Fast,” Wayne replied.

Will grasped Wayne’s shoulder and teleported both of them to the top of the pyramid.

The structure was immense and awe-inspiring. Will found himself incredulous that they’d built as much as they had. The volume of concrete in the base of the city alone was staggering.

“What’s really impressive,” James said, walking over to them, “is that this structure, this giant block if you want to think of it that way, is almost entirely hollow.”

“Really?” Wayne said. “Why would want it to be hollow?”

“Several reasons, actually,” James replied. “First, having it hollow when we’re all up high means that the water has somewhere to go. We thought about it, and realized that having a giant building there for the water to hit would make it more likely that it would be damaged. So we worked to make the inside as hollow as we could, and put holes in the walls so that the ocean water could actually flow through and out the opposite side.”

“Interesting,” Wayne said. “I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

“Actually, we got the idea from the wagon wheels you make,” James said with a grin. “When we drive those wagons and the winds are strong, you’d think the wagons would get blown in the direction of the wind. But the wagons don’t move. Why? Because the wind can flow right through the wheels. The wheels don’t try to block the wind, because it doesn’t take much speed for the wind to win that battle. We actually wanted to make a series of giant legs, but we simply didn’t have the ability to put up forms high enough to do that. The walls are built atop the piers, and taper in from the outside. On the inside, though, they go straight up, but the walls are fairly narrow at the top. The walls are only thick enough to hold the top part of the pyramid, which will support the city itself.”

“I like that,” Will said. “You also don’t have to make quite so much concrete. It’s got to be difficult enough to get that much material; if this structure was solid we’d have a tough time getting enough rocks here to get the platform even half as high as we need it.”

“Exactly,” James replied. “The teams have been smart about this. They were telling me about this earlier, and I was very impressed with how they’ve managed to think of so many possibilities before we started to build.”

“What else?” Wayne asked.

“Well... we wanted to make sure that we had a means of getting stuff up from the surface. Not everyone can fly or teleport, but everyone can walk. It’s not just about those who are here now, either, or where they are in terms of Energy skill progress. Eventually we’ll have to recruit again, and those people will need to walk up and down steps. So we have to account for that. There are staircases carved into the inside of the walls, very wide stairs that run against those inside walls. We have staircases that start on opposite sides of the structure so people can move up whichever side is nearest to where they entered.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Will said.

“I agree,” James replied. “The plan right now is to build using wood, rather than concrete, just because of the weight. And we’re pretty much out of rock to use as the raw materials for the concrete anyway.”

“So the next phase is to start building places to live up here?” Wayne asked.

James nodded. “Once we get enough places built, we’ll start living up here. We built areas that could be filled with soil where we can farm and grow zirple and morange, so we’ll never lack for at least some vegetation to eat. We’ll build out shops after that, probably starting with ovens for baking. We’ll need to get the water problem fixed by then though.”

“Right,” Will replied. “Wayne’s come up with a brilliant plan to get the water up here.”

James looked surprised. “Oh? Tell me about it.” He turned his gaze to Wayne.

“Um,” Wayne said, suddenly nervous. “That is, we want to use panels. To move the water.”

James frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. How would panels hold water? Aren’t they... flat? Wouldn’t water just slide off the panels instead of getting collected and moved where we need it?”

“Right,” Wayne said. “The panels, they would have... things... to get the water.”

James shook his head. “What things? How would they get the water? Are you still talking about flat panels? If not that, what? I’m confused.”

Will stepped in. “Wayne’s idea is to use small, short boards which attach together in a type of continuous metal panel that can bend smoothly around the wheels that form the top and bottom of the lift system. We’d set it up as a continuous gear system; the alternating gears turn in opposite directions, and would pull the panels up on one side and push them back down on the other. The gaps between panels would catch the gear teeth. If we attach buckets to those panels, much like the ones on the Wheel back at the village, we can move the water all the way up from the surface.”

James stroked his chin, nodding slowly. “I see what you mean, Will. We’re basically trying to capture the same effect as the water wheels back home, but without needing to build a wheel big enough to do so.”

“We don’t have enough water to turn a wheel that size, either,” Wayne noted.

James laughed. “That’s very true.” He glanced at Will. “Great idea.”

“It was Wayne’s idea, actually,” Will replied. “I’m here to help him build it so we can make sure it works well before we build the full-size version.”

“Got it,” James replied. He turned to Wayne. “Great idea. I think it’s going to work. What can I do to help?”

“Aren’t you helping to build the upper platform?”

“Not any more,” James said. “With the pyramid built and the concrete pouring completed, it’s primarily an effort for the carpenters at this point. I’ve been trying to figure out how to capture all of this wind to turn a wheel, just like the river turned the wheel back home. Getting the water up here is of vital importance, so if there’s something I can do to help, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“We appreciate that,” Wayne replied.

“Can you show us where you’d look over the side to see that large stream empty into the lake?” Will asked.

“Sure,” James replied. He led the way to the northwest corner of the structure, and, after warning them to be careful because of the strong winds, leaned over the side. Wayne and Will followed suit.

“Wow, that’s a long way down.” Wayne’s nervousness was genuine; as a man not able to levitate himself, fly, or teleport, a fall would be fatal.

“It is,” Will replied. “But we’re not going down that way. We’ll use the stairs, fly, or teleport.”

He leaned over the side and looked down. The estuary where the stream fed the lake was about ten feet off to the side, which meant that they’d need to construct the lift system that far over.

He had an idea. While Wayne watched, baffled, Will got a long length of rope and tossed it over the side until the end of the rope hit the ground, several feet away from the stream. Will pulled the rope up until the tip just touched the ground, making sure the drop point wasn’t just nearer that specific lake because of how the rope landed on the ground. He found a length of board and slid it over the length of the top of the wood, and moved the board until he got the rope over the lake, using Energy to hold the board in place until they could secure it with more traditional means.

“OK, that’s how far out from the wall the water lift system will need to be built in order to reach the lake. So we need to build a platform of some type to reach that far away from the primary base of the city, and probably have the edge of our aqueduct system that far out as well. We need to make sure that it’s strong and secure so that any high winds don’t damage the structure or knock it off into the water below.”

Wayne nodded. “That makes sense, Will. I like the idea of having the rope there; it shows us exactly where it needs to drop from here, but it will also give us a target to start with down below. We could actually build from both directions at the same time if we follow the path of the rope.”

“Good idea, Wayne. Right now, we need to start making those gear wheels and panels. The prototype works; now we have to start working on the full size version.” Will glanced at James. “Once we get this built, we’ll need your wind-based system to turn the gears and get the water up here.”

James nodded.

They began constructing the wheels for the gears a week later, when the pyramid top was confirmed fully hardened and ready for regular use and additional construction. As they built the water lift system, David and many of the others began constructing residences, shops, and stores. They also, at a suggestion from Will, created buildings just for social experiences: small restaurants and pubs where those who brewed ale, baked, or cooked could sell their wares and provide an atmosphere for socialization. They also kept a bit of space set aside for a sort of amphitheater, where the residents could come to sing and dance and celebrate their successes.

Ideally, such celebrations wouldn’t be followed by anyone being beaten to death.

After Wayne turned in early — he and David had night watch duty, protecting those who slept from any storms and storm surge that might strike overnight — Will spent his time thinking of Hope, as he so often did. She and Eva had moved east after a brief hiatus away from Healf, and were reportedly in a small city nearly four hundred miles away from their first home, a journey of such distance that they were unlikely to be found by anyone they’d seen in the past, whether Aliomenti or from Healf. Will grimaced. If Atlantis was a success – and he had no reason to believe it would be anything else – the Aliomenti would want to expand again, and this time they’d insist on moving east for their next settlement. Will admitted to himself that that would be the correct decision. In business terms, they needed to enter new markets, and that meant they’d need to step outside the boundaries of English-speaking territories into those that spoke French and German and Spanish and Italian. They’d need to establish a school to train residents to speak those languages, as well as Latin, so that they could understand what was being sold to them and explain what they were selling. They’d need to learn new customs and manners of negotiation if they hoped to continue the successes they’d always enjoyed in their efforts to the north, and which they’d soon commence here in the south based out of Atlantis.

Hope, of course, was excited for the next round of her journey. Though she knew that she’d need to repeat this process many times over the coming centuries, she still treated her new home as the start of a new adventure, one which promised new experiences. She and Eva had used their downtime to learn how to weave, and had become extremely proficient. Will had managed to sneak away during early phases of construction and visit them on their hidden island in the Mediterranean, and had to admit that, even with his natural bias, they had produced beautiful work. They’d succeed in their new home just as they had in Healf.

If only their home and his could be the same.

It was agonizing for him. Though both he and Hope enjoyed the work they did, though both were making a positive difference in the lives of those they lived with, such contribution came with the cruel requirement that they stay apart. The brief meetings in person were bittersweet, a reminder of what could never be, what they’d need to wait until the twenty-first century to experience. And even then, only one of them would actually be able to experience that ultimate joy at the end of their thousand year journey.

Will turned his thoughts away from it immediately. As time wore on, as cruel fate demanded he and his wife keep their distance and act as anything but husband and wife, he was forever jealous of what he’d not appreciated to a great enough degree while he’d had it. Though he suspected that future Hope had seen no such failure on his part, he realized now just how remarkable the woman he’d married was. Though he’d been ignorant of the true strength of her character and the sacrifices she’d made to be with him and bear their children, he still felt that he should have appreciated her more. Perhaps, when this was all done, he could tell her, with both of them fully aware of their entire histories and stories, how much he wished he’d appreciated her more.

That was assuming he’d ever get that chance, for he had no guarantee that either version of him would be alive in the future after the fire.
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They went to sleep that night with no indication that the morning would not come, that Nature would declare judgment on their effort to thwart her plans for the island.

The shouts woke Will, and he sat up, startled but dazed. The taste of salt water touched his lips and tongue, and suddenly he was wide awake, sitting up on a cot that was floating, barely, in water that rose waist high.

His empathic senses were on high alert, screaming, as those around him realized in great terror what was happening. Those who could teleport moved in an instant high above the water, upon the top of the city platform in the sky, initially forgetting in their own panic that they were to help other Aliomenti. The many who could not teleport, abandoned by their peers in the face of the rising waters, struggled to their feet, barely able to move against the rushing water of the ocean. But as they calmed, those up high began returning to the flooded valley, locating their peers and taking them to the safety of the platform that was slowly transforming into a new city.

The storm thrashed the waves against the shore, pounding upon the beach, and breaching the minimal defenses the island mounted against such fury. As they had suspected and speculated, the water surged over the beach and poured down into the valley they now called home, threatening to fill the valley with the angry water of the ocean. They had tempted fate by continuing to sleep on the ground, fearing the winds that might rise up and knock them from the lofty perch in their sleep far more than the speculated threat of rising water.

They had chosen poorly.

And now Will could not find all those who screamed.

The darkness hid them, and the water tossed him around as though he was in a whirlpool. Will used his long-dormant nanos to form an exoskeleton around himself, less for protection from the floating debris than a means to float himself above the surface, conserving his Energy for the rescue ahead.

“Light up!” he screamed aloud, before realizing that no one could hear him above the fury of the storm. He repeated the broadcast telepathically, trying to wake the minds of those who had not yet succumbed to the waves. Those able to do so used their Energy to illuminate lights that he could see, but even those pinpricks were barely visible in the downpour... and he did not know how many remained to be saved.

He caught the minds of James and Elise, their voices feeble against the winds that shredded the hut he’d slept in, and he flashed to their sides and teleported them to safety atop the pyramid, before flinging himself over the side once more. The nanos provided the levitation, keeping him safely above the rising waters, his Energy beaming forth in the form of a human searchlight, seeking for those still floating in the flood.

James! Elise! Find those who have reached the top. Count those who are there! How many remain below?

He located the farmer David, who was clinging desperately to a piece of driftwood, his grip losing the battle against the raging waters. David could levitate briefly, but could not teleport, and it was evident he’d drained himself in the effort to find the driftwood, and his fatigue carried over into his waning grip on the wood and on life. Will flashed to his side.

He reappeared in time to see David crushed against the side of the concrete megalith they’d constructed.

The injuries were too great for even Will’s Energy skills and nanobots. The light left David’s eyes, and his body slipped beneath the waters.

Will flew his exoskeleton below the surging waters, seeking out the body, foolish though he knew the gesture might be. As his hand touched David’s lifeless corpse, he flashed them to the top and returned instantly, looking for more.

We’ve done well, Will! Elise’s telepathic voice reached him. All are accounted for save for David and Wayne.

I have retrieved David, Will’s telepathic voice stated. We will be able to bury him when the waters recede.

There was a pause, and her grief-filled voice reached him. Please. Find Wayne. We cannot lose another. Not like this.

Knowing now he had but one more to find, Will expended more Energy on his light, brightening the surface of the rapidly rising waters as if it was daytime, searching for any sign of Wayne. There was nothing. Where could he be?

Will took a deep breath. He urged the nano-based flying suit into the water and projected the light forward in a wide beam, all the way down to the floor of the valley, now buried under a dozen feet of water, water that continued to rise even as he searched. He rose once above the surface, his lungs burning, and after refilling them with precious oxygen, dove again.

There was no sign of Wayne.

Will rose, looking at the concrete monolith, and as the memory of James’ description of the structure crashed into his mind, he suddenly knew where he would find Wayne. He teleported inside the tower, where the stairs had been built, a means of reaching the summit on foot for those not yet able to teleport.

The stairs were there for those like David. And for those like Wayne.

It took only an instant to have his worst suspicions confirmed.

Wayne’s body floated face-down in the rising water inside the tower. His final moments seemed clear. He’d managed to enter the tower as the waters began to pour into the valley, and his race up the steps to safety had ended when he’d slipped in the darkness. Will flew to him, trying to control his grief long enough to dismantle the nano exoskeleton, long enough to touch Wayne’s lifeless body and teleport both of them to the safety at the top of the structure.

The safety offered by the top of the structure came too late for Wayne, just as it had for David.

Will appeared with Wayne near the body of David, who lay there amid the few who had thus far come to pay their immediate last respects and show their grief at the loss of their friend. David had handled the immediate adversity of Atlantis well; his deepest skills would have been useless until they’d managed to terraform the rocky surface into the floating city in the sky they’d envisioned, a floating city with artificial gardens David would tend to ensure all of them were well fed. He’d not waited around until they’d reached that point; instead, he’d found a way to contribute, working with all those who toiled stirring the mixture of the massive volumes of concrete they’d needed to build the monolithic structure. It was the structure they now rested his body upon, and the structure that had ended his life.

Wayne’s usefulness had been shrouded initially, but he’d adapted his knowledge of the structure and operation of wagon wheels into the design of the system that would supply the city with clean, fresh water. He’d done it when no one else, not even Will, had figured out how to overcome the obstacles in their way. Though he’d struggled to develop his Energy skills, he’d not ceased contributing as best he could, and his final contribution would literally make life possible on the barren land.

Will wept at the loss of both men, and at their failure that night. It was a failure to save all those entrusted to their care, the failure of those able to do so to save all who needed their assistance. Yet even as he grieved, he remembered a detail that none of them wanted to voice, as they gazed at the lifeless remains of those they’d bury once the waters receded.

David and Wayne had been the two on watch that night, the two scheduled to watch for storms. Their responsibility that night: to sit on opposite ends of the island, looking for any indication of imminent flooding, any sign of an impending storm surge putting all of them at risk. It had been their duty to raise the alarm telepathically, to alert everyone to wake up and move to high ground immediately, to save their lives.

They’d tried to do so. Yet their Energy had been so dissipated by their construction efforts that they’d been unable to rouse anyone from a distance. Their Energy had been so low that David, who could teleport short distances, had been unable to move so much as a yard, and both men had run, run as fast as they could, screaming as loud as their lungs would allow them, screaming to their friends and neighbors to move to higher ground.

The first they’d reached had sounded the alarm, sounded the telepathic cry that had roused Will. Those woken first by the watchmen had teleported to the top with neighbors unable to do so.

None of those able to teleport had noticed the storm criers racing past, still working to ensure that everyone was awake and alert and able to move to safety. No one noticed them, not even when the first massive surges of water raced over the tops of the hills and smashed both men to the ground. Both had recovered sufficiently to try to survive. Wayne had managed to dive into the dark, salty water where he knew the doors into the tower would be found, in the hope that he could swim to the stairs and race the water to the top. But the effort had exhausted him, combined as it was with his efforts to run and warn everyone, and in his fatigue the water caught up to him. The surge had made the steps slippery, and he’d fallen, bashing his head against the concrete steps, and he lost consciousness before he’d drowned. David had managed to stay afloat until he’d found the driftwood that had eventually rammed his helpless body into the concrete wall, killing him instantly.

The grief was overwhelming. The two men had done their jobs, despite being poorly equipped to do so. In doing those jobs to the best of their abilities, they’d lost their lives, even as they’d saved the lives of everyone else.

The faces of the survivors, lit by the brilliant flashes of lightning of the now-distant deadly storm, showed that they’d all reached the same conclusions, had all realized exactly what had happened, had all realized that the two dead men before them had sacrificed their lives so that all the others might live.

Will vowed he’d let no one else die like Wayne and David, even though he knew such promises could not be kept. He could not have prevented their deaths, and even if they’d taken the ambrosia, they’d still lie dead before him as they did now. Yet that did not mean there were not steps that could be taken to reduce the risk that others would suffer such a fate. They’d need to finish the structure. They’d need to get the fresh water system built so that no one needed to go to the valley for any reason, whether to sleep near the grass or to collect firewood or supplies. They could make this work, could ensure that Atlantis would not be cursed like the Atlantis of legend, destined to be consumed beneath the raging waves of the sea, but it would take work.

They were all looking at him, expecting him to speak, but Will felt no source of inspiration. He shook his head, bowed in a sign of respect, and allowed the silence and the darkness to consume them all.

At long last, the words came. “These men sacrificed their lives that we might live. And to Wayne and David, we promise that your sacrifice will not be in vain. We will ensure that we allow no others to find themselves in a situation like you found yourselves. We vow to work on our Energy skills, to ensure that we are able, at a minimum, to fly or teleport from the valley floor to the city floor in times of great urgency, in times like what we experienced tonight. We will use our grief at your loss to improve everything about our city, and about ourselves, so that we can be worthy to be called Aliomenti and citizens of this city in the sky called Atlantis. We believe anything at all is possible, and in saying that, we say that we believe that you will be proud of us one day for what we accomplish here on this rock.”

Will took one of the blankets lying nearby, used it to cover Wayne’s body, and then took a second to use to cover David’s.

And then he turned and walked away, leaving the dead to sleep in peace.

The morning dawned after a sleepless night. The concrete was cold and unforgiving, but none of them complained, for they were alive to feel that chill and experience that pain. The flood waters had receded rapidly, and Will wondered why the water could drain so quickly after the valley had filled up as it had the night before. It was as if there was a drain clogged somewhere. He needed to figure out where the waters flowed to escape the valley and return to the ocean. Perhaps they could expand upon and unclog that drain to prevent such horrific flooding in the future.

That would wait until the burials were complete.

Will and several others returned to the mainland and one of the coastal towns to purchase their daily rations of food and casks of fresh water for the villagers to drink. They also bought two simple pine boxes, which raised some eyebrows from those in the village. But no questions were asked of strangers who spent good coins of silver and gold in their town; the sound of metal changing hands was the only answer needed.

They rowed back to the island and transported the simple coffins to the city in the sky, where they placed the bodies inside the boxes. The waters had receded now to the point that they would merely splash through ankle-deep water in the valley, and Will wondered once more where the water went after the storm ceased pushing the waves into the bowl of the valley. They’d wait until the excess water fully receded before lowering the boxes to their final resting place.

The construction teams were hard at work on the city floor, working to build out the temporary housing they’d sleep in until the more permanent structures were completed. Others were examining the foundation of the pyramid which held the entire city safely above the flood waters when the storm surges came. They proclaimed the Energy-hardened concrete sound, and the structure safe to use for the base of their homes, and everyone returned topside briefly.

They used the rope that Will and Wayne had used to mark the location they needed to reach to tap into the stream and lake below, treating it as a makeshift crane as they lowered the two coffins with the bodies of the dead men inside to the valley floor below.

Will was reminded of the effort to lower the coffin with the body of Elizabeth Lowell into the ground a decade earlier. This pair of coffins, though, would not be emptied of the living, but would forever hold the bodies of the dead.

They used Energy to clear the land near where the stream joined the lake, the spot targeted for the construction of Wayne’s water transport system. Given enough time, and the ability to predict or prevent the type of flood experienced the night before, it might have been a prime spot for David to raise crops and livestock.

Instead, it was the spot where their coffins were lowered into the ground. The sounds of the dirt hitting the wood echoed throughout the valley, each echo like a hammer to the hearts of all those present.

They stood there for an hour, all in silence, each wondering how it had happened. How had they, the Aliomenti, so wealthy and powerful, lost two good men in so senseless a manner? They believed their abilities made the impervious to any type of attack, that only old age could sap the life from their veins. And yet, on the verge of completing their greatest project and fulfilling their most ambitious achievement, Nature had won.

They gradually dispersed, and did the only thing they knew how to do. They returned to their projects, many moving to the top of the city to construct of the buildings they’d use for lodging and their future daily craft work.

Will returned to the ledge he’d stood on the day before, the ledge where he and Wayne had planned the process for creating the water conveyance system. He’d need to continue on without Wayne, and as he thought of what they’d need to do, he realized with a sudden start why they’d suffered such a tremendous loss.

Pride.

They had come to believe themselves incapable of failure, and time and again they’d found evidence to support that belief. And yet, as with all human beings, failure was a part of life and death. Pride prevented them from seeing the obvious, that with the support pyramid completed they’d be wise to require everyone to spend all time on top of the structure except when they were required to spend time below. Yet they’d believed themselves invincible against even the dangers they’d identified. Their arrogance had left two good men dead.

Will turned and looked at the thirty-two other residents of Atlantis, and resolved that they’d not make that mistake ever again. The cost was simply too high.
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1036 A.D.

One year later

Will knelt by the graves, thinking of the times he’d spent with David and Wayne. Their sacrifices had not been forgotten. Both men would be proud of what the Atlanteans had accomplished since their untimely deaths a year earlier.

Will stood, and his gaze shifted from the ground to the sky, taking in the enormity of everything they’d accomplished.

When the Aliomenti had arrived, the island had been a craggy, desolate mass of rock on the exterior, with a beautiful scenic interior that sloped down into a valley below sea level. Will had correctly guessed that strong storms could push the water over the beach and rock, flooding the valley, and they’d discovered that all bodies of water on the island were salty, seeming proof of that theory.

Using the design Wayne had envisioned, they were able to raise the water consistently using a combination of wind and gravity to a purification system some ninety feet above the ground, well above the base level of the city they’d constructed in the sky. The water exited that system fresh and clean, but it wouldn’t have mattered without Wayne’s design; they’d have been unable to move enough water above the surface to survive.

The elevated city was itself an impressive sight. Concerned about the flooding, the Aliomenti had banded together to raise a massive pyramid with a platform top, a structure built of concrete that would rise above the flood level of the island. The platform acted as the ground level for a small city built of wood, where they’d managed to create gardens of rich soil and grow crops. The city also served as home for the many Aliomenti shops that kept the Atlantean Aliomenti busy.

The city featured the type of variety so lacking in the original village. Where the northern village’s dwellings were uniform inside a single two story building, the southern outpost featured multiple buildings of different sizes, shapes, and colors. They interspersed dwellings and shops, enabling the craftspeople to live and work in the same part of town. The city also boasted actual pubs where the citizenry could eat and socialize, typically before or after their work was completed for the day.

They used the hollowed-out inside of the pyramid for storage, but they avoided filling it to capacity, using only the space near the top for fear of future flooding. One could still enter the structure at the ground level and walk up stairs to reach the city center, but more and more Aliomenti were able to levitate themselves or teleport to make the trip. The stairs were another reminder of the tragedy the two graves represented. Both David and Wayne had failed to progress sufficiently in their Energy development to master those rapid transport skills, and both had perished when confronted with the flood a year earlier.

The Atlanteans pursued Energy growth with explosive intensity after that flood and the tragic deaths. Almost all could now teleport at least a dozen feet, and that meant that they’d be able to instantly move ahead of a torrent of water, reaching the stairs and teleporting up them. A simple majority now could teleport the fifty feet or so necessary to move from the island valley to the edges of the city, meaning they’d be safe from the flash floods in an instant. They’d also worked on their telepathic sending skills, for Wayne and David had been unable to wake the villagers quickly enough due to their low Energy stores that fateful night. Had they been more powerful, had the two watchmen been able to awaken everyone sooner, one of the more powerful Aliomenti would have had the opportunity to teleport both men to safety long before the flood waters filled the bowl and led to their premature and unnecessary deaths.

With the city finished, life settling into a routine, and survival skills for the unique challenges of the island well-developed, the Atlanteans had thirsted for a new challenge. They’d found it by beginning to build ships. That was one of the reasons Arthur and Adam had announced they’d be visiting the southern Aliomenti city this day.

They’d been using row boats to move their goods to the mainland for trade, and the small size limited the amount they could transport. Larger goods, like tables, proved impossible to move, until the innovative carpenters figured out how to disassemble the furniture into component parts for more efficient transport. Will had to stifle a laugh, wondering if they should include indecipherable instructions for reassembling the pieces. It wasn’t necessary, for at least one carpenter would be part of each trip to the coastal villages. Still, it took a bit of restraint for Will to avoid checking for part labels on the pieces in the boats during the trips he made to the mainland.

While they were able to grow appreciable amounts of food above ground, they still relied heavily on the moderately arable land below the city. The farmers had figured out how to apply the lessons of the water purification system to remove the excess salt from the soil, and the reclaimed material proved excellent for growing all manner of produce. They could not rely on the crop, however, for they never knew when the next powerful storm would strike, leading to floods and total crop destruction. The farmers planted faster-growing produce on the surface, while crops with long growth cycles, including zirple and morange, were planted in the city. But they could not grow everything there, and with limited space for livestock they struggled to keep protein intake at the levels they’d determined to be ideal.

This lack of self-sufficiency meant that the Atlanteans spent more money on essentials than their northern brethren, and though they made a great deal of money from selling their products, they could not develop wealth at the same pace. Few complained about their financial situation, however, but that didn’t prevent them from seeking means to accelerate their financial growth. The larger ships being built would mean they could transport a greater volume of finished goods for trade. The increased capacity would also mean they could return with extensive provisions the Atlanteans could store to supplement their local efforts.

When the audible and telepathic shouts arose, announcing the arrival of Adam and a rejuvenated Arthur, Will left the graves and headed toward shore on foot. The grass and soil were soft, the air was salty, and the warmth of the sun filled him with a strange sense of contentment. It was a strange sensation, for he was leaving the graves of two men he’d admired, in order to meet with two he would far prefer to see buried in the ground. Walking, rather than teleporting, gave him the time to calm himself to once more be in their presence.

The two men stepped off the boat as Will arrived, glancing at their surroundings. They’d built up a ring of trees on the perimeter of the island, which Will had privately coaxed to greater heights at night when others were sleeping. Sailors would ignore a rocky island, and might continue on their way at the sight of a flat piece of land in the midst of the sea if they saw nothing but a few tall trees. But few would ignore the sight of the city they’d built, even less so if they ever realized the city rested upon a platform forty feet off the ground.

“This place really doesn’t look inviting, does it?” Arthur asked, looking askance at the crusty exterior of the island. Will found the comment ironic, given that Arthur was rather crusty on the outside as well. Unlike the island, however, Arthur had no scenic interior to redeem him. “I suppose that’s useful for maintaining isolation.”

“The island reserves its best for those bold enough to venture within,” Will replied. “We’ve added our own enhancements to its natural charms, as I mentioned in our communications.”

“Yes, I’m quite eager to see this supposed massive city sitting upon a giant... what did you call it? A pyramid?”

Will shrugged, not bothering to remain annoyed at Arthur’s skepticism over their reports of the city construction. He’d see it soon enough. “We call it that. It’s basically a huge block of concrete acting as a table, with the city resting on the top.”

Adam nodded thoughtfully. “I suspect it looks impressive, and I can’t wait to see it.”

Arthur snorted.

Will nodded at Adam. “You can see for yourself.” He glanced at Arthur. “Or hop back in the boat, if you prefer. Better yet, teleport far, far away.”

Arthur winced, then shuddered at the idea. He’d not overcome his fear of teleportation, and Will smirked at the impact the barb had generated.

They walked through an opening in the rocks, maneuvered through the trees, and emerged at the threshold of the great interior valley.

Adam gave a low whistle as the city came into view. “Will, I don’t think your descriptions have done this place justice.”

Even Arthur couldn’t hide his awe at the sight, his jaw agape, and in a moment Will would long savor, Arthur was in his presence and speechless.

They marched toward the city on foot, parading down the sides of the valley toward the base of the city, following the path worn in the soft grass from those moving toward the door and the stairway. “So what is it you want to talk to all of us about?” Will asked.

“Several topics, actually,” Arthur said. “First, I understand you’re planning to build larger ships. May I ask why?”

“Sure,” Will said. “Our markets are reachable only by boat. The boats we currently use are small and cannot carry much product, nor the people who can sell that product. With larger ships, we have the option and chance to move more product to the mainland on a regular basis, and that will improve our profits.”

Adam arched an eyebrow. “Is that all?”

Will arched his own eyebrow back. “We’re considering longer trips to the south. There are rumors of English-speaking people having success trading there in the past, so we’ll have more places to sell. They may offer products and materials we’ve not encountered before, and that can only help us. And... eventually, we’ll want to expand again. We may look to go south. Might as well keep our eyes open and start looking now. For trips of that length? We’ll need larger ships capable of journeys lasting several days.”

Adam nodded, but Arthur looked perturbed. “Should we not be moving east, where the greater portion of the civilized world might be found?”

Will almost laughed. “All directions will yield great opportunities, Arthur, if we give ourselves enough time.”

Arthur almost choked. “I supposed that’s true. East seems a better choice. But while your ships and trading proposals are interesting, that’s not the reason we’re here.”

“We’re here for two reasons, actually,” Adam noted.

Arthur leveled a glare in Adam’s direction. “The first item we wish to discuss relates to growing your numbers in this location. We’ve added about fifteen new members to the northern village since you’ve left, and are at fifty strong now. How are your numbers?”

“We’ve replaced no one since we lost Wayne and David a year ago,” Will replied. “Several of our villagers have married, however, so—“

“What?” Arthur whirled on Will, has face full of rage. “We spoke about this, Will! The dangers of childbearing for one trained and awakened in Energy are too great to take that chance! I would think you’d have been a bit more... articulate on the matter.”

Will scowled. “Yes. We said we’d make people aware of the risks. They’re aware. We’ve made it clear what might happen should they bear children. Most are content remaining childless, at least for now, until they feel more confident of their ability to restrain their offspring. I doubt that will continue indefinitely, however.” In fact, the metal workers, James and Elise, had talked to him on the topic quite extensively; they’d likely be the first Atlantean couple to choose to have a child.

“Perhaps a compromise,” Arthur mused. “Perhaps bringing a child or two in from a village, orphans, who do not bring with them the social awkwardness of a family unit or innate Energy skills—“

It was Will’s turn to interrupt. “There is no ‘social awkwardness’ here in terms of family units, Arthur. We have many couples here, and they are quite content. A family unit including a child would fit in just fine.”

Arthur’s eyes flashed his disagreement. “Be that as it may, children cannot replace the skills and mastery lost a year ago, regardless of how they might be... acquired. You will need to seek out skilled adults to do that. I will accompany you to the mainland to seek recruits, as it is something I excel at. “

Will sighed. “Fine. Join us. We have another outing in a few days.” He paused. “What was the other topic?”

“We’ll save that topic for a meeting with everyone in Atlantis,” Arthur said, his interruption of Adam quite evident. Adam looked as if he was considering making his statement even after Arthur spoke, but a glare from Arthur silenced him. Will had detected the trickle of Energy that had occurred; Arthur had spoken to Adam telepathically, and whatever he’d said had silenced the second man.

Will could only wonder what Adam had wanted to say.

The Atlanteans, who had all come from the northern village with Will, greeted the two visitors warmly, and they gathered around to get updates on close friends left behind. Arthur and Adam reported that they’d found a few new cities available for trade, and that they’d made a few adjustments to the concrete formula that enabled them to use less material than before.

Will glanced down at his feet, at the concrete monolith beneath him. “We could have used that knowledge a year ago,” he deadpanned. Everyone laughed.

Will gave Arthur a look. “You’d mentioned having something you wanted to discuss with all of us?”

“I did, and I do.” Arthur paused, his eyes flicking up as if deciding how best to word his comments, and then he continued. “A few years ago, as most of you remember, I was near death, aging as many do, and I fear I was far nearer to meeting my Maker than even I suspect. And yet here I stand today, a man nearing sixty, yet I look and feel far younger. Many of you have undoubtedly wondered why, and how, that change took place.”

“Arthur!” Will spoke sharply, realizing what was happening. “This is not the time or the manner in which to discuss this.”

“You wish to hide from these good people the secret of my remarkable recovery, Will?” Arthur asked, arching an eyebrow, his tone innocent.

Will silently cursed himself. Arthur was his old self again, all right, and not merely in terms of appearance. He would empower himself as the granter of immortality, a gift which would engender a loyalty no other gift could ever provide.

“Each of you has a decision to make. You see, just as we’ve learned of substances that unleash our Energy and gradually expand upon our stores, so we’ve found another food that provides something of a far, far greater value. But there’s a price to be paid, you see, and you must first decide if you are willing to pay that price before you learn the nature of that gift. If you agree, you will receive that gift and learn its incredible nature. I will simply tell you this: the gift available is one that, in my mind, is far greater than those provided via morange or zirple.”

“What’s the price we must pay?” James asked, curious. He stood next to Elise, the pair of metal workers united in more than merely their craft.

Arthur turned to look at him. “What would you give up to earn the gifts of the morange and zirple, James? How much are you willing to sacrifice?”

“I’m not sure what you mean, Arthur,” James replied, frowning. “With Energy, I know that I can make more money than I could before, so I could, and would, pay a great amount.”

Arthur shook his head. “The price is not one payable in money, or goods. It is a gift of self you must pay, a sacrifice very personal in nature. It is a price I myself had to choose to make on that day, and it is a price I was in many ways forced to make. You will have the time to decide.”

Arthur let the words hang in the air, as he turned and looked at each of them. “The price you must pay to receive this gift, this gift of... infinite value, is no more and no less than this: you must give up forever the ability to have children.”

A gasp rose from the collected crowd. Whatever price they might have expected to pay, it was certainly not this. Couples stared at each other, and the silent communication raged. Would they agree, jointly, to make that sacrifice? Or would they agree to postpone that remarkable gift promised by Arthur, a gift greater even than Energy skills? Would they be of one mind on the topic? What would happen if one made that choice, and the other did not? What if one party wanted children, even if it meant sacrificing that incredible gift, and the other did not?

“There is more to it than that,” Arthur said, as his words began to sink in. “You may imagine that it would be... awkward to have a mixture of those who’ve made this choice and those who have not. While it is a choice you may make freely, it is not one without consequence. Should you choose to retain your ability to bear children, you must leave this community. You must, in fact, choose to cease being a member of the Aliomenti. You must... forget.”

Will’s eyes widened, and he was not alone in staring, aghast, at Arthur. “Arthur, this is insane,” Will said. “It is one thing to alert everyone to the price one must pay. But expulsion from the group? That’s unnecessary.”

“It is not, Will,” Arthur replied. “I speak with the voice of experience. In the home village, we had some choose to make the sacrifice and accept the gift, and others who did not. They were unable to live and work together after making their individual decisions. The decision and the gift are too profound to be experienced in a community of anything but like-minded individuals. We had numerous altercations, and eventually we needed to make a decision. That decision was made.”

Will snorted. “Choice? Perhaps, to a point. I could see the decision being a divisive one, and that many might choose to leave. What I’m not clear on, though, is why you want a ‘no’ choice to mean you must ‘forget.’ What does that even mean?”

“To forget?” Arthur replied. “You must forget how to be Aliomenti. You must forget your Energy. You must stop being something more than human, of having abilities human beings only dream of, and return instead to a life of living as a normal human being does. To do otherwise risks the exposure of those who’ve chosen to remain behind.”

Will, who recognized the beginnings of the ‘human’ epithet, opened his mouth to speak once more, but Arthur spoke first. “You may not bear children, in the acceptance of this gift. This does not mean you may never be a parent. I spoke earlier about including orphaned children in our recruitment efforts. Young orphans will need adult supervision and guidance. You may still love and raise a child, though that child will not come from you. You will still be able to raise a child with morange and zirple, just as you might if you’d borne that child yourself, but without the risks Will has described in the past. But, in this fashion... you will be able to receive... the gift.”

His words were powerful and intoxicating, and Will could feel the mood of the group shifting. Arthur had offered them something powerful, something they couldn’t fathom, and had provided them a means to solve their population problem in a manner that enabled them to receive that amazing, unidentified gift. He had made them understand that they’d lose everything they’d gained if they did not agree to accept his gift, somehow getting all of them to forget that a gift cannot be something forced upon a recipient. They were curious. They were tempted. And they were oblivious to Will’s protests, noting that Arthur had no authority to force them into a choice like this, to choose his ‘gift’ or cease to be a member of the Aliomenti.

That day, many elected to eat of the fruit of the tree from the Ambrosia forest, a fruit supplied by Arthur, a man they now saw as their unquestioned leader, a man who had provided them an incredible gift that Will would have denied them. With receipt of the fruit, they learned of the gift they’d earned through their sacrifice.

The Aliomenti had, only decades after their founding, managed to isolate the ingredients to transform themselves into immortal supermen. World domination was only a matter of time.

And their supply of time was now infinite.

 

 

 

 

 

XXII

Hopeless

 

 

1058 A.D.

Twenty-two years later.

In a previous life, his sixty-fifth birthday would have marked the beginning of a new era, a probable decline in his health and vitality, until death claimed him. That was before three armed men attacked him outside his home while another destroyed it from the inside, before his adult children rescued him from certain death, before he’d been sent a thousand years into his past to rescue his wife from the clutches of a tyrant.

And it was before he’d eaten the fruit of the ambrosia tree, which so altered his body that he looked to be in his mid-twenties, a look that would remain his for the remainder of his immortal life.

He’d now lived nearly half his years in that distant past, and his memories of the twenty-first century were becoming more and more faint as time passed. It wasn’t because his memory was failing; on the contrary, both his memory and mental sharpness had never been better. The current present had become home. The future was now a past he could never regain.

He spent much of his time traveling now, ostensibly seeking out the next spot for Aliomenti expansion. While they enjoyed the island life afforded by Atlantis, it was agreed that they needed to identify a mainland location for their next outpost. Their target zone would be a point on the southeastern coast of modern England, providing them future launch points into France and Germany. Atlantis, located on the southwestern coast of England, would, with its fleet of ships, provide access to the future nations of Spain and Portugal as well as portions of France.

The newest Aliomenti traversed much the same path as their predecessors, coming aboard as virtual apprentices, developing awareness that their local Aliomenti community was more than a mere town of incredibly skilled craftsmen and craftswomen. It was a place where the impossible could happen. After vowing to reveal nothing of the Aliomenti advances they could see – the concrete building material and the various water systems, for example – they’d eventually be allowed to learn about Energy and begin developing their skills. Long-term residents would discourage them from entering any committed relationships; in a society of immortals, they believed the risk of betrayal and infidelity was high, and the resulting trauma of such actions would be something they’d all feel. The Aliomenti believed it best to learn to avoid thinking about relationships lasting forever; forever, for them, was quite literal.

By the time they were asked to sacrifice their ability to procreate, they had so bought into the Aliomenti lifestyle of wealth, influence, and incredible Energy power, that most would have happily consumed their own limbs and asked for seconds if that was the sacrifice demanded to maintain that lifestyle for an infinite period of time.

They failed to see the cost when immortality came wrapped up as a fragrant, sweet fruit, with the trappings of wealth and power as appetizers.

Arthur continued to lead any recruiting efforts; he had a natural rapport with people in that manner, able to articulate a vision that motivated each individual, able to assess if a stranger possessed the character attributes that would drive them to become a successful, and permanent, member of the Aliomenti. Something about this nagged at Will. A man like Arthur, a man desirous of nothing less than world domination achieved through a group of all-powerful immortals, an organization grown in stature through the efforts and sacrifice of many who’d gone before him... a man like that seemed incapable of handling such an important process with impartiality and ethics. Yet nothing suggested anything was amiss with Arthur’s process. All of the new recruits Will had met were wonderful people, men and women he was happy to call friends.

They’d set up a village rotation, in which three people from Atlantis would travel to the North Village, to be replaced by three traveling from the North Village to Atlantis. That gave everyone an opportunity to live in both locations, sharing new craft techniques and word of friends with both those they’d never met, and those whom they’d not seen in years. And even if good friends hadn’t seen each other for years, their appearances hadn’t changed. None of them had aged a single day.

The lack of aging, and the growth of wealth, had an unfortunate side effect: arrogance.

Will overheard two new arrivals in Atlantis discuss a trip to a coastal village, and it was in that conversation that he heard the word “human” used as an epithet for the first time. It was a term used in reference to his wife by the Hunters, uttered with great scorn, some three decades earlier. Their words still haunted Will’s memories. The words spoken now chilled him. Though they’d existed for mere decades, the Aliomenti attitude of superiority was already starting to show.

Disappointed as he was in their attitudes, Will wasn’t surprised they’d developed. They’d all developed incredible power; even the most junior, unskilled neophyte possessed a strength and mental intuition enabling them to best any “human” in any endeavor with ease. The level of wealth would have made many of them the equivalent of millionaires in Will’s time, a level of financial success that equated with the life of luxury they were now enjoying. They rarely bothered growing their own food or hunting their own game now; they merely teleported to nearby villages to eat in the pubs and restaurants, making them quite popular with tavern owners. When the Aliomenti showed up, locals knew that food and drink would soon flow freely. After the locals were well fed and drunk on wine, they stood little chance in negotiations, and the Aliomenti would come out ahead every time, even after their earlier largess. Few could resist their proposals, and after the generosity, few wanted to resist. Even government officials fell under their sway, demands of payment of fees and taxes forgotten under the “charms” of the Aliomenti come to trade.

They’d built the first large ship two years after Arthur arrived on Atlantis to dispense the ambrosia fruit. Will and others had sailed south to the northern coast of the Iberian peninsula. They’d not fared as well as they normally did when trading, for the language and customs were strange. Will was reminded of his warning to the first of the Aliomenti decades earlier: simply knowing the price someone was willing to buy or sell at was insufficient to execute a trade. Unless that individual knew you, trusted you, and wanted to do business with you, they’d choose not to transact. And if you forced them to transact, you were stealing from them.

That didn’t stop many of them from stealing in just such a fashion, a practice Will put a stop to immediately. The defrauded victims found themselves in possession of double the amount of profit they’d lost in the theft, and the thieves were publicly shamed. The practice ended quickly.

Over the years, they built additional ships and sailed farther and farther away from the shores of England, encountering strange lands, strange customs, and strange languages. Their telepathic capabilities enabled them to learn languages in rapid fashion, and Will was now fluent in medieval forms of Portuguese, Spanish, and even a bit of French. And those were the languages others knew about. His travels to meet with Hope had left him fluent in early forms of German and Italian as well.

His language skills were advantageous as he, the world-traveling merchant, visited Hope and Eva. They were living in their fourth new town, and had grown powerful in Energy. Time had enabled them to develop deep expertise in other skills as well. In addition to her expanded language capabilities, Hope had also developed skills in medicine, weaving, painting, sculpture, a half-dozen musical instruments, farming, and metal working.

She’d also managed to convince several knights to teach her the art of sword fighting, and she passed that knowledge along to Will in sparring matches during their irregular meetings.

“Your future husband is a fortunate man,” Will remarked, as metal clanged against metal, at speeds far in excess of those any normal person could manage.

“And why would you say that?” she asked, her blue eyes twinkling.

“There’s nothing better than a woman who can defend her man from harm,” he said, trying to keep his voice innocent.

She read the amusement in his tone. “Is that so? And who, may I ask, is looking to harm you?”

Will laughed, and in that instant she’d disarmed him. “There’s a beautiful blond woman with startling blue eyes pointing a sword at me right now. I could use some help.”

With a smirk, she dropped the blade and stepped forward to embrace him. “I hope the experience wasn’t too traumatic for you.”

“Not really,” he admitted, securing her in his arms. “Of course, I do have a strong affinity for women with blond hair.”

She snorted. “I’d better warn Eva to keep an eye on you.”

He laughed, and then turned somber. “I wish things were different.”

“They’re not, Will. As challenging as our circumstances are, we know the ending is what we both seek, and we’re both staying active and productive as we wait.”

He nodded, and contented himself with holding her. There was an incredible sensation of peace in their simple embrace. The Energy both possessed was palpable in their immediate vicinity, even for those who had no Energy skills, their combined touch the equivalent of an electric shock. Many would wonder how two people so in love could choose to restrain themselves in so many ways, but they’d never experienced what Will and Hope were experiencing now.

“So how are they dealing with everything, all of these new immortals that are running around?” Hope asked.

“Reasonably well at the moment,” Will replied. “I think it will cause a greater emotional reaction when you hit an age where you’d once expected to be dead. I suspect that hitting a century in age will be a traumatic experience for me, much like when Arthur reached his late fifties a few decades back. He could not comprehend how he’d lived so long. I can comprehend living a century; it wasn’t terribly uncommon in the era in which I was born. But actually reaching that age when, physically, I’m still thirty years old? I think that might be moderately terrifying.” He stepped back a bit and took in her face and those radiant blue eyes. “What about you?”

“It’s not so bad.” She paused to think about it. “What’s nice is that we’ve got the opportunity to learn at great depth, and about a wide variety of topics. I couldn’t have hoped to learn as much about any single topic as I might learn across a dozen or more now. I think that’s part of it. You have to keep learning and growing as a person, or eventually that gift of long life will become a curse, and you’ll prefer death to a life without joy.”

Her comment jolted him, for it was something he’d noticed among many of the longest-lived residents in Atlantis, his home for the past two decades. For people like Daniel, James, Elise, and the other founding members of Atlantis, the apparent lack of new experiences was becoming a source of emotional angst. Life was starting to become routine, boring, and many of them were becoming restless. Will didn’t think any of them would do anything foolish in their frustration with life – with living – but he kept a close eye on them.

“I can understand that,” he replied. “I can’t truly experience it, because I have something worth living for. And I have a problem to work on, a riddle to solve, one that may take me... a very long time.”

Her face fell slightly. “Nothing yet?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

He had plenty of time for leisure and research. The newest citizens in the community happily took on odd jobs in exchange for money from the more senior, wealthier residents of their Aliomenti locations, and Will was one of those with money to spend. He spent his time on research, leading the newest development efforts for the Aliomenti in general and the Atlantean outpost in particular, including the creation of a fifth long-range sailing ship they’d recently started. His primary research, the work he did in his own room at night long after others had gone to sleep, was the formulation of something that would reverse the effects of the ambrosia. If he and Hope failed to find a cure, they risked never bringing Josh and Angel into the world.

Hope and Eva had both worked on the effort as well, something they could practice in the isolation of the desolate island they referred to as their “summer residence.” Their work in medicine enabled them to collect and study new healing substances, and they were able to test the concoctions upon themselves. The challenge each of them faced was the same: they had no means of testing the results of anything in a manner they found palatable. How did one test if immortality was reversed, other than by waiting? Hope had made it clear to Will that she’d not risk her future children by testing a possible reversal of the sterility; Will, for his part, considered Hope the woman he’d sworn fidelity to in the twenty-first century, and he refused to break those vows.

Learning they’d found a cure in that fashion presented its own unique risks and challenges for a man not due to be born for another nine centuries.

He knew that the solutions would come, eventually, even if in this day and time he had no idea how. The advantage of immortality was that it provided both of them with the opportunity to spend literal centuries researching the problem, even though neither of them knew how to find a cure but through the trial-and-error approach they’d both shunned. Worse, if the solution reversed their immortality just as it reversed their infertility, they’d die before they could bring their children into the world.

For that reason, he found it difficult to conduct even the scant bit of research he’d performed.

He knew that he needed a modern laboratory, where he could study the cells in their bodies, compared to “normal” humans or even Aliomenti who’d not yet consumed Ambrosia, and try to identify exactly what it was that changed when one consumed ambrosia fruit. If he could figure that part out, he had a chance to reverse it, perhaps reversing just the infertility aspect that so haunted him and Hope.

They’d both happily give up their immortality to give their children a chance to live. They’d not give it up, though, until such time as they knew for certain that the desired outcome would occur. And they’d do it even if they learned they couldn’t reverse the process, couldn’t become parents to Josh and Angel and then consume the ambrosia once more to resume their immortal lives.

And after a thousand years... perhaps they wouldn’t want to regain their immortality.

He wished they’d never found that accursed forest and the fruit sheltered within.

“We’ll figure it out, Will. We have, oh, nine centuries or so.”

He smiled. “Eighteen, between the two of us.”

She caught the math. “What about...?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t meet Eva in the future. I don’t know how long she lived. That doesn’t mean she’s not still around in the future, though.”

She nodded, but she looked uncomfortable at the news. Eva had been her constant companion, and though the course of thirty years had changed their actual if not their public relationship, the two women were still close, still bonded by the secrets they shared.

Hope took a deep breath, and Will caught a strong emotion from her, of a type he couldn’t identify. “I think I need to branch out on my own, Will. Somewhere completely different. And I think I need to learn to survive without Eva.”

He was surprised, though he quickly understood what she was trying to do. Her childhood had been a disaster, and Hope had been in desperate need of someone to show her she was loved without qualification. Eva had provided that in her own fashion, just as Will had in his. But in many ways, her relationship with Eva had prevented Hope from developing a true independence. The understanding that Eva might not always be around further necessitated that development, and Hope had the wisdom and maturity now to understand what she needed to do.

“How did she take the news?”

Hope looked at the ground, her only response silence.

Will sighed. “Do you want me to break the news to her?”

Hope shook her head. “No, I need to be the one to tell her, and I know that. It’s difficult to share news like that, isn’t it?”

Will smiled. “Having been on both sides, I can only say that in my experience, it’s best for both parties that the news be delivered without delay. The message will come out, no matter what. It’s best to let the person receiving the news know without delay, so that they can prepare themselves and comport themselves as necessary.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“Where do you think you’ll go?”

“Back to the island, initially. Then I’ll decide. The world is large, and most definitely not flat.” She smiled, and Will remembered the global tour he’d taken her on decades earlier. “I think I’ll travel a long way this time, and put a very large distance between us.”

Will winced involuntarily. “That’s... probably for the best.”

She grimaced, but then her face turned to stone, and he recognized that something else was coming, a message causing her far more distress. “This whole situation is very difficult for both of us, Will. Unless we change our minds, and risk the fate of history and our children, we must live through a chaste millennium-long betrothal. Distance helps, but if we make it simple to see each other with teleportation... at some point, we’re going to fail at that.” She took a deep breath. “My traveling to a far distant locale solves that dilemma as well.”

He felt as if he’d been slapped, dealt a blow that crippled him, and stepped back.

It had been a long series of discussions, merging the practical, knowledge of future history, and Hope’s own strong beliefs. She would do nothing which had any chance, posed any possible risk, to the children she’d not bear for over nine centuries. And that meant she would not consent to marry him, nor engage in related acts, until the appointed time. He’d protested, noting that there was no risk of other pregnancy now with the ambrosia’s corrupting influences on both of them.

“We won’t know that, Will, until it’s too late,” she’d replied. “Then what happens? What if our children don’t exist anymore because we make that decision? Will you disappear immediately? They won’t be around to rescue you from those men, will they? You’ll probably die in that fight, just as I would have died eventually if you’d not been there to rescue me, mentally and physically, from Arthur’s schemes and mobs.” She’d shaken her head, her face resolute.

They’d still seen each other, still shared in those Energy-enhanced embraces. And though it wasn’t what he’d become accustomed to in their days of marriage, it was, somehow, enough.

Now she was leaving, severing even that bond.

He couldn’t keep the look of shock, the look of deep emotional trauma, off his face.

“A thousand years is a long time, Will,” she said, and he could see tears rolling down her face. “We can each help half the planet in our own way. Don’t forget that, in the end, I will always be there for you. For now, though, at this point in our journey, I must be much farther away.”

She put her fingers to her lips, then reached out to trace them across his. “I love you, Will.”

And then she vanished.
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1158 A.D.

One hundred years later.

The initial construction of the new Aliomenti outpost, located on the northwestern coast of what would become Portugal, was complete. The Aliomenti were less concerned with isolation now, though privacy and protection of their secrets were still core principles. New members joined on a regular basis, identified and vetted through Arthur’s exhaustive recruiting process. Each began as a neophyte, and developed skills in their craft of choice under the tutelage of an Aliomenti master. Those who joined the Aliomenti after previously receiving the “master” designation from guilds found they had much to learn from Aliomenti masters who often had a century of experience. New members, who started as mere humans, gradually became Energy neophytes, and eventually they, too, joined the ranks of the Aliomenti immortals.

A century of advances led to the introduction of the principles of mass production of popular items, and the advanced age of more senior members enabled them to make connections that younger minds simply hadn’t had the time to develop. The Aliomenti had expanded to a total of ten locations, providing coverage for much of the northern portion of continental Europe. Their knowledge of the planet they called home had advanced to the point that they realized the vast potential of lands that their earliest number hadn’t realized existed.

Centuries before it was proved conclusively by others, the Aliomenti knew the Earth wasn’t flat, knew that their home did not possess edges that doomed foolish sailors to instant death in a void of nothingness. Centuries before the printing press was invented by Gutenberg, the Aliomenti had perfected the process of creating paper and mass producing volumes that were transported by teleportation specialists. Those men and women were Aliomenti who could travel hundreds of miles in two to five mile hop sequences, terminating each hop inside property owned by Aliomenti who did not live in the established outposts. Those outposts were, more and more, exclusively business and manufacturing fronts, rather than residential areas, and the mastery of teleportation, much like the advent of the automobile in the twentieth century, made on-site living an option, rather than a requirement.

Will Stark was one of those who didn’t establish a specific home base. He traveled among the various outposts throughout modern day England, Portugal, Spain, France, and Germany, and had been part of the scout teams sizing up the lands that the former great empire of Rome called home, more specifically what he’d known as Italy.

“I have a feeling about this place,” one of the scouts had told Will, as they traveled through the cities of Florence and Milan. “There’s a creative energy here that simply demands some type of outlet.”

Will wondered if the man would live to see the great Italian Renaissance unfold.

On a personal level, while the Aliomenti had thrived, Will had stagnated. He had not seen Hope in person since she’d vanished from his side. She’d communicated with him at least, though on a far-too-infrequent basis, via telepathy. He knew where she’d traveled, at least after she left, for she’d arrange to send him gifts at the various outposts that he helped establish and build. She’d traveled far to the East, and he knew, from her gifts, that she’d spent time in places as varied as Greece, India, and China. It meant that she’d certainly mastered the art of rapid travel, via teleportation or other means, for the distances she’d covered were staggering. She seemed to stay in a region a significant period of time, for the gifts arrived only every fifteen or twenty years. When she’d lived with Eva, the women had changed homes after a mere eight to ten years.

As for Eva, Will had not heard from her since Hope’s disappearance, though he’d searched for her regularly, tried to sense the harp-like sound of her Energy whenever he thought of her. He had no idea if the woman still lived, and if so, where. He’d felt her powerful empathic push of grief when she’d first learned of Hope’s decision, a desperate burst of emotion of an intensity only Will could understand. Will had still not fully recovered from that decision, a century after the painful encounter.

The greatest pain came from his eventual realization that her decision was the correct one.

Will had immersed himself deeply with the Aliomenti as a means of distracting himself from that pain. They continued to find new and innovative ways to make money, the latest being the most unusual. They’d mastered the art of making and selling quality crafts at impressive profits; it had been their model since their founding fifteen decades earlier. But they had, ironically, become almost too wealthy. The piles of coins each possessed were massive, especially for those like Will who’d undergone the ambrosia protocols. They had reached the point where they literally could not spend the amounts of money they possessed.

The latest idea had been Will’s, and, like many ideas, it was strongly resisted at first. It was an idea that required giving before getting, and as the first group of Aliomenti had demonstrated, men and women already possessing more than they’d believed possible were all too often unwilling to expend it on anything but themselves.

“We all have huge amounts of money that are doing nothing,” Will had noted. “There are piles of coins sitting in vaults we’ve constructed. We cannot spend them, because there’s not enough for us to buy. The money is doing us no good.”

“We’ve bought land,” Arthur noted. It was true; the Aliomenti had purchased the land for every outpost after the first two. And they’d abandoned those original two outposts over the past few decades, demolishing all evidence of their existence. Will had been pained when they’d destroyed the original village once more, though this time no one had died in the process. After blasting every concrete building and every wooden aqueduct to ash, they’d temporarily dammed the two rivers to wash away any remnants. The Aliomenti mark upon the land had disappeared. They’d similarly destroyed Atlantis, a site that had become too difficult to maintain after a century of flooding threatened the structural integrity of the base of the elevated city. It had also become the place of choice for those immortal Aliomenti who had given up on life. They’d simply camp out in the open valley when they heard the distant sounds of an approaching storm, and wait for the waters to come and claim them.

Will refused to bury them next to men like David and Wayne. When he was present in the aftermath of such suicides, they hurled the bodies far into the sea.

Yet it wasn’t enough. “There’s not always land to buy, though. We can only buy so many pieces of clothing, so many kegs of our favorite wines and ales, so many rugs and carpets, so many books. Our funds, and our incomes, are far in excess of what we can spend. I repeat: there are not enough goods and services in the world for us to be able to take advantage of our wealth.”

Arthur shrugged. “So what?”

“So why not put the money to work?”

Adam arched an eyebrow. “How can money work, Will? Money is nothing more than pieces of metal. It is not a machine or a gear.” His eyes widened. “You’re not suggesting we melt our coins down to make gears or machines, are you?”

Will sighed. They’d invented the first machine several decades ago, when they realized they could generate something other than a circular motion with the gears. By changing the shape, and not just the size, of the items included in the gear sequence, they could generate side-to-side and up-and-down motions as well. They’d built automated looms for the weavers, and figured out how to build machines that could cut pieces of wood or metal using sharp blades. Productivity had skyrocketed, and wealth had soared to then-unimaginable levels.

“I’m not suggesting that, though in fairness that would be a far better use for the metal than it’s providing sitting in a vault. No, I’m saying, we should find people who need money to create the things we want to buy, and give them the money so that they can. If we do that, we’ll have something useful to buy and still have the means to do so.”

Arthur looked horrified. “You want me to give my money away to someone, and then pay to buy things from them, too?”

Will shook his head. “We’d charge them to use the money.”

Adam’s face turned stony. “You want us to become moneylenders.” It wasn’t a question.

The idea wasn’t popular. At all. Money lending in this era was not thought of in high regard.

“I think it’s something we need to consider. We loan someone a thousand gold coins, which for any of the three of us is an amount we wouldn’t notice missing. They pay us back fifty gold coins each year. After ten years they pay the original thousand coins back to us. We wouldn’t miss those coins. They’d build the things we want to buy, and the products exist so that we can buy them. They can make money and become wealthy themselves over time. We get back 500 gold coins beyond the thousand we gave them. Seems like everybody wins.”

“What if they don’t pay us back, though?” Arthur demanded. “What do I do if they don’t pay?”

“This is not something you do during a drop-in visit to a small village, Arthur,” Will replied. “We can get some of our people to do this full time. They live in the larger cities. They can ask questions to see if the person has a good idea, one likely to make enough money to pay us back, and determine if they’ll honor their commitments. We’ll have them sign a piece of paper promising that they’ll pay before we give them anything.”

Arthur shook his head. “I still don’t like it. They can still lie.”

Will sighed. “Excuse me, but are you, or are you not, able to read the thoughts and emotions of people accurately? You’re telling me you could not tell if someone planned to run off with your money?” He arched an eyebrow. Adam snorted.

Arthur looked befuddled. “Well, sure, but... they could change their minds, right?”

Will laughed. “The paper they sign can say that they have to show proof that they are making progress and making money, not just spending it, or the entire amount comes due right away.” He steadied his gaze. “Think our people could check in on occasion to see if everything is going well on those fronts?”

Arthur looked at the ground, seeking a counter argument to torpedo Will’s idea. The dirt, unimpressed by his Energy power, wealth, or relative youth, provided him no answers.

“I do agree with Arthur that such an approach brings with it inherent risk,” Adam said. “I don’t think it’s a sufficient reason to not pursue it. I do have a question, though, on that point. If our concern is getting our customers to return our money, perhaps we can ensure that by holding on to something of theirs that they value as much, or more, than the money.”

Arthur’s eyes snapped up, flashing, sensing a return of control. “Go on, Adam.”

“Let’s say that someone wished to use our money to purchase a kiln with which to make pottery, and that he required, as in Will’s example, one thousand gold coins to do so. Perhaps that man possesses a family heirloom of some type that can be left in our care to ensure he pays. If he fails to pay, we keep the heirloom. Once he pays, we return the heirloom. We both benefit if the transaction succeeds, but we at least have this item to sell to cover some part of our loss if they do not.”

Will nodded, forcing himself to act as if he’d never heard of the concept of collateral before. “I think that’s an excellent idea, Adam, and fair. The longer we work with someone, the more we come to trust them, the less we need them to provide to us before we lend them money. In fact...” His look changed to a thoughtful one. “We might be better off asking to buy a part of the profit of the business. So if someone starts up as a potter, we may ask to buy a permanent part of his profits or income for a certain number of years. If we look to get one tenth, and he makes 1,000 gold coins per year, we’d get 100 coins, not for a few years, or until the 1,000 coins are paid back. We’d get that 100 gold coins every year, for as long as our agreement holds.”

“I don’t understand,” Arthur replied. “Why would they do that? Why would we do that?”

“Think about it,” Will said. “I have 1,000 gold coins that I do not need any time soon. They are sitting in a vault, getting dusty. Someone wants to start selling pottery or weaving. I look at their work, find that they do a good job, and the only thing they need to start making more things is the money to buy the kiln or the loom. I can either loan them the money and they pay it back, or I can buy the kiln or loom for them in exchange for a part of their future profits. The second one, to me, makes a lot of sense for them. They may not make much money in the first few years, so if they owed me 100 coins that first year but only made 75, they’d have a problem. But if I told them I would take one tenth of their profit, they’d pay me seven coins and keep the rest to help them keep growing. It may be that they’d start making 5,000 coins by the 10th or 15th year, and suddenly I start making a large amount of my investment back each year. It’s okay with them, too, because they’re making such a large amount of money. Everybody wins.”

“What if they fail, though?” Adam asked.

Will shrugged. “That’s always a risk. But again, think about this: the people most likely to fail are those who would only be thinking about the money they’ll have to spend. The people who will succeed will be those looking at the money as the way to get started on something great. The first group will probably not like the repayment required, whether it’s a loan or a purchase of profits. The latter will see it as a fair arrangement. We have the ability to understand the type of person, because we can read through any disguise or trickery.” He paused. “Think about what this could do down the road many years, for people who might live several centuries. Eventually, you’ll start to collect so much money from these arrangements that you won’t need to produce new goods yourself; you’ll be able to buy everything you need with ease, and in the process help others become wealthy. And again, yes, some will fail, but not all of them will. You’ll make enough from the ones who don’t to more than make up for the loss of money from those who do.”

“I’ll have to think about this one, Will,” Arthur replied. “This is very complicated, all of this money lending and this buying of profits from people ahead of time. It’s confusing and I need time to think about it.”

Will smiled. “Think about it all you want, Arthur. Meanwhile, I’ll be talking to others in the outposts, and I’m guessing that there will be a few interested in participating.” He turned to leave.

“Wait!” Arthur said. “I haven’t told you my opinion on whether you should do this!”

Will laughed. “We’ve had this conversation before, Arthur. I neither need nor want your opinion. Nor do I need your permission. I have more money than I can spend, and I’d rather do something with it than have it sit around doing nothing. And if I do this right? I may never run out of money anyway.”

This time he left, ignoring Arthur’s further protestations. But Will realized that the long-ago exhortation on his diary, one that said he should to apply twenty-first century problem-solving to issues, wasn’t limited to thinking about running water or heated rooms. It was also meant to direct them on what to do with the fortunes they were amassing over the decades. He’d still be collecting a fortune, but he’d do it his way, by helping others to do the same.

It wasn’t something the Aliomenti came to naturally. They saw threats in every person, saw every human as one who’d expose their secrets and end their “game.” But it wasn’t a game. Will realized that the Aliomenti had an opportunity like no group in history to impact the entire world in a powerful, positive way. Will intended to do just that.

And if Arthur didn’t want to participate?

So much the better.
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1250 A.D.

One hundred years later.

Will pulled out a piece of paper and started sketching ideas for his new home.

It was nothing like any home he’d seen owned or lived in before, and it was unlikely anyone in this era would think to build something like it. He was applying memories built in the twenty-first century to the present, and those memories included technological advances that wouldn’t be part of the general consciousness for centuries.

He had plenty of income and plenty of spare time. As he’d predicted, there were plenty of Aliomenti interested in his “money sharing” idea, where they’d provided the money and the other party the talent and time, and together money would be made that would be shared by all. They’d had some failures. Not every venture succeeded, and as Arthur had worried, not every successful venture owner paid them as initially agreed. People could and did change over time, in ways that not even the Aliomenti could accurately detect and predict. Some became upset with the arrangement and fled. Others became enamored with their sudden influx of wealth, and lost their desire to build what they’d originally planned to build. They changed, and the investments were lost.

Some, including Arthur, wanted to go after those who didn’t pay up. Will elected not to worry. “The word of what they’ve done will precede and follow them, and everywhere people will find that they are not one whose word can be trusted. That will cause them all manner of worry and concern, and they’ll realize the error of their ways. They may elect, after the fact, to come clean and make good on what they owe. They may not. But I for one do not want to get into the business of chasing people down.”

Not everyone agreed with Will, and several humans had been found dead after defaulting on an agreement with a member of the Aliomenti. That incensed Will as well. “Life is too precious to eliminate over a dispute over money. Talk to them. Persuade them to do right. But do not take their lives in lieu of money. You still get nothing that way.”

Some of the Aliomenti, though, began to develop a habit of bullying humans. While most did not resort to killing, many thought it great sport to leverage their abilities to make humans squirm in discomfort. They’d force the victims to forget their names, to say things that would cause public humiliation, or to agree to terms on deals they had no reason to partake in.

Arthur found this type of activity “rewarding” and “a means of enforcing just how unique and special we are.” Will found their attitudes and behaviors revolting.

Their numbers and locations continued to grow, but they’d had their first few defections. Will wasn’t surprised by the defections of those who wanted to have children and were willing to forego immortality to do so; he’d warned Arthur and Adam that immortality wouldn’t be the greatest gift they could give everyone. What surprised him were those who left after learning of the Energy skills that provided the Aliomenti with their incredible records of success in business dealings.

It was a case of people seeing the reality of what Energy enabled the Aliomenti to do, and believing that it was witchcraft or the work of the devil. No amount of protestation to the contrary could change their minds.

Will wanted to be surprised, but he found that difficult. He, too, would have once thought of Energy skills as the stuff of magic and sorcery. Even after the innate abilities within him had been unlocked, even after he began to develop them, he still wondered if it was a form of magic and he simply wasn’t seeing the reality. He’d long since changed his mind, and had his opinions reinforced after two centuries of living. But his own experiences enabled him to understand why so many elected to go elsewhere.

The vast majority who wished to leave were honest, openly expressed their concerns and desire to withdraw, and accepted the terms of their departure. Those departures went smoothly; they’d talk to the emigrants while simultaneously working to erase their memories of the true nature of the Aliomenti. They’d leave knowing nothing of Energy, merely with the reinforced opinion that the Aliomenti crafters and investors were exceptional talents at their respective crafts.

While the departures occurred and new recruits joined,Will, who had been wildly successful, whose wealth was, proportionally, starting to approach what he’d left behind in the twenty-first century, was growing restless with life among the Aliomenti.

Much of that was driven by the fact that he’d not seen Hope in person in so long. She continued to send gifts, indicators of where she’d traveled, gifts that showed she’d visited much of the known world. She’d checked in telepathically on an infrequent basis, but the conversations were brief. He still felt a sense of betrayal at her departure, an impression she knew she could not overcome. When their conversations ended, Will felt worse than when they’d started.

He needed a major project, something to keep his mind off his pain, the sense of gloom he felt. It needed to be something far more challenging than a water wheel or a gear system, though, and something he’d do entirely on his own. He had a substantial amount of money hidden in vaults spread throughout most of Europe, along with a significant amount of free time. He therefore decided to try to build something impossible in this era, a new home to last him for centuries. The project would serve as the ultimate challenge and distraction, a way to keep his focus as he sought to survive mentally the looming centuries stretching out into the distance. It would be something the world had never seen before.

A submarine.

It was something that others would never understand, a boat that could sink under the waves intentionally, could propel itself without wind or oars, and which could return to the surface at the direction of its pilot with all occupants unharmed. He’d suggested concepts relating to modern banking and, as it related to stock, modern corporations. He’d shown the Aliomenti how to use gears and how to harness the power of wind and water to make the gears turn, and they had learned how to use those concepts, along with the powers of perception they enjoyed through their Energy, to become phenomenally wealthy.

Somehow, though, he knew that the concept of an underwater boat would be impossible for them to conceptualize. Everything else he’d suggested was something they could fathom; gears were merely wheels with some enhancements, for example. A boat that could propel itself underwater combined too many evolutionary leaps and concepts to handle all at once.

It was a project, therefore, that he worked on in secret. The biggest challenge for him would be the propulsion system. He still had his nanos, and the swarm of tiny machines remained in operation to this day, over two centuries after he’d received them. He didn’t think it a practical choice to use them for propulsion, though. He preferred to conserve the nanos for use inside the boat on an as-needed basis. The craft needed to be built of standard, non-nano materials, not because he couldn’t build it with nanos, but because he chose not to do so, a means of increasing the challenge of the project.

He wanted the craft to become his private home, a place where he could live and a means to travel without anyone – human or Aliomenti – following him. One day, he hoped, he’d be able to bring Hope aboard the craft, and together they’d travel under the sea, exploring a part of the planet largely unknown even in his own original time.

He wanted to build the craft because he needed to try to truly accomplish something, to do something where he didn’t know the outcome ahead of time, where failure was a real possibility.

Everything else he’d accomplished since being sent back in time, everything else he’d built and created and taught, was due to the knowledge he had from having an additional millennium of human experience at his disposal. He’d accomplished them personally in the future, or used concepts he knew well enough to work out the details and specifics quickly. As a result, he’d reached the pinnacle of achievement within the Aliomenti community. While he suffered bouts of sadness or boredom, as did many members of the Century Club – Aliomenti who’d lived at least one hundred years – he did not look at his life with a dread that pushed him to the point of suicide, as so many did. Instead, he sought out a new challenge, a new project, and found that such challenge invigorated him. Perhaps, one day, he wouldn’t be able to use that approach to motivate himself, and he’d be unable to go on without intervention by Hope, but that day had not yet arrived. He did not know when he, the elder Will, would see her again, and had no indication that he ever would. There was no history or indication from his long-dormant diary to tell him whether they’d reunited, or whether he’d next see her as she met his much younger self in the diner outside the city of Pleasanton, Ohio. Would she leave him alone that long? He shook the thought from his mind.

The technical challenge of the submarine would give his mind a long-term, complex problem to solve, one that would help him push the boundaries of technology in this era. He envisioned a modern submarine, with its own navigation system, autopilot, and air purification systems. The amount of work he’d need to do was staggering, given that none of the technologies or materials he’d need to complete the project yet existed. He’d need to invent all of them.

Will had made no progress on the ambrosia fruit, having resigned himself to the reality that he needed to encourage a level of technical innovation conducive to cellular research. He’d offered random thoughts wondering what properly shaped glass might do with light if there was no reflective background to show a reflection. Anna and Sarah, sisters who lived in the southeastern English outpost known as Watt, had started working on the idea, and had already recognized that the lenses gave them the ability to manipulate light. When those lenses were properly shaped, distant objects looked larger. The women were eager to discover the many practical uses of the “new” technology. Will was likewise eager to discover advances in engine and propulsion technology he could use in his submarine. The allure of advances never failed to motivate even the most despondent of souls.

His construction efforts were based on an island he lived on during his “vacations,” a spot he’d never told another of the Aliomenti about. He’d flown over the Atlantic on many occasions, and located the small island after several months of scanning the seemingly endless waves. It was a perfect spot, with fresh water, sufficient elevation to ensure that he and his projects would remain dry during even the most intense storms, and adequate vegetation for fresh fruits and vegetables. He could fish from his boat in the small river that bisected the island before emptying into the Atlantic Ocean.

The boat served a dual purpose. He’d purchased it for his personal use during one of his stays at the Aliomenti outpost on the Iberian peninsula. It was relatively small, meant to hold only two or three people, but he never invited guests on board. He told those who eyed the boat with curiosity that he was using it to transport rocks to a small island community that used them for construction. The news failed to inspire any interest in other Aliomenti to join in; in fact, most suspected that Will, one of the three Old Guard along with Arthur and Adam, was becoming senile after living for a quarter of a millennium.

Will was content to allow that perception to continue.

His story was, to a large degree, true. He was, in fact, transporting “rocks” to his own “small island community” and using them to construct the submarine. The “rocks” were ore mined from several caves he’d located, with rocks containing iron, manganese, and other elements needed to create steel. It was not a perfect system; he was neither proficient at producing steel, nor familiar with all of the component elements, and certainly not proficient at identifying them. What he did have were the time, money, and patience required to identify the formulas and develop the skills and technologies to make everything work.

Will maneuvered the boat through the ocean waves, several miles off shore, and rapidly left the visible range of the Iberian Aliomenti outpost. The boat was filled with the “rocks” he’d collected and stored under tarps he kept aboard the small ship. As the boat cleared the horizon and left sight of any of the Aliomenti, Will began to cycle the Energy in his body, feeling the power that never ceased to amaze him. The Energy he possessed now would stun the man who had arrived in the early eleventh century with a mere two months experience in Energy usage. His advanced skills enabled him to detect the Energy levels of others while masking his own, and he was aware of the continually increasing gap between his own Energy skills and those of others. That gap was such that he could use his Energy to transport his raw materials to the island he thought of as home.

The swarms of Energy surrounded Will, the boat, and the cargo, as he pictured a spot within sight of the island. He felt the familiar sense of displacement as all of his senses went dark. An instant later, his senses were restored, and he was floating in the boat a mile away from the island paradise he’d discovered.

Will had considered several names for his island home. The flooding and deaths associated with Atlantis had eliminated that name from consideration. He’d also considered Ararat, the name of the mountain where the ark built by Noah was said to have come to rest as the waters receded, but that didn’t seem right either. He finally settled on Eden, for there seemed to be no evidence that any human being had ever set foot on the tropical island paradise before.

He wrestled the sails into position, capturing the wind and maneuvering the vessel around to the opposite side of the island, where he found the mouth of the river he’d traverse to reach his home at the island’s center. When he arrived, he tethered the boat to the dock he’d constructed and anchored it before moving to dry land.

Will walked toward the house he’d built. The structure consisted of two buildings. The smaller served as his living space, a place for sleeping, reading, and food preparation. The larger building served as a laboratory, the place where he did the planning work for his submarine and built and tested out his ideas. Prototypes of earlier propulsion systems rested to the side, discarded for various failures that combined to point him in the direction of success. With unlimited time and funds, he wasn’t obligated to use known fuels in his design due to monetary constraints. Nor did he wish to squander space for fuel tanks in the cramped quarters necessitated by the submarine.

Ocean water was plentiful, surrounding him at all times, and it contained vast quantities of salt. He’d spent nearly forty years focusing his efforts on a means to use the salt in the water as a fuel source. As he tested propulsion system prototypes, he also extracted metals from the rock samples he’d collected to create metal alloys. He’d molded those alloys into prototype submarine hulls, which he tested for leakages and the strength to withstand the weight of the water. In the prototypes built for the submarine’s body, he propelled the vessel with his Energy. The vessels he tested were intentionally small for that reason. He wouldn’t build the final vessel until he’d perfected the propulsion system and knew its size.

That didn’t stop him from sketching ideas on the paper the Aliomenti had recently started using. He wanted to be able to see his exterior surroundings when underwater, which meant that he needed a large portion of the exterior created from a transparent material. Glass wouldn’t work, for the pressure of the water would shatter it before the craft reached a depth Will considered a minimum requirement for the vessel. At some point, he’d need to travel beneath the massive ocean-going vessels European explorers would operate on their many exploratory missions, and he wanted to be certain those sailors couldn’t see his submarine in clearer water. Thus, depth was critical.

His years of experimentation and careful note taking had finally resulted in the recipe for the composite metal he’d use to construct the outer hull. He’d taken the most recent experimental craft to a depth he’d estimated at nearly 1,000 feet, and had used nanos to simulate an external viewscreen. The nanos were so small that they were impervious to the pressure at these depths, and they were wired into his brain so that he could see the images they collected, collated into a single image. When he closed his eyes, it was as if he was looking out through a large screen, seeing the incredible underwater imagery of the sea floor.

It wasn’t what he wanted for a permanent solution, but it would work in an emergency.

Today, as he thought of the completed craft, he also thought of Hope.

Their separation had lasted an impossibly long time, and though he understood her motivations for doing so, he missed her terribly. He stood up from the rough desk he’d built for himself years earlier, moving away from the sketches he’d drawn of potential cabin designs, and glanced at the shelf. He saw the red velvet pouch he’d been given years earlier by Arthur, at a time when Arthur believed his daughter dead and sealed inside a pine coffin. His anger at the sight of the pouch and his longing for her made him feel the need to take action, for it reminded him that the cause for all of this, including her need to see the world and live in independence away from him, was her upbringing at Arthur’s hands. Though a woman of incredible spirit and vitality, she’d lived in virtual chains, a prisoner and slave in a village her father controlled, a home in which she was never permitted the opportunity to grow through childhood into adulthood. The period where she’d traveled from town to town with Eva for several decades after her supposed death had in many ways been an extended adolescence, and her current stint of isolation from Eva and Will was her transition into adulthood.

It was necessary only because of Arthur and his actions.

Would Arthur one day learn that Elizabeth had lived, had changed her name and become immortal just as he had done? Will frowned. She could hide far more easily now, but the progression of the Aliomenti suggested that they’d eventually cover the world, and hiding a woman of such immense power from them forever would prove an impossibility. It would take no more than a brief slip from any of the few who knew her to reveal the secret. His frown deepened. It seemed likely that Arthur would recognize Hope as Elizabeth if he ever saw her picture, and certainly he’d have the chance to do so when the Hunters located the original Will Stark in the twenty-first century. Arthur would have a deep interest in the woman that Will had chosen to marry. Certainly, he’d recognize in Hope’s eyes his own daughter, just as Will had recognized Josh in Fil’s eyes.

Would Arthur resume his efforts to control her again, even after a thousand years?

Will’s frown turned menacing. He’d never give Arthur that opportunity. No promise would keep him from protecting Hope, for protecting her was the promise that trumped all others.

He grabbed a slip of paper and tore off a scrap. Fighting to keep his hand steady, he wrote a message to the future Arthur, a message of warning. Will would not tolerate a future in which Arthur and his minions hunted his bride. The Hunters, along with Arthur, would become the hunted if and when they did so.

He finished the note and considered where to put it. Sending it to Arthur now was pointless; he didn’t want to tell Arthur that Elizabeth still lived. When Arthur realized that Elizabeth might still be alive, he’d seek confirmation, and Will wanted to be certain that his warning message was waiting for him. His eye fell upon the red velvet pouch, his memory moved to the last home the pouch had known, and his mind was made up.

He knew the perfect place to store his message.
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Fifty years later.

“What would you do with it, though?” Anna asked.

Anna, along with her sister, Sarah, had been instrumental in developing magnifying lenses, and their progress had been remarkable. While their lenses weren’t yet powerful enough to see individual cells, they were able to look at the stars and observe the planets and come to the realization that there was far more to the universe than their home planet. Their observations over the past several decades led to conclusions relating to heliocentricity, viewpoints Copernicus wouldn’t formally propose for another two centuries. The Aliomenti were, once again, ahead of their time.

Will’s latest observation did not relate to magnifying lenses, however. He’d hypothesized that lightning must be made of something comparable to Energy, and that they could perhaps capture that energy for their own uses.

“I’m not sure, not yet,” Will replied. “Yet I think we could find something incredible to do with it. Lightning can set fire to entire forests and destroy buildings. What could we get it to do if we could somehow channel it to our purposes?”

Sarah shook her head, as she watched a young man named William work on polishing the lenses the sisters made. They sold them in human cities as reflecting mirrors, but privately focused on their magnification capabilities. “Why would we want to destroy buildings or set fires in forests, though? Even if we had enemies, there are far more efficient ways to eliminate them.” She nodded at William. “He’s become quite proficient at creating and throwing knives, for instance. Why try to track and capture lightning when he can throw a knife and hit his target? Why not use our Energy to handle the problem?”

Will sighed. “I hope we don’t think of it in those terms. Many, many years ago, we looked at a raging river. The only thing a raging river could do was flood and destroy our homes, or perhaps drown us. But we looked at the power of the water and channeled it to do something no more exciting than turning a wheel on an axle. Yet that provided us with unending supplies of fresh water and eventually a means to turn gears that increased our productive capacity by many multiples, letting us develop the money we needed to expand to Watt and other outposts throughout so much of the world. Perhaps we could have used the waters and redirected them to flood our enemies, but we found more productive uses by thinking about the water in a different fashion. I see lightning, an incredible force of nature, and wonder what we might do with it.”

Anna looked thoughtful. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. Lightning isn’t so much a force, because it doesn’t push anything. It’s more like... fire. I guess that’s why it can start fires when it strikes in just the right place. But how can you control fire?”

She glanced toward William, and Will watched the young man as he pondered his response to her question. William seemed oblivious to his audience. He had put down the lens he’d been polishing, recognizing that it was time to change his focus. He moved to a large oven where the smiths heated metal. Will watched, stunned, as William reached into the oven and retrieved a container of molten iron and carried it toward forms he’d use to shape a new sword.

He’d touched the red hot container with his bare hands, without any sign of pain or physical damage. Will stared at William, then back to the sisters, who both reacted as if this was nothing unusual.

Anna realized that Will was shocked at what he’d seen, and merely shrugged. “He’s always done that. I guess it’s just a gift he has.”

“But...” Will stammered, unsure why that particular skill raised so many alarms in his mind.

“We use the metal ducts to channel heat through buildings,” Sarah noted, resuming the previous conversation. Will found himself temporarily distracted from contemplating William’s unusual skill. “Could that be the way you channel lightning? With metal ducts?”

“Well...” Will focused himself on the conversation at hand. “With the fires in the furnaces we control where and when those fires start, so it’s much easier to control where the heat goes. The problem with lightning is that we never know where it will strike, and even if we do, how would we move metal ducts to capture that lightning?”

Anna nodded. “That’s the thing with the water, though. Way back at the start, back when the Aliomenti started in that first village... the water wasn’t where you needed it to be. So you... moved it.”

Sarah frowned. “I don’t follow. How do you move lightning?”

“I don’t know,” Anna admitted. “But, to Will’s point, I don’t think we could move the ducts, at least not fast enough to catch lightning. So can we... I don’t know... pull the lightning to the ducts?”

Will smiled. She was figuring it out, changing her entire line of thinking to solve the problem he’d posed.

He excused himself as the two sisters continued to discuss the idea of capturing electricity, with a private apology to Benjamin Franklin. He suspected they weren’t far off from attempting to “pull” lightning to their chosen locations using the equivalent of a lightning rod, a mere four centuries before the venerable Franklin would consider and perfect the same concept. Then again, they had the advantage of the results of Franklin’s studies in the past due to Will’s knowledge of history.

Will stopped to watch William again. The young man had set aside the form with the molten metal to allow it to cool for a few moments. He then finished polishing a lens, and moved on to sharpening a knife, one Will sensed he’d made himself. He’d heard the story of William’s life prior to his rescue by Anna, after which he was restored to health by Sarah. He’d been abandoned on the streets of his hometown at only four years of age, and had survived on scraps of food and charity. It didn’t take much for even his four-year-old self to understand that others considered him subhuman; the occasional handout of food or money had been accompanied by a cruel word or a blow to reinforce society’s view of him as a lesser being.

At the age of twelve, when the handouts slowed to a crawl, he’d finally resorted to stealing food to survive, snagging the occasional loaf of bread or meat pie, unnoticed by the residents of his home town. At least, he thought he’d been unnoticed... right up until the day he consumed a meat dish he’d seen sitting out, and realized as the pain wracked his body that the food had been intended for him, and had been poisoned.

They’d wanted him to die, slowly and painfully, for his crimes, for stealing the food he could not earn. He’d asked every craft master to train him in a trade, asking only a meal per day in exchange for whatever labor he could perform. He was turned away with sneers and buffets. Life was a cruel torture for William, and his tormentors had decided to end his life with even greater pain than he’d lived it.

Anna had sensed that pain and felt his agony from several streets away, a pain that awakened her compassion as nothing had before. It was not the physical pain that so captured her attention; it was the emotional pain of a life never lived, of a human being never loved. She was at his side in an instant, and the jeering crowds suddenly felt an overwhelming need to be elsewhere. None of them noticed that the strange woman and William vanished from their midst. In fact, none of them remembered William at all.

Sarah, who had developed deep Energy-based healing skills, managed to purge the poison from his system before it proved fatal. The two then treated him with the food, medicine, and, most importantly, the compassion he needed to make a full recovery. In Sarah and Anna, the two sisters who saved his life, young William found the bonds to others he’d never known; in the boy, the two women found the child neither had ever borne, and never would.

William struggled with Energy development, but his work with the two sisters meant that he’d never be forced out of the Aliomenti, for even the two women did not possess his skill in shaping and polishing lenses. He’d also spent time with the metal workers, who found that the youngster had an innovative mind for their craft. The knife William now sharpened was of his own creation. Will watched the young man’s face tense as he concentrated, and then the knife spun from his hand in a blur, embedding itself in a nearby wall with an audible thud. William smiled.

Will shook his head and continued walking. The youngster could be quite dangerous with a skill like that.

The difficulty with trying to get the women to think about harnessing the power of lightning, of trying to get them to think of it as Will thought of electricity, was that the concept of energy of that sort didn’t exist in this era. It was not a case where they were familiar with steam power and he wanted to introduce an internal combustion engine; in that case, the concepts were comparable even if the technologies to enable the concept were vastly different.

How had history recorded electricity permeating the consciousness of humanity?

He snapped his fingers and turned to head back to visit with Anna and Sarah once more.

The sun was dipping below the horizon, and the outpost was beginning to turn dark as its source of light slowly disappeared. He found Anna and Sarah heading back to the residence building.

“Light!” Will shouted to them.

They paused, turning, and looked at Will, confusion on their faces. “What do you mean?” Anna asked.

“When a storm hits at night, when there’s a great deal of lightning... it makes the night as bright as day. What if... could we harness the lightning to make light wherever we might want it?”

“Why would we want to do that?” Sarah asked.

“Why wouldn’t you?” Will asked. “In the winter months, we have just a few hours of daylight. If we could figure out how to use lightning to make light... well, we could continue working the same number of hours we work during the summer months. We could make light shine on our shops so that anyone could continue working as long into the night as they’d like, even on those winter evenings when the sunlight vanishes so quickly. We could put the light into our rooms, so that we could read or write well into the evening if that was our desire. We could—“

“We could put lights in the halls leading to the latrines!” Anna exclaimed, then blushed. “Well, sometimes, you just need to go, right?”

Will laughed. “You make a great point.” His face turned serious again. “That’s just an idea that I have. If we can somehow channel that lightning energy, that fire... who knows what all we might be able to do with it? When we learned of Energy, the only hope was that maybe we’d get some basic telepathy skills. Yet we can do so much more than that now.” He glanced back and forth between the sisters. “It’s just something to think about.”

He turned and headed back to his room.

Lighting wasn’t really a huge problem for him, or any other modestly-powerful Aliomenti. He could display Energy as light, a skill he’d learned and used more than two centuries earlier, brightening the cave he used for training himself and Hope out of sight of men like Arthur Lowell. If he wanted to read at night, or visit the latrine, it wasn’t an issue.

Yet he’d always cautioned the Aliomenti about becoming too dependent on their Energy. If they teleported everywhere, they’d lose the ability to walk, ride a horse, or drive a carriage. If they used telekinesis to move objects they needed, they’d lose the ability to grasp objects and carry items from place to place, and would find their bodies weakening from lack of physical activity. If they relied heavily on telepathy and empathy while dealing with others, they’d lose their instinctive ability to read people.

“Who cares?” Arthur had asked. “It’s not as if Energy abilities can be lost.”

Will, thinking of the Hunter Aramis and his Dampering ability, shook his head. “We don’t know that, Arthur. For all we know, such abilities can be lost. Perhaps the loss would only be temporary. But you lose your humanity if you forget how to do things in the simplest fashion. And don’t forget, what is the main promise everyone makes when they join? Don’t reveal the secret of our abilities to anyone, right? What bigger risk to exposure could there be than someone who teleports everywhere, or moves everything through the air with telekinesis? If you develop the habit of doing both too often, you’ll very much run that risk of exposing us to the world, because you won’t think before using Energy in the wrong circumstance. Perhaps exposure wouldn’t be a bad thing, but if you’re going to do so, you don’t want to do it accidentally.”

“You don’t want to do it at all,” Arthur said, and his voice had turned surprisingly savage. “There is never a reason, not a permissible one, not a good one or a bad one, to expose any of what we are about or able to do to any humans who have not joined our group, who have not pledged to maintain our secrecy. In fact...”

Will winced. “In fact... what?”

Arthur cleared his voice. “I think we need to assign a penalty for doing so. To make sure that people realize the seriousness of the oath. It should be something painful, something that adds teeth to the promise.”

Will laughed. “What, should we send them to bed without supper? Kick them out? Throw them in prison?”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed and his look darkened. “You don’t seem to take our secrecy and preservation seriously, Will. Do you have any idea what would happen if others found out about us?”

“They’d want to learn more? Perhaps, rather than hiding, we should head out into the world and teach people. There are many people out there ready to hear what we have to say and teach, Arthur.”

“No, Will. They’ll come after us. They won’t want to learn. They’ll want to destroy us.”

“He’s right.” The new voice belonged to William, the young orphan brought into the group by Anna and Sarah.

“What are you talking about?” Will asked. “Each person is unique. True, some – some – might want to destroy us out of fear, or perhaps to claim that power and dominance for themselves. Yet there are many others who would welcome this information, who would happily integrate our approaches into their lives. They’d be able to make the world a far better place than it is today. Why deny everyone what we’ve learned because a small minority would react poorly?”

“No,” William said, his eyes full of hurt and anger. “The masses out there? They’re evil, Will. I’ve seen it. They’ll step on you and try to kill you just for being anything they don’t think you should be. They tried to kill me, Will. Why? Because my parents were dead before I was able to walk, because I dared to try to survive, because I didn’t meet their definition of someone who they should help. I offered them hard work and perseverance, someone who’d work harder than them to make their craft shop the best it could be, for the mere chance to learn and a few morsels of food. Yet I found the door slammed in my face. And then... then, because I had the nerve to not want to be poor, a penniless wretch stealing food each day to survive... they tried to poison me. If not for Anna and Sarah, I wouldn’t be here. No, we should absolutely not run out telling everyone. Only after they’ve been completely screened, only after we’ve made them go through our processes for membership, should we ever consider trusting them. You risk our very lives in trusting too much. Far better to sentence all who expose us or learn of us to death first, than to risk them coming after us.” His eyes turned cold. “The human will show us no mercy.”

William turned and walked off, the anger and rage at his upbringing so powerful that even an Aliomenti neophyte could sense it, and perhaps even an untrained human.

Several newer Aliomenti looked at each other, clearly wondering if the young man was suggesting they weren’t trustworthy. “I wouldn’t do that,” one whispered. “He’s exaggerating things.”

Arthur glanced around. “I’m suggesting nothing quite so drastic as William. Nor anything so... draconian as Will’s suggestion of the loss of an evening meal.” Laughter greeted this comment, which was delivered in a tone heavy with sarcasm. “But I do think some type of public shaming might be in order. We might call it a jail or a prison, for lack of a better word. A day inside, so all might see and know those who risk exposing us, who dare to take a chance that William might be right after all.” Arthur paused. “Do we want to take that chance?”

The murmurs started. They’d all been mollified by William’s powerful tale, by the passion and anger and hurt behind it all. To reject Arthur’s “compromise” was seen as tacit acceptance of what William had suffered, and seemed to suggest that his suffering was acceptable. No one wanted to go on record in opposition to Arthur’s suggestion for those reasons, save for Will, who urged them to take the time to make a decision not based on emotion, and to find a lesser punishment that better fit a “crime” with an entirely subjective definition. He was ignored. Arthur’s suggestion was adopted, and they built the “prison” a short time later.

No one dared act in a way suggesting that they’d sought to share Aliomenti knowledge with outsiders, with humans, as no one wanted to be the first thrown into the jail. Fewer people traveled to outside cities and villages in the months immediately following, as none of them wanted to put themselves in a position to act in a suspicious manner.

Will walked by and looked at the small prison building with a sense of rising dread. This new rule and its penalty were the first incarnation of the Oaths that had led the Hunters to track him down outside his home, what had led the Assassin to target his wife and son for elimination. At this time, to those who’d lived through its implementation, it seemed modest, rather harmless, and no one could understand Will’s unease over it.

“It’s a joke, Will,” Adam said, laughing, a few months after the new rule and William’s speech. “If somebody makes a mistake, they get jeered at a bit, and then it’s over. I highly doubt anyone will actually test the rule anyway. It’s not as if we’ve had massive numbers of people out there trying to spread the word, and everyone’s exceptionally careful now. Sure, we’re spreading the word about our business stuff, our financial arrangements and our top-quality goods for sale. But no one says, hey, buy this chair and I’ll throw in a fruit that will enable you to fly at no extra cost. Right?” He laughed again.

Will sighed. “What happens when someone does, though, or is accused of doing so? We live a long time, Adam. Many don’t see the thrill any more after eighty or ninety years. Who’s to say that someone who wants to commit suicide wouldn’t go for one last big hurrah, and show off in front of a crowd, so that they’re executed for practicing witchcraft? What if that crowd figures out where they live, who they associate with, and what that might mean?” He shook his head. “I don’t share William’s pessimism about the entirety of humanity, but human beings, including Aliomenti, are often irrational for just long enough to make horrific errors in judgment. I think it’s better to get the news out, on purpose, with intent, so that we are prepared for the possible problems.”

“That’s the point of the rule, though, right?” Adam replied. “You’ve said it yourself before. If we tell enough people, they’ll start to accept it, but it only takes one person, Will. One person who gets terrified, who thinks we’re doing something awful here, and suddenly a mob attacks us.”

“Like that village you visited?”

“What?” Adam looked confused.

“The village. The one where you found the morange berries, right before you came home and, ah, cleaned house.”

Adam’s baffled look slowly cleared. “Oh, right. I do remember that now.” He smiled. “I am getting old, you know.”

Will laughed. “Right. But I remember the story you told back then, and it sounds like what you just described as our possible future.”

Adam nodded again, but it was clear that his memories of the experience weren’t sharp. “I suppose so. Perhaps that’s why I’m not opposed to this idea, Will. There are bad experiences in my past as well, just as there are in William’s. Though those experiences aren’t quite so recent for me.”

Will shook his head. He glanced up at the twilight settling in, watching the stars coming out, and wondered if the light he suspected Anna and Sarah were developing would ever illuminate every mystery of the Aliomenti.
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1450 A.D.

One hundred fifty years later.

Will checked the instrument panels, not daring to believe it was finally happening.

He’d spent decades working on the propulsion system, the material for the hull, the cabin design. He’d spent additional decades focusing just on creating a clear material able to withstand the pressure of the depths, just like the exterior hull. But even when he’d built the final, full-sized version of his submarine, he still struggled to accept that it was done.

It was the middle of the fifteenth century, a time when much of Europe was entering the Renaissance era, and a few decades before a man named Columbus would lead a trio of ships on a journey of discovery that would forever alter the European continent. Will had provided his own contribution to the advancement of human civilization, in secret lest he be “jailed” for violating an Aliomenti oath he’d never sworn. He’d traveled quietly to a portion of Germany and, while using Energy to simulate rays of light, nudged a man named Johannes toward a revolutionary idea. One of the original Gutenberg Bibles was stored in a metal safe he’d specially built on the island, a memento of the occasion, an act about which history would remain forever ignorant.

Will was now about to set sail on the maiden voyage of his submarine, a vessel complete with a salt-water based propulsion system, a craft able to dive a thousand feet below the surface of the water. He’d even created a map with sensors that could project his location and gauge his depth.

The map was visible thanks to the electric lighting system inside the cabin.

Truly, it was a marvel, a ship that would not see its equivalent in basic concept until the Monitor and the Merrimack in the American Civil War. The technology inside would not be met until after the Second World War in the twentieth century. It was only then that submarines would become a key part of naval strategy. It was only then, five centuries into the future, that the general population would have sufficient technology to match what Will had completed this day. It was an immense accomplishment, one that filled him with a deep sense of pride.

The only downside was the fact that Hope was not here with him.

With several centuries spent in private contemplation, Will knew she’d been right in her decision on many levels, painful though it might be for both of them. If Will had spent significant time in her presence, hiding her existence from his own thoughts would be an immense challenge in communities of powerful telepaths. While he didn’t fear Arthur Lowell, he knew the man had survived until the twenty-third century, and he knew that Hope had survived as well. Time travel was a strange beast, though. It worked in a loop, and unless what had happened before happened again, in exactly the same fashion, there was no guarantee that he’d ever be born. The fact that he existed now was no guarantee that the future would unfold correctly. It was the reason he’d been asked to promise he’d harm no one, kill no one, for the repercussions over a millennium could be catastrophic.

Will had made his no-kill promise, but Arthur had not. It was best to keep Elizabeth’s survival and transformation to Hope a secret to a man he wished was dead, a man he had to ensure remained alive. They’d keep him ignorant for as long as they possibly could, and the best means to do so was to stay apart.

Staying apart meant he’d need something creative and inspirational to stay productive, and for him, the design and creation of the submarine served that purpose.

The happenings of this time and beyond would be among the most intriguing and influential in human history. Will hoped the diary would alert him to key events, giving him the opportunity to travel into the vicinity and become an invisible eyewitness to history. He’d soon spend time in Italy, where he hoped to watch the Italian masters create the most famous artwork in history. The submarine would enable him to travel undetected to the nearest shore. From there, he could teleport or fly invisibly to the proper location, then watch history unfold and be amazed. Perhaps, he mused, the amazement would come from the seeming normalcy of such historic endeavors. The famous paintings were not slapped together, nor were the marble statues carved in a few minutes. The normalcy of the grind to create would, he felt, be the most powerful lesson he’d see at work.

But first, though, he needed to make sure his own creation worked.

To his surprise, he was incredibly nervous. He’d worked on every aspect of this craft, built every single piece and component himself by hand, had worked on perfecting every single system for over a century. He’d built upon the new generators that Anna and Sarah had developed over the past few decades to aid the propulsion system and provide the interior lighting for the craft. He’d even created basic instruments, though the devices weren’t as advanced as a digital watch back in the twenty-first century. Still, the entire craft was a technological marvel.

He wasn’t worried about dying, though many who built machines of such advanced capability would literally give their lives before seeing their dreams become a reality. It wasn’t a possibility in his case. He’d surrounded himself with his nanos, creating a protective exoskeleton to shield him from any type of structural malfunction that would injure him more quickly than he could react. Should the hull leak or the clear “window” material shatter during the maiden voyage, Will could teleport himself – and the entire craft – back to the surface and to the island. He also had plenty of provisions on board, including fresh water. He certainly wouldn’t suffer any harm due to dehydration or poor nourishment.

No, he was primarily worried about failing.

Since traveling to the distant past, he’d done nothing new and innovative that had failed. From the Wheel, the duct system, from concrete to gears, from the heating systems they’d created, all of it had worked. His ideas on ways to use their money, not as loans, but as what amounted to shares of stock, enabled the Aliomenti to invest in hundreds of businesses, overcoming the powerful objections and concerns over money lending. That idea was now the core Aliomenti business, and it had accelerated the growth of their wealth to ever-greater heights. They’d also expanded into nearly thirty locations, primarily of his choosing, all of which were located in what would become major trading and economic powers, for Will knew where such future hives of activity would be found.

But he’d never tried to build something quite so complicated before. There was a very real chance the craft wouldn’t move, wouldn’t turn, or would simply rupture and sink to the ocean floor. And he wondered if that would shatter his confidence more than Hope’s continued absence.

He glanced to the painting on the wall of the craft. He could recite from memory the number of years, the tens of thousands of days, since he’d last seen her, but his memory of Hope hadn’t faded. He’d taken to painting, and had created what he considered a reasonable effort at capturing both her appearance and her personality. The painting was the only ornamentation allowed aboard the ship. It was the one item he’d rescue if the craft went down.

He’d prefer to have the real Hope with him to run the sub through its maiden voyage, but it wasn’t meant to be. Instead, he pretended that those occasions over the past several decades when he thought he was being watched meant she was secretly near him. It was a delusion preferable to the idea that his centuries-old brain growing weary with age and fatigue.

Will glanced around. The cabin area was clean and simple. A small galley and food storage area had provisions sufficient for several weeks. He’d built a machine that could lower temperatures and used that to construct a basic icebox, where he could store meat and produce for a week or more without the risk rotting or spoiling. Casks of fresh water stood near the galley.

The large panoramic window surrounding the main cabin was his proudest accomplishment. He’d managed to work a compound of metals over time until it became a strong, transparent alloy, and it retained that transparency regardless of thickness. Additional “mixing” increased the clarity, so he built a machine to stir the alloy continuously, until the alloy poured like liquid glass that he could shape much as they did concrete. He used his nanos to create the forms for both the hull and the window material, and used Energy to sear the mix into its final shape. The hull and window materials had, in testing, proved strong enough to withstand the pressures generated by hundreds of feet. The materials were, in many ways, like plastic, but they were formed of metal ores rather than petroleum byproducts.

The craft was sleek, without any rough edges, for it was poured and molded, not riveted together. It looked like a craft he’d see in the twenty-first century. He lacked modern electronic instrumentation and the auto-pilot capability he’d so desired, however. Though he could lock the “steering wheel” and fix his depth, he could not provide the craft with a destination and let it take care of plotting a course and navigating to his chosen destination. He’d moved that to the list of enhancements for the first major overhaul.

The concept of electricity had taken hold in many Aliomenti outposts, most notably in Watt where Anna and Sarah had continued their innovative streak, one started with magnifying lenses. They’d built out systems of electric lighting throughout most of the outposts, careful to keep exterior lighting low enough to prevent visibility outside outpost walls. As constructed, passers-by would think the inside lighting came from fires. What had impressed him the most, however, was not the generators they’d created once they’d realized the futility of trying to “catch” lightning on a regular, predictable basis. Rather, he marveled that they’d realized they could use the electricity to track numbers, and many villages these electronic counters to keep track of inventories. They were crude, attempting to match the operations of an abacus rather than using the binary systems of modern computers, but the Aliomenti were still the inventors of an incredibly basic electronic “computer” centuries before Babbage and others hypothesized about the idea. They weren’t sure what more could be done with electricity beyond basic inventory counting, and that wasn’t anything that they had not, or could not, do by hand.

Will laughed at the grumbling. “Years ago, people thought having a large wheel turned by the water of a moving river was enough. Then we figured out how to use that moving wheel to transport fresh water to our village on a constant basis, and that became enough. We then figured out how to use that same technique to forever rid our villages of latrines dug into the ground, and that became enough. And then we figured out how to make and use gears, and that became enough. I’d say we cannot yet fathom just how important and valuable this electricity will be for our future.”

He’d enjoyed the generator design Anna and Sarah had developed, and was able to study the plans and memorize them so that he could reconstruct it on his island. He then focused on changing the design from one using a turning wheel to generate electricity, to one that used salt water as a fuel. One he was able to identify the correct adjustments, he had a combined generator and engine that ran cleanly and produced sufficient power to propel his craft through the water and power the interior. He hoped.

After painting the name Nautilus on the side, Will had teleported into the craft to begin the final preparations for the test run. Like the bunkers, it had been built for one with Aliomenti skills, and therefore there was no need to compromise the integrity of the hull by creating a hatch he didn’t need. The view through the panoramic window showed nothing but the waters of the Eden island river leading out to the ocean, and he was struck by the silence despite the clarity of the view of the outside. The silence would give him a sense of true isolation, turning the vessel into a place where he could be alone to think, to enjoy the view as everything crawled by.

It was time. He stepped back to the rear of the craft. The engines burned the salt in the water of the ocean as fuel, and there was little salt here near his house. He powered up his Energy and used it to float the craft down the river toward the ocean, and eventually the water turned salty as the craft approached the mouth and entered the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. He pulled his Energy back in and used it to spark the engine, to prime it for its initial operation and movement.

The spark initiated the burning process, propelling the wheels and gears that suctioned salt water into the system. The flow of the water triggered the equivalent of a spark plug that would ignite with the fuel’s entry into the engine chamber. The spark separated the salt from the water as if it was triggering a fission-style explosive reaction, propelling the liquid through the tubes leading out to the sides of the craft. His steering system was very basic. Turning the wheel altered the amount of water propelled out of the tubes, so that the amount expelled was greatest in the direction opposite the way he wished to move. The propulsion system was clean and simple, and at this point it was also slow. He had the backup system that could not fail, his own Energy and telekinetic abilities, but he had no interest in relying on them. If the craft couldn’t move at high speeds at this point, it was an acceptable outcome.

The ballast system was next. Without taking on water for weight, the craft floated in the water as would a normal boat. Will had decided that he’d spend evenings afloat rather than below the water. Until he could develop more advanced computing systems that could handle the calculations, until he could develop sensors able to detect obstacles that might damage the craft, he could not risk sleeping below the surface.

The water moved in to fill the ballast tanks, the Nautilus gained mass, and gradually it began to sink below the surface of water. Will held his breath, listening for the telltale sounds of a leak, but nothing came. The craft was waterproof, or was so at the modest depths he currently occupied.

Will allowed the craft to find its level for the amount of ballast it had taken on, and it stabilized roughly three hundred feet below the surface. With his concerns about the security of the hull and windows cleared, he now turned his concern to the air purification system. The air system extracted oxygen from the water processed by the propulsion system, in which oxygen was released by the spark that expelled the desalinated water out the sides of the vessel. It was a simple and elegant solution, one that had taken him a century of design and testing to perfect.

The air remained clean and pure, and he felt no signs of light-headedness, no indication that problems with the air would slowly poison him.

He moved to the wheel, and pushed the lever to increase the inflow of water to the propulsion system. The act forced the system to widen the intakes, pulling water in more quickly and forcing the spark plug to fire with greater frequency. The flow of water spurting out the back increased, and the Nautilus picked up speed. Will tested the steering, veering first left, then right, and then moderately adjusted the depth up and down. The craft worked well and navigated smoothly. His first trials had not gone so well; he’d run prototypes that had not been able to return to the surface, one in which he’d not been able to move to the left, and another in which the propulsion system failed to cycle oxygen into the air purification system for breathing. Each lesson, each small failure, had gone into building this craft, and each system was refined and perfected until it was the best he knew he could build, failing another evolution in technology.

The approach had served him well in building this first operational craft. He propelled the Nautilus forward, deep enough that he’d remain unseen by any ships passing above, but shallow enough that he could still navigate by the light of the sun. He’d made a note on his list of enhancements to build lights on the outside of the craft in the event he’d need to travel at night or at greater depths. Mentally, he made a note to make the exterior lights upgrade a priority upon his return to Eden.

He headed south, using the compass he’d built as a guide, and the propulsion system moved him at a rate he judged at about fifteen miles per hour. He didn’t need a speedometer, because he wasn’t on a timetable. He wanted to enjoy the journey, not race through it. In the future, he’d upgrade the engines to provide greater speeds in the event he’d need them, and a speedometer to measure the speed of the craft, but he didn’t consider those critical upgrades.

Will traveled through the depths of the ocean waters for an hour before resurfacing, an effect much like teleportation. He’d left his island and suddenly resurfaced in the middle of the ocean, with no land in sight. As the ballast water was released and the craft floated to the surface, he found himself letting go a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. As much as he’d tested, as long as he’d spent building the craft, he still feared the unknown and the potential failure.

The craft broke the surface and settled atop the water, the waves lapping gently against the side. Will could see both above and below the surface via the clear hull section, but he wanted to breathe the salty air. He teleported to the top of the craft with a bit of food and a mug of water, sat down, and enjoyed a private picnic lunch, lulled into a sense of serenity by the gently rolling waves.

Feeling introspective, he reached into his pocket and withdrew the diary. He’d not checked it for a long time, and had lost interest in what the device had to say. It was clear that they wanted him to work it out on his own, living naturally, and he began to wonder if he had told them to do that. The diary hadn’t built itself; the dates and messages were clearly chosen by someone with knowledge of what had happened. Who better than him? With a sigh, he realized the truth of the matter. He’d written the messages, chosen the times when the diary would provide guidance. A bemused smile formed on his face. Add another item to his list of things to do. Write down messages the diary should display, and the dates and times they should be available.

That raised another question. Even if he himself built the device in his hands, even if he crafted every message, he’d still need to get it to his children and Adam so they could plant it in the time machine for his journey. He realized that he’d need to give Adam the diary itself or the notes required to build it at some point before his birth. The trio had told him he’d not been seen in his current form after that time. Only Adam would be around both before his birth and at the time of Will’s rescue from the Hunters. Only Adam could ensure the diary made it back into his younger hands.

Could he trust Adam with something so important?

Did he have a choice?

He sighed. He was nearly five hundred years old, and yet his journey to that future point in time was not yet half over. Could he make it that long? Would he ever see Hope again?

Was all of this worth it?

He tapped on the diary screen, and nearly dropped it into the waters of the ocean.

He did not see words this time, but a picture with a caption.

Hope, her face pale but joyous. Josh, at the age of seven. Both had jet black hair. And with them was a tiny girl with hair of gold, wrapped into a papoose of blankets, held lovingly by her mother, her big brother beaming at the camera as he rested a hand upon her.

The caption was simple. Evangeline (“Angel”) Elizabeth Trask. Born September 1, 2030.

He’d been through a great deal. He’d needed to restore from near death two women dear to him from the horrific acts of others. He was trying to sail a craft that shouldn’t exist across the ocean. He’d developed abilities that most considered the realm of fantasy. Yet this simple photograph was the most powerful image, and provoked the most powerful emotion, he’d ever experienced. It was proof that what he was working toward for such an incredible amount of time was worth the incredible effort and agony. He was not living for today; he was surviving to make certain that the woman he saw in the image would become the wife and mother he’d known, and that those two precious children would come into the world at the appointed time.

That simple image helped him to realize the true advantage he held over the other Aliomenti. It wasn’t the technological or Energy advantage he had because he’d come to them from the future. His advantage was that his life had a purpose beyond his own. Without that motivation, he might well succumb to the temptation to end it all, for he might sense he had nothing else to accomplish. That was the fate of so many of the Aliomenti. The reason they reached such an end, though, was because they lived for the day, for themselves, for no purpose other than their own well-being. Eventually, there was nothing else they could accomplish for themselves, and life lost meaning. When their lives lost purpose, when they could not acquire anything more that provided them with any joy, they ended those lives that no longer seemed worth living.

But his life had a purpose, one greater than himself. The picture had reminded him of his journey and his true mission in the most powerful way it could. He needed to refocus, and make sure that nothing happened to jeopardize the success of that mission.

Nothing.
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1600 A.D.

One hundred fifty years later.

Will piloted the submarine into the dock he’d built on the shore of the Eden island river. He’d made continuous refinements to the vessel over the decades, and had fine-tuned the craft to provide further amenities. In fact, it had become so comfortable for him that he thought of the submarine as his home, more so than even Eden, and far more than any of the Aliomenti outposts throughout the western half of the European continent.

His official residence at this time was Watt, the outpost on the southeastern coast of England, where he’d spent a good portion of his time over the past few centuries. Sarah and Anna had performed wonders with electricity, moving beyond the basic lighting and crude inventory tracking systems of yesteryear. They continued to improve the switches that controlled the flow of electricity, primarily due to the work of William. The former orphan had mastered the ability to create minute strings of metal capable of channeling electricity where it was needed, and the improved switches were of his design and creation. They’d improved the inventory systems, and the computing systems could now track their financial holdings, a far more complex set of operations. One resident had remarked that it seemed you could move anything through a duct, pipe, or wire, even images and sound.

Will smiled.

Their latest endeavor was wholly impractical, however. They had decided to create a light show, and spent nearly a year working on it. They created the glass tubes that glowed when electric current flowed through, and experiments revealed the proper means to turn the light different colors. The true innovation was the ability to have the switches turn off and on in a given sequence, one which they could set ahead of time. In something as simple and impractical as a choreographed light show, Will could see the beginnings of programmable computing technology. The flashing lights would symbolize far more to him than the entertainment.

His own advances were well ahead of that. He’d created sufficient computing technology to accurately locate his submarine on a map, and developed sensors that could record – and display – all manner of useful information about conditions inside and outside the Nautilus.

The light display was impressive, and with the appropriate background music would have been a worthy competitor to the timed, orchestrated displays seen on video sharing sites near each twenty-first century holiday season. The women did not have access to digital music files that could be set to play repeatedly, but that didn’t prevent them from creating an incredible display of moving art. Will wasn’t the only Aliomenti in attendance in awe of what they’d put together. William received many accolades for his efforts in creating the wires and switches that served as the raw materials for the display.

Will, Sarah, Anna, and William traveled the following day to a village some five miles distant, where the bakers were exceptionally skilled. They’d determined that William’s birthday was near the beginning of the year, and they wanted to purchase the flour, yeast, and other ingredients necessary to make the “young” man a fine cake. They also sought the recipe the cooks used to make their incredible baked goods, offering to pay a princely sum for the information.

“How is it that you have the ability to offer such a sum for something so simple as a cake recipe?” one woman asked. “I have not seen you trade, or working here at a craft, scrimping your coppers together over time. Yet you show up and offer to spend large amounts of money on trifles, and it is no false claim that you have the funds to do so. How do you come by your good fortune? Are you royalty, traveling in disguise?”

Anna shook her head. “We have had good fortune in our trading in years past, and others before us, and as such we have sufficient money set aside to enable this. It is also a special occasion, celebrating the birth of one very dear to us.” She nodded at William, her face the pride of a mother seeing her son grow to adulthood. “He is a fine young man.”

“How old is he?”

“Three... and twenty,” Sarah replied, catching herself. William would in fact be turning three hundred and fifteen years old, a fact Sarah had wisely avoided proclaiming in this town.

“Where are you from?” another asked.

“Several days’ journey away, in that direction.” Anna replied, waving a hand in the general direction of the Watt outpost.

“I see,” the second woman replied, frowning. “We saw strange lights coming from that direction the other night, and it wasn’t a storm. We didn’t hear any thunder or see any lightning. And the lights... they were all different colors. That’s not normal.” She narrowed her gaze at the two women. “Did you see those strange lights?”

“No,” Anna replied, a bit too quickly. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

The second woman looked as if she wanted to challenge that statement, but she opted to keep silent. Will didn’t like the look on her face, and was quite concerned at the level of mistrust and fear emanating from her. It seemed to be a portent of trouble, and they had no interest in trouble or attention of any kind.

They walked home the next day, preferring that mode of travel to horses or teleportation given the pallor of suspicion that hung over the village. Anna and Sarah chatted amiably, still managing to find new and interesting topics of conversation after centuries around each other. William trailed behind, a blissful look on his face, his hand resting on the hilt of the new short sword he’d crafted for himself, the muted winter sun highlighting his thick, light brown hair.

Twilight came, and with the fading daylight came the opportunity to watch the light show in action once more. The crowds gathered, mesmerized at the patterns of light created by the display, and Will himself was impressed, knowing the level of dedication and commitment it had taken to create the display.

The shouts rose from the entrance to the outpost, a low gate that offered only cosmetic resistance. “See? I told you! They’re communing with evil spirits!”

The posse from the nearby village spilled over the gates, and leading their contingent were the two women suspicious of the money the sisters had available to them, who had asked about the strange lights in the sky from the direction of the Aliomenti outpost. Joining them were at least fifty others, all armed with swords, all with looks of righteous fury in their eyes. It was a look Will recognized, the same look he’d seen in the eyes of the first Aliomenti... just before they’d set upon the girl known as Elizabeth Lowell and beaten her to death.

He set off toward the mob, ignoring the confused looks on the faces of the Aliomenti. They knew the mob meant trouble, but they were unclear on just what form that trouble might take. Nor were they concerned; they were, after all, the Aliomenti, and the mob was composed of mere humans.

Will knew better, knew the power of numbers of people frightened by something they could not understand or explain. He had no interest in waiting for the Aliomenti here to find out their mistake in underestimating the invading force.

“Peace, friends,” he said, raising his voice. “You appear to be weary from traveling. May we offer you refreshment and lodging?”

The response was a mixture of muttering and feral glances at the light display still running a dozen yards away.

“Come,” Will said, holding his hands out in a welcoming gesture. “Let me get you something to eat.”

“No!” The voice came from the back of the crowd. “We’ve seen the lights. You people are clearly witches, worshiping evil spirits! Don’t trust them! They’ll poison us!”

The murmurs grew louder, the faces grew angrier, and Will saw William wince at the mention of poison, a memory still powerful three centuries after it had happened.

Will sensed in the newcomers a fear that the Aliomenti meant to destroy them, and a belief that it was best to take the fight to the dangerous light-wielders, to destroy them first. If they waited, the villagers believed, the “witches” would have a chance to work their spells and brew their potions and utterly destroy or enslave them. The fear was powerful and overwhelming.

Will projected a broadcast thought. Don’t do anything nonhuman. Remain calm. Move quietly into your homes. Let’s not provoke them.

“The lights are not the result of magic, nor are we practitioners of witchcraft. We do not wish any trouble or bear you any ill will, friends.”

“If the lights bother you, we can turn them off.” William walked out from the crowd.

“Show us!” a voice cried out from the crowd, even as Will projected a warning thought to William. Leave the lights go! Do not turn them off!

William nodded at the crowd. Don’t be silly, Will. He moved to their rudimentary generator, even as Will desperately pleaded with him to stop. William ignored the plea. With the eyes of the invaders upon him, William moved the lever that stopped the generator.

The lights went out instantly.

But the effect was the opposite of what he’d expected. Seeing a man move his hands and eliminate the evil lights reaffirmed their conviction. A power like that could only come from one engaged in witchcraft.

Witches needed to die.

With a roar, the townspeople drew swords and charged the Aliomenti, swinging blades and connecting with the flesh of their immortal foes. Screams rent the air and blood flowed, before the stunned Aliomenti could fathom that they were under attack by the very people they considered their inferiors.

And in their arrogance, they were dying at the hands of those inferior humans.

The Energy finally began flowing, and blades began to warp and melt in the hands of the townsfolk. If they hadn’t been convinced that their allegations of sorcery were true before, they most assuredly were now. The more powerful Aliomenti telekinetically hurled their attackers out of the village, unconcerned at the sound of the screams mixed with the sounds of cracking bones and torn tendons. The humans were dying in bodies crushed and battered beyond recognition, ceasing to breathe as the horrific pain overwhelmed them.

The screams woke the remaining townspeople from their fear, and they recognized that they could not defeat this foe. They turned and fled from the outpost.

With one exception.

William was engaged in a fierce sword fight with one of the townsfolk. Metal clanged against metal, as the two men fought with tremendous intensity and ferocity. Will, who’d seen William practice his sword craft for the past several decades, felt sympathy for the human man facing him. There was no chance that the man could win, even if William chose not to press his Energy skill advantages. William’s centuries of experience and the speed he’d developed would win the day.

William seemed disinterested in simply winning the sword fight. He wanted to embarrass the man, wanted to make him, and the others, regret their incursion into Aliomenti territory. For William, this man represented those who’d chosen to poison him centuries earlier, stood as an example of the humans he believed needed extermination. His moves were not meant to win; they were meant to wear the man down, to injure him deliberately, to kill him slowly, to make the man suffer before he begged for the mercy of death.

In more practical terms, William was showing off for the Aliomenti, who moved to ring the fighters and watch the lopsided contest, cheering on one of their own.

The skill level was high in the human man, but William’s speed was too overwhelming. With each blow, the man broke down further, until a blow from the flat edge of William’s sword knocked him to the ground. William raised his hands in triumph and sheathed his sword as the Aliomenti crowd roared, and he moved toward Anna and Sarah, the two women who had rescued him from his near-death so many years before.

In his move to embrace them, William did not notice his competitor rise from the ground in silence. He did not see the man’s movements, did not hear him move forward with his weapon at the ready. William’s weapon was sheathed, unavailable for defense.

He had no idea he was in mortal danger until Sarah screamed out a warning as the blade slashed through the air at William’s neck.

In a panic, William reacted instinctively, teleporting a few feet away. It was enough to save his life.

But with William out of his shielding position, the two women he loved more than any others were suddenly at risk, exposed to a slashing sword moving in a blur through the spot William had once occupied.

The blade tore through the front of Sarah’s throat, severing the jugular vein, and she fell, eyes wide, grasping at the mortal wound. The blade didn’t stop, the upward arc catching the side of Anna’s head, splitting her face open to the skull. She fell, dead before her lifeless body hit the dirt.

The entire village went silent.

The earlier deaths had caught them by surprise, and they’d had no time to process those. These deaths, though... these were the result of a cruel twist of fate. None of them seemed able to move due to their shock, and they merely watched as the blood poured from the wound in Sarah’s throat, as her hands scrabbled to close the wound in a futile effort to save her life. William finally recovered and moved to her, and he was there as her hands fell away from her neck, was there to watch as the life faded from her eyes.

William closed her eyes before shutting his own eyes, his grief palpable, the silence around him absolute.

Then he turned upon the man he’d toyed with earlier, to his eternal regret. The man had recognized he was against something beyond human when William vanished, had remained rooted to the spot as William watched the sisters die... and now realized that his life was very much at risk. He turned to run.

William appeared in front of him, his sword in hand, eyes blazing.

This time, he did not hold back or take his time. He did not care if the man suffered, just the he died. The point of the blade went straight through the man’s throat, and William followed through until the man was pinned to the ground on his back, blood spouting from the mortal wound. Dislodging the blade, he swept it in a wide arc, sweeping the sword at such a high rate of speed that the man’s head split ear to ear.

William stopped briefly, his eyes flicking to the bodies of the women he loved, and the body of the man who’d killed them both lay dead at his hands. He’d inflicted their injuries back upon their killer, a symbol of the vengeance he felt.

The man’s death was sufficient for vengeance, but not sufficient to quench William’s rage. The blade flew, again and again, until the body was no longer recognizable as human. The rage on his face was horrible, and when the blade stopped moving, he pointed at the pulpy mess and screamed. “Burn in hell!”

Fire leapt from his hands, and the remains at his feet burned to ash. The flame burned with such intensity that there was no smoke, no smell, just instant annihilation. William was stunned, and looked down at his hands, then looked at the crowd in confusion, as if pleading for help.

No one moved to him, stunned at the display of unbridled violence and the flames thrown from his hands. When no one moved to him, William looked back at the bodies of Anna and Sarah. Will could see him piecing it together, a story with an unhappy ending even greater than the deaths of the two women he loved. For William realized that he’d had every opportunity to save them, but his pride had been their downfall. Had he listened to Will, the crowds might have been calmed. Had he dispatched the man quickly, there would have been no chance for him to deal the double death blow. And if William had turned to defend himself with steel, rather than teleporting away in fear, the blade would not have had a clear path to end two lives.

“I will never let myself forget you or forgive myself for this failure,” William whispered. He used the tip of the blade to gouge deep scars across both cheeks, refusing to wince in pain or stop the flow of blood. “And I will avenge your murders a million times over. I will decimate the human scourge.”

Will felt a chill at his actions and words.

The days thereafter were a blur, a memory that the Aliomenti could not blot out. There were the funerals for their own dead, and the genuine grief shown by a scarred William as Anna and Sarah were laid to rest reverberated through the community of telepaths. So great was his grief that his thick, brown hair had started to fall from his head. Arthur joined them as well, and seemed uncertain what to say, for once there simply to offer support to one of the many satellite communities the Aliomenti had founded.

Will led an expedition to the town with the bodies of their dead in sealed wooden coffins. The villagers looked fearful as the caravan approached, seeming to expect a retaliatory attack. But the Aliomenti came unarmed. Will explained that they’d learned how to make fire change colors using different types of wood, and that they enjoyed watching the fire burn in different colors. The survivors of the attack, for their part, looked remorseful, finally recognizing in the unarmed men and women before them a peaceful group that meant them no harm. They expressed their profound regret for launching the attack, their remorse clear and genuine even to one not Energy-enabled.

None seemed to remember the sight of their fallen comrades being hurled hundreds of feet through the air to their deaths.

Will and the others helped them unload the coffins and identify the deceased. They had nothing but ash left of the man executed and cremated by William, and explained that one of their number had lost control and burned one of the bodies after so many had fled. It was a somber return to the outpost for the travelers, full of downcast faces and incapable of finding anything positive to focus upon.

William vanished several days later, and only when he returned with his sword caked with dried blood did they learn where he’d been. They found the remains of dozens in the remote town, all those who’d been part of the mission. William’s only regret was that he’d not exterminated all in the village as a preventative measure.

“They’re all animals,” he hissed. His voice, once so full of joy, had been replaced by one laden with an icy chill. “They don’t deserve to live. They fear us, and they attack us. We must never, ever, let them learn about us. We must punish those who risk our exposure and our lives to those vermin. They should all be exterminated.”

Arthur, still visiting, nodded. “We’ve seen nothing good come from revealing ourselves, our abilities, or our technology to others, and enough heartache to last an eternity.” He looked around, and saw the heads of the Aliomenti nodding. “I would like each of you here, right now, to swear an oath to each other. You will never tell others of our existence, intentionally or otherwise, and that you accept whatever severe penalties are deemed appropriate should you be in violation of this oath.” His face darkened. “The penalty will be more severe than a day in a mock prison, I assure you.”

The others nodded, their attention riveted on Arthur. Will wasn’t looking at Arthur, though. He wasn’t looking at those nodding their assent at Arthur’s words, nor was he nodding in assent. He was looking at the once-handsome young man named William, whose hair had started to fall out in clumps in a physical manifestation of his all-consuming anger. But it wasn’t even the hair loss that startled him and filled him with an icy chill.

It was the red streaks that had formed in his eyes.
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One hundred years later.

It was not the first time their voices rose in anger.

Their anger transferred into the form of Energy raging like a whirlwind, swirling over the entire Aliomenti outpost. James and Elise, together since the days of the founding of Atlantis centuries earlier, resided in the Aliomenti outpost of Waterloo on the northern coast of Spain. Their relationship had soured over the centuries, a quiet decline at first, but in recent years their conflict had become quite public.

The outposts had begun to focus on areas of specialization over the past century. The coastal communities had specialized in maritime matters, building high-speed vessels used by pioneering travelers interested in journeying to the New World, where they’d seek their fortune among lands rumored to be flowing with rivers of gold and silver. Many demanded transportation across the Atlantic for a wide variety of reasons, and the Aliomenti were there as master shipbuilders in a world that demanded ships.

It was as if they’d known it was coming.

James and Elise had started as metalworkers, but had long since moved on to larger projects, including shipbuilding. They had come to believe in materially different approaches to the design and construction of ships. It was another in a long line of disagreements of the combative couple that lived in Waterloo at the dawn of the eighteenth century.

Will had spoken to them privately when their moods threatened the peace and stability of the outpost. Both were seven centuries old and had grown and wielded Energy nearly their entire lives. At that level of development, the emotion of a simmering feud pushed out in massive swaths of Energy that influenced the moods of anyone in the vicinity. Will had asked them to consider spending some time apart as a means to allow their divisions to heal.

He hadn’t wanted to make the suggestion, for the suggested separate reminded him too much of his own isolation. In the first few centuries, she’d sent gifts and communications to him, at least letting him know that she survived and thrived. In the past century or so, though, she’d been silent. At some level, he knew she still lived, which made the silence even more painful, and led to severe self-doubt. Had he failed her? Had she given up, since he’d not decoded the mystery of the ambrosia fruit? Had she decided she could do better in the future than a young, naive Will Stark? He took a deep breath, bringing himself back to the present.

James and Elise didn’t appreciate the reminder that their relationship was a shambles, and they certainly didn’t appreciate Will’s unsolicited suggestion. Nothing was worse about recognizing a failure in your life than to have it so painfully communicated to you by another. James and Elise were both proud, and would tell anyone who would listen, and others who didn’t want to hear, that there was nothing wrong with their relationship. They were simply engaging in “spirited discussions.” Their claims fooled no one.

James was preparing to launch a new ship he’d built, dubbed the Monitor, and there were rumors he planned to be on that ship when it sailed. He’d been assuring everyone, including Will, that it had nothing to do with the shouting matches he and Elise held regularly. The departure date coincided with the return of a ship that had left several months earlier. The returning ship, the Merrimack, had been built by Elise and her team. Will considered the names of the ships an ominous sign. Though no one could see how this event could turn into a competition, few who had watched the simmering feud develop over the past centuries had any doubt that something would happen.

And whatever form the conflict took, it would not be pretty.

The early autumn morning of the Monitor’s departure broke, the temperatures crisp and the sky overcast. The cloud cover was suggestive of storms, and the sounds of distant thunder proved that suspicion correct. The crew, primarily humans hired for the journey, hauled cargo aboard the Monitor and loaded it below-decks. Provisions for the trip would follow soon thereafter, for they expected to be at sea for at least a month.

James stood aboard the ship, barking instructions to the crew as they prepared for the final inspections. Once those checks were completed, they’d raise the anchor, unfurl the sails, and set off into the nearby Atlantic. The seas were choppy and the winds were brisk as the storm moved in, and the wooden craft shifted in the rolling tides.

“There she is!”

They were just able to make out the faint outline of a ship along the distant horizon, but their schedules told them that it was the Merrimack, returning at long last from its journey abroad, laden with the fruits of their trading efforts. The craft made good time, and the dock crew began preparing for the ship’s arrival near where the Monitor rested, awaiting departure.

Will stood on the dock, watching, searching, looking for any sign of trouble. He was the most senior and most powerful Aliomenti present at the docks this day, and thus the one most able to sense trouble. His experience told him that at least one party of the feuding couple would try to show the other up, try to make them look foolish. He simply didn’t know what form that foolishness would take, and he was on full alert.

He watched the horizon as the Merrimack grew larger and larger, and scanned the docks to see who was waiting there. A few Aliomenti from the outpost were present, primarily those with friends who’d sailed on the Merrimack, or those expecting a specific bit of cargo.

James walked down the gangplank and headed toward Will. “Have you seen her?”

“Who?”

“Elise.” James frowned. “I don’t feel her at all. It’s not like her to not be present at her ship’s return. She’s abnormally fond of the abominations she builds.”

It was the type of barb the two had directed at or about each other for the past century. Nothing was just stated; each set of words was twisted into an emotional plea, a request to agree with their commentary, to somehow validate the anger and frustration at one formerly loved.

But Will wouldn’t be part of the gamesmanship and posturing. “You’re right, James, that she’d normally be here. I don’t sense her nearby either. But I have to disagree with your description of Elise’s ships as abominations. You both build excellent ships. I do wish the two of you could meld the best points of both plans into an even better ship, because I believe that collaboration would result in a ship better than any ever built before.”

James shook his head. “She uses far too much metal, is much too obsessed with it. Her boats are heavy, and lack speed and maneuverability as a result. I have no interest in adding any such features to my ships.”

Will shrugged. “There’s a lot to be said for both designs, James. Think about it.”

James’ face said that he’d already done all the thinking on the topic he cared to do.

As the ship drew nearer, and as the final loading steps completed aboard the Monitor, the combative man walked aboard his newest craft and spoke to the captain. The Merrimack continued its rapid approach toward the dock.

When the Merrimack moved to within a few hundred yards of the shore, Will began to detect Elise’s Energy, and it grew stronger as the ship drew nearer. There was only one conclusion he could make. Elise had teleported aboard the ship as it approached the shore, and he could only fathom the trouble she meant to cause from that vantage point.

One of the Aliomenti on the dock wandered over to Will. “Isn’t that ship going rather fast for being so near to the dock?”

Will nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

“She’s crazy, that one,” the man said, shaking his head. “Elise, that is. Probably hired an incompetent captain. She’ll probably lose the boat because of it.” He walked off.

As the man departed, his words hung in the air. Elise, lose a boat? No, she wouldn’t do that. Not intentionally. Not unless...

Suddenly, Will knew exactly what Elise was doing, and why she was on that ship. She had no intention of docking the Merrimack.

She meant to ram the Monitor, sinking James’ ship. And if the Merrimack went down as well, so be it.

Will, mindful of the humans aboard the ship, raced to the gangplank. “Get off the ship!” he screamed, racing aboard. “That boat’s going to ram you!”

James, who had been perusing a map with the captain, looked up. “What are you doing here, Will? What are you talking about?”

“Look!” Will shouted, pointing.

Both men looked. The path of the Merrimack was quite clear, and the speed suggested there was nothing accidental about the route the boat was taking. James uttered several choice words about Elise, and the captain raced around the boat, repeating Will’s warning.

Human sailors began climbing to the upper deck, spotted the gleaming metal of the ship headed directly toward them, and exited the Monitor in frantic fashion, looking to reach the shore before the impending collision occurred. Will could see Elise standing at the wheel, centering the craft on its now-obvious target. The look on her face made it clear that this wasn’t merely a fanciful idea for revenge against crimes real or imagined. She meant to destroy James by destroying his ship and anyone who stayed aboard.

Will looked more closely at Elise’s boat, and realized that the crew was no longer aboard. Either Elise had been piloting the ship longer than they;d thought, or she’d managed to move all of the sailors off the boat before taking control. Then again, he couldn’t recall seeing her the past few days. Perhaps she’d traveled to the ship’s final stop, prevented the crew from boarding, and had sailed the craft solo to this point.

There were no humans present on the Monitor any longer, so Will took the chance and teleported to the Merrimack.

Her gaze was fiery and unrelenting in its focus upon her target. Her face was terrible, one that told of her anger and hurt at whatever wrongs James had committed, real or imagined he did not know. She’d go down with both ships, a move that would ensure that her boat would have completed its maiden voyage, while James’ had never managed to leave port. Elise would, in her mind, therefore win the debate over who had the best boat by eliminating her competition.

“Elise!” Will shouted. “It doesn’t have to be like this! Change course!”

Elise shook her head once, the only indication that she’d noticed his presence.

“You must turn the boat!” Will shouted. “Innocent people will have their lives damaged. Don’t hurt others because they happen to be near James; it’s hardly a fair and equitable response. Don’t let your anger do that, Elise!”

Elise didn’t move, gave no indication that she’d heard what he said. She merely continued steering the ship, making minor adjustments to the path to ensure she’d impact the Monitor at the correct angle.

“I can stop you,” Will whispered, and this time he got her attention.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Elise hissed. “This is between the two of us, and nobody else.”

“Wrong,” Will said. “You’re both part of my family. And as for the others? Most everyone in Waterloo has something coming in on your boat, out on James’ boat, or both. If you ram him and sink his boat – and yours – then you will very much involve everyone else. Stop this now!”

Elise’s eyes flamed at him. “No.”

Will shook his head. “Then you leave me no choice, Elise. I’ll have to stop you from doing this.”

Elise’s grin took on a deranged look. “Oh, I don’t think you will.”

Will felt a small hand touch the back of his neck, and then a second, as a sensation of having the wind knocked out of him crushed his Energy and spirit. He crumpled to the deck of the ship, his memory fighting to recall the best defense against this. The hands on his neck, the power that drained him of his Energy, could belong to only one person.

He tried to pull himself free, but the child climbed upon his back and tightened his grip, and Will found himself fighting to retain consciousness. It had been centuries since he’d felt the adult Aramis’ power. In their encounter in the twenty-third century, Will had had the impression that Aramis was going easy on him, perhaps suspecting that Will wasn’t much of a threat. The hands suggested Aramis was only a boy now, but his power was being unleashed in its entirety. And Will was losing this fight.

Just as his foggy mind remembered that he had an army of nanos he could use to extract himself from Aramis’ grip, the Merrimack collided with the Monitor. The collision knocked the boy from Will’s back, and he was able to roll further away and snap a skeleton of nanos around himself, forming a layer that prevented the direct contact that allowed the boy’s power to have its full effect.

Will staggered up to his knees as his body began regenerating the Energy lost to Aramis’ touch, and he swiveled sluggishly to see the youngster. The boy stood, and Will saw the familiar white-blond hair. To his surprise, he saw no aggressive judgment on the young face, but rather a distant, vacant look that clouded the boy’s eyes.

The ship slumped, jarring Will’s thoughts and eyes away from Aramis, and he fell once more to the deck. With his Energy and energy both recovering rapidly, he regained his footing and fought to maintain his balance as he surveyed the situation.

The Merrimack’s front was reinforced with metal, a design decision she claimed helped the ship cut through the water and obtain a higher speed. James’ preferred a design comprised entirely of wood, claiming that the lighter weight increased the speed of his ships compared to Elise’s. Will wasn’t sure which craft was swifter, but Elise’s ship had proved itself to be the bully in this encounter. The metal edge had knifed through the side of the Monitor, splitting the craft nearly in half.

However, the Merrimack didn’t fare as well when it collided with the dock. With its speed slashed after crashing through the Monitor, the damaged boat struck the very solid dock and crumpled. The metal sealing the prow had been loosened as it sawed its way through the water and the wood of the Monitor. The dock knocked the final bits of metal loose and free, and the weakened seams split, allowing water to rush into the craft. The boat began to sink into below the surface. The only question was which of the two ships would sink entirely beneath the surface first, and Will knew that both James and Elise would make note of the outcome as somehow symbolic of the proper victor of their not-so-minor, not-so-private war.

Will wasn’t concerned about their personal hatred. He simply wanted off the Merrimack. Finding his Energy sufficiently restored, he teleported the short distance to the mainland, away from the dock and the two sinking ships.

Elise followed soon after, and James, slightly dazed from the impact, raced down the gangplank, shouting obscenities at Elise, who responded in kind. The Aliomenti nearby were soon shouting at both of them, blaming one or the other for the damaged ships and for the lost cargo in both ships. It didn’t take long for the shouts to turn to shoves, and then swords were drawn.

Will watched the escalating tension, and could only shake his head. If he was stronger right now, he could likely make all of them see the errors of their ways and cease the tension, but he’d been drained by Aramis and had had no chance to work on the argumentative couple and their supporters on shore. He could do nothing but watch the rising tension and the sinking ships.

He suddenly realized he’d forgotten about Aramis and, judging by Elise’s lack of reaction, she’d forgotten about him as well.

Muttering under his breath about the foolishness of making promises with incomplete information, Will sprinted past the combatants and found himself aboard the Monitor once again. He was conserving his Energy by limiting the distance he’d need to teleport to the ship, saving it for moving himself and Aramis to the safety of the shore. He jumped over the rail and onto the deck of the Merrimack once more.

Aramis was there, sitting on the deck and watching the ship sink, seemingly oblivious to his own peril. Will raced to him, and still Aramis did not move. Will finally grabbed the boy’s arm, and Aramis yanked his arm away.

“I’m trying to save your life!” Will shouted, exasperated. How could Aramis fight him now? There was no great division now, no Oaths to protect at Arthur’s discretion. Will was trying to save the boy. He finally seized Aramis’ arm and teleported both of them to the dock, and then pulled the boy on to the dry land.

Aramis pulled away, eyes wide in a look of clear shock. Apparently, Elise hadn’t alerted the boy to the skills he’d see living in an Aliomenti outpost. Will, who thought of Aramis as his future Hunter self, had no concern about removing that particular ignorance from the boy’s life.

Will’s eyes fell to a chain around the boy’s neck, and he focused on the small medallion at the end of the chain.

Tacitus.

So that was his true name? Tacitus? Will rather preferred that to Aramis, but then “Tacitus” hadn’t tried to kill him.

Yet.

“Who are you?” Will asked the boy. “Where do you come from?”

Tacitus said nothing, his eyes vacant, but loosely focused in the general direction of Elise’s fighting form off in the distance. He seemed unconcerned about his own safety near a man he’d recently tried to take out of commission, as if it didn’t occur to him that Will might now be a threat. He made no effort to take a defensive posture, or to pay Will any mind at all.

Will frowned. Why wouldn’t Aramis – or Tacitus, rather – try to protect himself from a potential attack by Will? He glanced at Elise. Had she figured out the boy’s gift, and somehow tamed him to her will? If that was true, then it might well be the case that if she didn’t direct him to act, he wouldn’t act. That might explain the vacant expressions as well.

Will scowled, and then shook his head. She’d enslaved a child to enhance her own status in her community.

History was repeating itself.
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The shouting on the shore grew louder, and Will ran toward the noise.

The outpost had splintered as quickly as the ships, with Aliomenti shouting in fury at other Aliomenti, aligning themselves in the raging battle between the warring couple as their swords were brought to bear. The act of destruction, and the subsequent loss of property, had escalated the underlying feud into an actual battle.

James and Elise were at the center, fighting in the only way that suited them. Their swords flashed, slashing through the air with an intense ferocity, each blow meant to inflict death. Their faces were terrible, a rage beyond imagining, and their Energy burst forth with each swing. Several blows had clearly struck flesh, for both fighters were bloodied.

Much as he wanted to halt their fighting, Will was forced to admit that there would be no reconciliation between the two. The misdeeds and crimes had alternated back and forth until they’d reached this point. Though no one could prove it, many suspected that James was behind a massive fire that had indefinitely postponed the launch of one of Elise’s ships. The fire had destroyed a forge specifically built to produce the metal used to bind together the joints of Elise’s ships, and no other buildings were damaged. The coincidence was far too great for James to avoid suspicion, though he’d proclaimed his innocence.

One day, he hoped, they’d learn why the two had grown apart, why the animosity was so great that they’d resort to such willful destruction of property, what had happened that would lead them to incite a civil war among their personal supporters. Will wondered what Arthur would make of such a battle. A civil war meant two leaders vowing for supremacy, and neither of them would be Arthur. It certainly went against Arthur’s vision of a single leader with ultimate authority.

The men and women of Waterloo fought in the fashion of the time, with lines of warriors facing off. But unlike their leaders, the fighters did not stay with the swords for long. After a few moments, they dropped their swords and switched to Energy. The bursts of Energy made the air around him crackle, and Will let himself phase into transparency to avoid being hit. It was unlikely he could be hit with an Energy burst sufficient to hurt him, but he didn’t want to take any chances.

The men and women did begin to fall, though, each casualty blasted with sufficient Energy to injure the victim. He saw two people down on the ground, unmoving, and was able to sense that neither would rise again. He shook his invisible head in sorrow.

“This is all Will’s fault!” one of the fighters shouted.

Will blinked, though no one could see him. His fault? What on earth were they talking about?

“He should have warned them more!” another shouted. “If they’d never gotten together, if he hadn’t encouraged them to get together, then this wouldn’t have happened!”

“Where is he? I don’t see him.”

“He was on the Monitor when Elise rammed it. Maybe he went down with the ship?”

“No, I swear I saw him around here.”

“If he’s teleported or gone invisible, you won’t find him.”

There were muttered curses shouted, as the fighters, with nothing to unite them, began sizing each other up again.

And then a new voice sounded. “Oh, but I know exactly where he is.”

Will froze. He knew that voice. And he knew the man pointing a finger at his invisible form.

“There’s nothing there, Sebastian. You’re imagining things.”

“Are you sure?” Sebastian replied. “Let’s check that theory out, shall we?” And he shot a blast of Energy directly at Will, who, caught by surprise, was unable to avoid it. He fell to the ground, and in his shock phased back to solid visibility.

Sebastian stood over him, scowling, and then turned to face the crowd, which stood in shock, staring at Will. At least they’d stopped fighting.

Then they moved in on him. “This is all your fault!” a woman shouted.

“How is that?” Will asked, as he rose and dusted himself off. “How do you figure that this is my fault? I’m not the one who rammed a ship... or provoked the attack.”

“She told me you encouraged them to get together, to commit themselves to each other. If you’d not done that, if you’d discouraged them or warned them away from each other, none of this would have happened!”

Will stared at her. “They asked my opinion on whether they were meant to be together, something they fully believed at the time. I had no reason to doubt them. And I certainly had no reason, seven centuries ago, to believe that it would lead to this.”

“But nobody’s able to fool you, Will.”

“Yeah, nobody can tell you a lie and get away with it.”

“I’m not infallible,” Will replied. “And you’re forgetting that people change over time. Perhaps, after so many centuries together, they’d simply grown apart.” The words stung as he spoke them; had he and Hope actually grown apart after only a few decades? Was that the real reason she’d left?

“You screwed up, Will. Your word could have prevented this. You should have realized that they’d change, that them staying together would cause such terrible repercussions. You should have forced them to move apart.”

“I do not force people to act against their will,” he snapped. “They wished to stay, and it is not my right or my duty to make them do otherwise.”

“Will’s the real enemy!” another man shouted. “He’s setting us all against each other! He’s getting people together to make their breakups so emotional that we fight among ourselves!”

“How on earth does that benefit me?” Will shouted. It might not benefit him, but he could think of someone who would do exactly what had been proposed. “How does it benefit me if people are arguing and fighting and destroying each other? I’m the one who puts down no roots in any outpost, who has no true home. In what way does it benefit me to try to set everyone to fighting among themselves, especially those who, like James and Elise, truly loved each other?”

“You lost your wife,” one man said, his voice fraught with cruelty. “And now you want to make sure that no one else ever knows that joy. And so you sabotage their relationships, set them against each other, so that they destroy themselves and their relationship. It’s too painful to you to see others happy; it reminds you of what you’ve lost.”

Will stared at him, dumbfounded. “I don’t want anyone to feel what I felt when I found out I’d lost them. But I do want them to know that joy, and for them to be able to take advantage of our long lifespans to make sure that feeling lasts far longer than I had with my wife. I’ve spent centuries – centuries – working here to help every one of you build incredible wealth. We’ve lived through wars and plagues that wiped out so many others, and yet here you are accusing me of trying to make your lives worse? That’s the stupidest thing I think I’ve ever heard, and I’ve lived a very long time.”

“It’s the truth,” a man replied. The voice chilled Will, for it was the voice of the third man from his own distant past that he’d met that very day. “I know it’s the truth. You weep for your wife. You feel pain at the memory each time you see someone else happy. You long for true love again.”

Will stared at the man he knew as Athos. “You are confusing facts with emotions, friend. Everything you said is true. I do weep for her loss. I do remember that love each time I see a happy couple, and my sorrow at my own loss is remembered and genuine. And I do long to experience all of that again. Those points are true. Where you err is the belief that the true pain you describe provokes me to act to inflict it upon others. That part is not true.”

“We’ll see about that,” the man said. “We’ll hold you captive, and I’ll find out the full truth of your past, about what motivates you, about what it is you’re trying to accomplish with people like James and Elise—“

“I’m not trying to accomplish anything with the two of them!” Will shouted. “I’d love for them to reconcile. I want them to reconcile. I wish that I knew why they started growing apart so long ago, what happened between them that’s caused this rift. I don’t. Why don’t you seek the truth from the two of them? Wouldn’t that be more useful than trying to blame me for the troubles they’ve had?”

“But I’ve already done that, Will,” the man replied. “I have analyzed everyone, noted strengths and weaknesses, and have gathered information to help me form the correct conclusion. There is no doubt as to the fact that you’ve loved and lost. You claim that is not something that motivates you into action, action that would destroy the chance for others, yet those who’ve followed their hearts and love into those relationships – far too often with your encouragement – end up coming to a bad end.”

He was right again; so many who had started into a marriage-style commitment had grown distant, and many partners had suicided as the relationships crumbled. James and Elise would never accept such an ending; both would stick it out to the end of their days, which, based upon the intensity of their fighting, would likely be this very day.

Yet it was hardly something Will had encouraged. “Again, you make claims as to my motivations, and how those could be twisted to be the cause of what’s happened today. Yet you did not answer my question. Why did James and Elise start to grow apart? It was a sudden thing, not a gradual thing. The distance was instant all those centuries ago; it was only the hate which grew to such massive intensity, gradually, over time, and escalated to what we see today. If you have such a great ability to learn the truth, why not seek that truth?”

“I have sought it and know it, Will,” the man replied. “And yet again, it is your fault.”

Will raised his hands. “Enlighten me.”

“You told them, years ago, that having children would be a major decision in their lives, and that having children as a member of the Aliomenti would potentially produce offspring more powerful than their parents, and as such be a risk to both the secrecy and the safety of all of us.”

Will nodded. “That has been our approach since our founding. It is important to have that information when making such important decisions.”

“The young James and Elise, you see, had chosen to have a child together. And then you made the warning commentary. Children born to Aliomenti might well be born so powerful as to be uncontrollable by their parents. Did you fail to consider that your warning might split a previously united decision? That is what happened, Will. Suddenly aware of the risks, one of them became filled with doubt, and changed their mind on the issue. That statement you made had ripple effects. But for you, Will, they’d have made the same choice on this front, and possibly still be together. Instead they ate the ambrosia, the decision was irrevocably made, and the anger of the permanence of that decision has led to this day.”

Will was stunned. “The problem in your story isn’t me. The problem is the ambrosia. Why do we not let people have the choice of whether they want to take it, and when? Why have we had rules that require consumption of ambrosia within two years of joining, on penalty of losing Energy and memory of our group forever? If they’d been permitted to take more time, a decade or more, perhaps they might have come to an amicable decision and agreement, and avoided all of this. Yet you want to blame me? I provided them with information. I did not try to persuade, or coerce; I merely informed them of the potential risks. For that, you blame me for this war? That’s an insult to me.”

The man sneered. “Then be insulted. You’re a danger to this community. Let the warriors fight it out in their fashion. We know the root cause of their conflict, and we’ll make sure that you can’t instill such anger in us ever again.”

Will sighed. They never learned. “Look, whoever you are—”

“My name is Victor.” The man straightened a bit as he spoke, his posture suggestive of a military background.

“Victor, I’m not going to sit in your little jail—”

And then he felt Tacitus’ hands on him again, and collapsed to the ground. The hands and feet of the others started beating on him, started trying to punish him for a crime that he’d never committed. He was able, in his mental fog, to put the nano-based exoskeleton in place to limit the damage, but he couldn’t seem to shake Tacitus’ hands. His eyes felt heavy, and his vision blurred, as if he would soon lose consciousness.

And then, suddenly, all of them, including Tacitus, were thrown to the side, as if a massive burst of Energy had scattered them, and an invisible burst of wind came upon him. He felt the familiar displacement of teleportation, and suddenly he was gone from that place.

He reappeared on the island of Eden, a place only he knew about. He thought about the familiar stream, the house he’d built, full of submarine prototypes and sample propulsion systems. He thought of the unexplored caves he’d long wanted to visit, but which he’d neglected in order to focus on building his submarine. He thought about all of the memories this place held.

And he thought of the fact that he’d nearly been killed just moments earlier.

He was still lying down, his back on the soft grass of the island, the familiar breezes and salty scents a welcome relief from the open warfare he’d left behind. His rescuer was next to him, breathing heavily, exhausted from the effort of dispersing his attackers and teleporting them so far away.

It took time before his eyelids gradually lost the excessive weight they’d seemed to acquire, and he was finally able to open his eyes. He blinked, trying to regain his focus, trying to see the clear blue skies filled with fluffy white clouds, trying to clear his mind to process what had happened. But his primary need at that moment was to identify and thank his rescuer.

The person shifted and rolled away from him, moving into a crouching position nearby, and he felt a set of eyes upon him, staring at him as if he was the main attraction at a carnival.

He heard the sound of tears rolling down cheeks, a sound he’d developed the ability to hear after centuries of training his senses. It was a sound difficult to hear except in complete silence, a state to be found on this uninhabited island paradise.

His eyes finally cleared... and then filled with tears of his own.

The blue eyes were upon him, eyes that did not look upon him with loathing or regret, but with love. They were not eyes belonging to someone that wished to be somewhere else, but instead wished to be nowhere but right here, with him. They were eyes that said so much with no more than a single tear’s departure from their midst.

She leaned down and kissed him gently on the cheek. “It’s good to see you again, Will.”

He was unable to speak, but did manage a genuine smile in Hope’s direction, before exhaustion finally overwhelmed him.
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When he finally woke, Will found himself in his bed, covered with blankets, and felt a sense of calm he’d not experienced in an eternity.

Hope was poring through the papers covering his desk, papers depicting his ideas and designs for the submarine he’d long since completed but continually improved. Her face, in that zone of concentration, was the one he liked best. It showed her beauty and her intelligence in a perfect combination. It was the same look that had entranced him, both seven centuries in the past and four centuries in the future.

She sensed that he’d finally awakened, and flashed a smile in his direction. “Hungry?”

He nodded, stretched, and climbed out from under the covers. “What do you think?”

“Hmm?” She glanced down at the papers and realized what he meant. “This? I don’t know what to think, because I’m simply incredulous at the idea. This looks like a boat... with a top... that sails under the water?” She walked over and handed him a plate with fruit and a mug of water.

He nodded, quietly amazed at the conversation. It was as if the centuries of separation had never happened. “That’s right. I’ve worked on it for a long time, made a lot of improvements, and it’s quite the sight to behold. It’s been something to keep me occupied, and keep my mind busy, since...” His voice trailed off.

Her eyes fell, and she dropped her head, looking toward the ground. “Look, I know what I did hurt you, but... I had the best of reasons.”

He arched an eyebrow, a means of asking her to explain.

“Not long before I... ran off, we had one of those late night conversations the three of us often had. The two of us and Eva. Eva fell asleep, and then you did. I don’t remember what you said, but it kept me awake, thinking, after both of you had dozed off. While I was thinking, you shifted in your sleep, and something fell out of your pocket.

“It was fascinating, because it looked like a scroll, and at the time we didn’t make any kind of paper or papyrus. I unrolled it, and, well... you know what it was.”

He was surprised. She’d found his diary? “I’m guessing it had something written on it?”

She shook her head. “No, there was a very realistic painting of some sort. It showed me, with dark hair, holding a baby girl with a little boy standing near me. I realized it was a picture of me with our children.” Her eyes misted over. “I needed that, because the duration until they’d finally be with me seemed so overwhelming. Seeing what they’d look like... it really helped.”

Will nodded. He’d seen the picture, as well, and to the same effect.

“But that wasn’t all. While I was looking at that image, it.. vanished. And words showed up. And those words... they were the reason I left, and they told me what I’d need to do with that huge amount of time available until our future meeting, until our children would be born.”

“What was it? What did it say? And why didn’t you tell me?”

“It told me not to tell you, that we needed the time apart to better appreciate each other and our time together.” Will scoffed, and she shrugged, as if to indicate that she, too, didn’t quite agree with the statement. “And it told me that you’d have a difficult time performing the mission it set for me. The mission was too important to take that risk.”

Will scowled. “What on earth would I have a difficult time performing?”

She chuckled. “Easy, there.” Then she sighed. “Do you remember that first city we spent time in, after leaving the original village?”

“Abrecan? The military outpost? Of course.”

“Do you remember what happened your first day there?”

He did. “I saw that little girl nearly killed by a soldier. You and Eva healed her. Richard, the man that I’d encouraged to leave a life of crime, seemed to take a fancy to the girl and her mother.”

She nodded. “The words on that paper told me that, many years later, I could finally know the truth of what had happened that day. You see, the girl’s mother was not well when you brought the girl to us for healing. When Richard met the little girl, he loved her instantly, like she was the daughter he’d never had. When the mother died six months later, he took the little girl in and raised her as his own child. She eventually married, had children of her own, and over time they had children, and so on.

“About a century ago, one of her descendants moved to the new lands to the west that have been discovered, the place you showed me so long ago. Eventually, several generations from now, one of the young women will marry a man named Richard, and they will have two sons. One of them will be named Seth.” She paused, took a deep breath, and fixed him with a pointed look. “And the other’s name... is Will.”

It took a moment for the reality to sink in. And then he stared at her. “That’s... that’s impossible.”

She laughed. “We just teleported five hundred miles to a hidden island that hides a boat you built that travels underwater, an idea you probably got from the future you were born in before a machine dropped you a thousand years in the past to keep me from dying. Yes, Will, that stuff is plausible, but the fact that you saved a little girl who was a distant ancestor to you... that’s impossible.”

In spite of his shock, he had to laugh. “Well, if you put it that way...” His mirth turned to a mood of somber reflection. “I guess that’s one reason why they had me promise not to kill anyone. When I met Richard, by the laws of the time... it wouldn’t have been a stretch to end his life. Yet if I’d done that, I might not be here anymore.” He shook his head, still letting the message sink in.

After a moment, he glanced up. “You said that story was why you left. Why you left Eva, why you left me. What was the mission it set for you?”

“You were sent back in time, Will, to protect me. I was stubborn, and I had no sense of self-worth, and if you hadn’t shown up that combination would have killed me. It still almost did.” She smiled mirthlessly. “I’m still stunned you didn’t just teleport me out of there the first day, despite my protests.” She shook her head. “But over the time we spent together, that changed. I developed that sense of worth and found I had the inner strength and perseverance that I needed for such a long life and journey. Those words... they told me that I was to act as a guardian angel to each descendant of that little girl, in the line that leads to you. Because of that, they’ve survived plagues, fires, robberies, and even a handful of attempts at poisoning. Had any of those incidents been successful, then everything we’ve tried to accomplish so far would be undone. I sent you gifts to let you know I hadn’t forgotten you, hoping the possibility that they’d come from far away would keep you from looking for me, because I was never far away. Then your ancestors moved to the New World a century ago, and... it became difficult.” She looked at him, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

He stared at her. He’d spent many years protecting her, and then many more pretending to do so, purely driven by the expectations of the day. And yet she’d spent centuries now protecting his ancestral line from mishaps, pulled by the same sense of duty that, in retrospect, he’d agreed to when he’d started the time machine. After all, he’d left two grown people he’d learned were his children, one of which he’d never known existed, to accept the mission to save her life.

How much more difficult had it been for her? They both had long since developed such powerful Energy stores that teleportation for hundreds of miles was attainable. There was no reason they had to be apart. Yet she’d done so, not because she didn’t want to be with him, but because she wanted to ensure that she could.

He looked up at her, and his face and eyes filled with awe. “You are truly amazing. Do you know that?”

She sniffed. “Well, I could certainly stand to hear that a bit more often.” The smile returned.

He smiled back. “I’m available for compliments whenever needed.”

“You’re not angry at me? For leaving?” Her face filled with concern.

He sighed. “At first? I was, absolutely. But I realized that it did neatly solve the concerns about our relationship progressing beyond a mutual comfort level before its time. And I also realized that you needed space. You’d never really learned to be independent, never had a chance to live through a true adolescence. You needed it for that reason. And it wasn’t something that had to be forever. With the length of time we’ve both lived and will still live, spending years apart for important reasons is not a huge cause for concern.” He smiled at her. “But I did wonder why you didn’t come back after a few decades. Now I know you had a mission of your own.”

She nodded. “I must admit that it’s getting a bit boring, though, being by myself for so long.”

He looked up. “You haven’t seen Eva?”

She shook her head. “No. Not since that day. I don’t know what happened to her, and I feel at fault for that. I knew you had a mission that would keep you going, no matter what, but Eva has no such message or guidepost. When we both left... I don’t know, Will. I don’t know if she’s still around anywhere, if she’s even still alive.”

It was a sobering thought. Eva had been one of the few friendly faces for Hope in the original Aliomenti village, and the thought that Hope’s sudden departure might have ended Eva’s life prematurely was clearly a traumatic one. “But she took the ambrosia when we did. How could she be... not here?”

Hope looked at him, her eyes moist. “Many have still died, Will.”

And that was the worst part. She could only die if killed... even if the killing hand was her own. “We can only hope that she’s not one of them. Perhaps she has her own grand adventure that she’s leading now, once she got me out of her hair.” He smiled.

She smiled back, faintly, trying to appreciate the humor in the joke, but struggling.

Looking for a change of subject, he nodded his head toward the river. “Would you like to see the submarine?”

“The what?”

“The underwater boat.”

Her eyes regained their usual spark. “Very much so.”

They walked to the river, and Will showed her the exterior of the craft, explaining the process he’d gone through to build the ship, the trial and error to create the material used for the hull, the many prototypes he’d used to create the propulsion and air filtration and sewage systems, how he’d rigged up a generator for electricity.

“Want to go for a ride?” he asked.

She looked at the boat. “How do we get inside?”

“In true Aliomenti fashion,” he said, as he held out his hand.

She took it, and he teleported both of them inside. Hope looked around, shaking her head in wonder. “This is amazing, Will. This has to be centuries ahead of its time. I can only wonder at what you’ll be able to do with this as we make further advances.”

“We?” he asked bitterly, arching an eyebrow, and then he wished he’d said nothing. “Sorry.”

She winced briefly. “No, that was fair. But yes, I do want to sail with you, and dream up new adaptations for this. But... I need to ride in it first.” She smiled, a look that told him his jibe was forgiven and forgotten.

“I can certainly arrange that,” he replied.

He’d made massive modifications in the decades since he’d first piloted the submarine. The propulsion system had been significantly enhanced, and it was capable of moving the vessel at speeds approaching forty miles per hour. The capacity of the generator had quadrupled, and he’d increased the number of lights and other devices capable of using the electricity.

“I love the little fires you have in here, providing light like that,” Hope commented. “But... what is that?”

He grinned. “That is something I borrowed from the distant future.”

Will had been a child of the computer and digital age, and since the time two centuries earlier that he’d encouraged the development of the electrical generator by Anna and Sarah, he’d been trying to create his own computer chips. It had taken a great deal of effort and time outside the effort he’d put into building the submarine itself, but he’d had a payoff. His computer chips were slow and inefficient by twenty-first century standards, but for the dawn of the eighteenth century, they were light years ahead of their time.

The video screens had been a challenge, but, as he’d reminded himself, it wasn’t as if he’d had much else to do. And over the course of two centuries, a man with a plan and determination could accomplish an immense amount.

“That’s a screen, and I have built little machines that... well, that can think.” Explaining computers to someone who’d never heard of them before was difficult. “The machines can figure out where we are, how fast we’re moving, how deep we are in the water. And they can actually pilot this ship. I... we... can tell it where we want to go and read or sleep or eat and not worry about it. The submarine will get us there. Sort of like very slow teleportation.”

She stared at him. “That’s impossible.”

He arched an eyebrow. “We teleported inside this vessel, after you teleported me here from hundreds of miles away. We’re approaching seven centuries in age. Those are plausible, but machines that can think are not?”

She chuckled. “Touche’. But machines that can think, Will? I’m still amazed at the gears and water wheels, and yet we’re in a boat that goes under the water and doesn’t need a pilot. That’s a big leap.”

He sighed. “It’s just the way our minds work. Gradual changes seem inconsequential, but over time they can be revolutionary. I’ve been working on this for centuries, and I come from an era where such machines are commonplace. If you see those centuries of gradual progress as one massive change, it will seem an impossibility.” He paused. “Think of that day so long ago when I teleported us out of that village to the cave. That was a shock, was it not?”

“Yes, but not as much as this,” Hope admitted. At his look of surprise, she explained. “Father had told us tales of people doing what we are all now able to do; the concept of what you’d done wasn’t a shock, even if the actual act was. This?” She shook her head. “This is beyond anything I could even think of. I could not even consider the idea of a boat that travels under water, of machines that can... can think. A boat that steers itself. This is not... this is... this is... impossible.”

“And yet it is not only possible, but here, right before your eyes,” Will replied, though he frowned. “In the future, when I spent time with the people I eventually discovered were our children, they had talked about an organization I’m supposed to start, a breakaway group from the Aliomenti. Angel, our daughter, said that our belief is that the advances we make, presumably because of the advantages we have from living so long, are to be shared, not hoarded. But she also said that it was very important not to introduce change too quickly, for it would be so shocking that it would be feared and rejected.” He paused. “I know what she means now.”

Hope turned on him. “Are you making fun of me?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. I went through the same thing before I was sent back in time. What we do with regularity today was mocked, relegated to myth and legend, called magic. I don’t believe in magic and did not believe people could do at all what I now do with ease. They showed me machines that were as shocking to my mind as this self-piloting underwater boat is to yours. And then I was told that they had used a time machine to rescue me. That, to me, was impossible, and yet for the past seven centuries I’ve been living in a different time. No, Hope, I know exactly what she meant, and I know exactly how you feel.”

“It’s just... just so strange,” Hope said, looking around. She tilted her head, a mischievous look forming on her face. “Are you going to stand there talking about this mysterious boat, or are you going to take me for a ride?”

He grinned. “Where should we go?”

“For now? I think we need to get you back to where you were, to make sure those people haven’t killed themselves off. After that? We have an entire world to explore.”

He nodded, somber. His return to that outpost, to the scene of that civil war, was one he wouldn’t enjoy. He identified the location on a map as Hope watched, and then indicated a button marked “autopilot” to Hope. “The ship is yours, my lady. If you’ll press that, we’ll be underway.”

Hope, her movements tentative, pushed the button, and the engines roared to life, sending the Nautilus out to sea. As the submarine slid beneath the waves, Hope screamed, the exhilarating scream of one riding a roller coaster, a scream of the thrill of the moment, of riding into the unknown.

 

 

 

 

 

XXXI

Schism

 

 

1700 A.D.

Will parked the submarine off the coast. He’d switched the craft back to manual piloting mode for the final few miles, during which Hope had spent a few minutes piloting the craft. She’d adapted to the idea of an underwater boat quite well, and was soon spending more time enthralled at the beauty of the undersea world.

They needed that beauty, for their first trip had detoured into another. Will had piloted the ship to the north, to the coast of England, rather than off the coast of Spain. He suggested that, since they were back together, they should return to the Ambrosia forest, seek out Ambrose himself, and persuade him to reveal the secrets to reversing the effects.

When they’d arrived there after a handful of teleportation hops, though, the forest was gone, burned to ash, as if a massive forest fire had eliminated it from existence. They looked for survivors, but found no one still living.

Including Ambrose. Hope had found his lifeless body among the others. His secret to reversing the effects of the ambrosia had died with him.

They returned to the submarine and set course for Waterloo, and docked there in a somber mood.

“You can take the sub anywhere you want, you know,” he told her.

“Not until you’re safely back inside.” He’d known she wouldn’t leave, just as she’d known he’d make the offer. “And you do realize that I’m coming as well, don’t you?”

Will sighed. “There are two problems with that. First, Arthur and Adam might both be there. If either of them sees you... we have a problem. Secondly, they’ve found a young man with an ability to trace Energy paths. If you use any Energy at all, he can find you.”

“Really?” She looked impressed. “Then I won’t use any Energy. You can teleport me ashore.”

“We still have the issue... of...” Will broke off his protest as her image changed before his eyes. Her face narrowed, her hair darkened to a lustrous shade of black, and her eyes changed to a deeper shade of blue.

It was the look she’d had in the photograph from the future.

“I don’t think they’ll recognize a human woman they’ve never seen before.” She smiled, and then glanced around. “I assume you have weapons on board?”

He nodded, gesturing toward a small storage closet. “I have a few here, more as keepsakes than anything. I’ve never gotten into using weapons.”

“I have.” She marched to the closet, opened the door, and selected two swords. She strapped the sheaths to her sides, and threw a dark cloak over herself, with the hood up. She glanced back at him. “How do I look?”

He nodded in approval. “Like somebody I wouldn’t want angry at me.” He looked at her, a pleading look on his face. “Promise me you won’t go looking for trouble?”

She snorted. “I’m walking into an outpost of people who erupted into a civil war over a marital dispute and who were nearly able to kill you. I don’t think there’s much chance that I can avoid it. Don’t worry. I can take care of myself. And they’ll underestimate a mere human woman.” She flashed a smile, deadly on many levels.

He nodded. “Ready?”

She gave a crisp nod and held out her hand. He took it and teleported both of them to the land, where they separated. He walked directly toward the outpost, while she moved to the side, into the shadows of a nearby forest.

Though it should not have been a surprise, he was still startled when, moments later, the young man known as Sebastian appeared in front of him. “Will! So good to see you! Won’t you come with me?”

“I’ve come to help restore the peace, Sebastian.” It felt strange to say the name.

Sebastian gave a bow with a dramatic flourish. “Then by all means, lead the way.”

Will walked through the gates and found, again to no surprise, that both Arthur and Adam were present. Arthur was addressing the crowds.

“...deaths of James and Elise have settled their personal conflict, but at what cost? It is clear that they felt trapped in their relationship, trapped by the conflict driven by their disagreement about having a child so many years ago, about losing that child before birth upon taking the ambrosia.”

He spotted Will in the crowd, and a brief flicker of emotion crossed his face. Fear? Uncertainty? Triumph? It was impossible to tell; the man had become a master at hiding his emotions and thoughts from Will and the other telepaths and empaths that lived near him. Will was startled by the news in Arthur’s statement. Elise had been pregnant at the time she and James had taken the ambrosia... and the fruit had ended her pregnancy?

“We have instituted our jails for those who violate the first oaths ever instituted for Aliomenti. We must not allow ourselves to be discovered, lest the tragedy that befell the inventors of electricity happen to others.” He nodded at William, the man “adopted” by the two sisters, and Will took a step back. Will had noticed the red flecks in the man’s eyes at their last meeting, so many years ago. But now William’s appearance had altered further. The eyes were a deep red now, his hair had thinned to the point of being nearly gone, and a handful of scars marked the front and back of his head.

“Let us remember this, though. It was not evidence of our abilities that triggered that attack. No, it was evidence of our technology, of the tools we use to attain our position of physical, mental, and material superiority in this world. Our advances were feared and deemed a crime worthy of our deaths and annihilation by those humans. They overwhelmed us with both their numbers and savagery. We cannot permit that to happen again. We must not share our advances with such vermin.”

There were murmurs of agreement, and Arthur continued. “To that end, I have dispatched several Aliomenti to ensure that our greatest treasures – the zirple, morange, and ambrosia – cannot be possessed or known by any others.”

Arthur glanced once more at William, who shot flames into the air. Will suddenly knew, with certainty, that it was no random lightning strike that had destroyed the Ambrosia forest and decimated its population.

He opened his mouth to protest the destruction, but felt hands seize both arms. He turned to find himself held in place by Sebastian and Victor. He scowled at both, prepared to teleport away or blast them with Energy so that he could speak... but he once more felt the hands of Tacitus on his neck.

He sagged to the ground as Arthur resumed. “No previous tragedy, though, approached the ferocity and violence of what was just experienced here, and we must – must – ensure that this does not and cannot happen again. It is tragic enough when non-Aliomenti – mere humans – attack us out of fear and ignorance. It is unconscionable for us to attack each other. And therefore we must understand the reasons why James’ and Elise’s anger was so great, what it was that engulfed this community in open warfare, a civil war that claimed a dozen lives beyond the two who started this conflict.”

Even in his drug-like state, Will was stunned. They’d lost that many dead in the battle? And what had Arthur said earlier about their child? It did not mesh with what he remembered being told before. She’d been pregnant when they took the ambrosia, and that had ended the child’s life?

“The relationship became a trap for them. They’d committed themselves to each other publicly, forever, until death. For the Aliomenti, though, forever is eternity. We must recognize the impracticality of such commitments in our circumstances, and we must avoid them. And given the risks inherent in any children who might survive, the risk that they might destroy us all with a finality that would shame the effort of any humans, we must no longer simply warn our membership about those dangers. We must vow to each other, swear to each other, that we’ll not bring children into the world.”

Will tried to shout out, to argue against this, but Victor elbowed the side of his head while Sebastian elbowed him in the stomach. He saw stars, felt lightheaded, and was unable to protest Arthur’s words. And he was highly concerned. Why would no one else speak out against what Arthur was saying? Did no one else understand that it was wrong?

Why had no one but Will ever argued against Arthur’s words?

“My recommendation is this: we must each swear oaths, by acclamation today, and individually for all new members, against each of these four activities. We may not reveal the Energy and immortality secrets of the Aliomenti to humans. We may not share our technological advancements. We may not form permanent and committed relationships. And, above all, we may not bring children into this world after our Energy is unleashed and before our ambrosia is consumed. I recommend, given our lifespans, a prison penalty of ten years for a first violation, and a further ten years for each additional offense. Should anyone violate that last vow, that last Oath? Such children would be our end. A steeper penalty is required for breaking that vow.”

Arthur took a deep breath. “I’d therefore propose that, should anyone be found to be in violation of that final Oath, that Oath against having children, that they be sentenced to death.” He looked around. “What do you say, my friends? Do you agree to this?”

The roar of acclamation was universal, save for Will. Will said nothing, and not because he couldn’t speak. Why hadn’t the others argued, presented counterpoints? It wasn’t like the original village, where the greatest warriors allied themselves with Arthur, intimidating the rest into silence. Arthur’s Energy skills were not impressive, especially in light of the advantage in age he had over those present. After all, he’d recruited all of them and introduced them to Energy. Surely, that meant his Energy should be far greater than all of theirs.

Yet they all still accepted everything he said, followed every recommendation, without fail. Why?

And then it hit Will, slamming into him with greater devastation than Tacitus’ Dampering ability.

As the cacophony of the acclamation subsided, Arthur nodded. “I take that as universal acceptance by all those here. We have created special pieces of fabric, symbols of those who have accepted and agreed to our Oaths. They may be explained in the human community as our business image, a sign that you are part of the Aliomenti company that helps get money to new businesses. Each of you may come forward to collect that patch of fabric.” As he spoke, Arthur’s eyes flicked in Will’s direction. He knew Will well enough to know Will would never agree to such rules, and thus the acclamation and forced silence worked in Arthur’s favor. Will would be seen as one of many to agree to the abominable Oaths. Will knew he needed to say something, and say it now.

He close his eyes, summoning his nanos, and used them to form the familiar exoskeleton directly around his body. The tiny machines were able to slip under the grips of the three holding him. With a burst outward, the nanos broke all contact between them, and knocked each of the three away from Will. With a deep breath, one that started his Energy recovery, Will scrambled back to his feet and started stumbling toward Arthur.

“This is wrong, Arthur!”

Arthur, who had been talking to the red-eyed man near him, slowly turned to face Will, his eyes flicking with disappointment toward the three captors now sprawled on the ground. “You’ve made your Oaths, Will, like everyone else. Your time to protest has passed. Are you in violation of your word already?”

“You’re well aware that your minions there prevented me from speaking. I gave no agreement to those Oaths, and I never will.”

Arthur snorted. “You expect everyone to believe that anyone here could restrain you, Will? You are widely known as our most powerful member, a man no one here could defeat. Yet there was no sign of struggle or protest. If those Oaths were something you didn’t want to participate in, why wait to protest until now? Are you that desperate for attention?”

“The boy, Tacitus, has the ability to destroy a person’s Energy, Arthur, and I can tell you from personal experience that the sensation is much like getting the wind knocked out of you. The effect lasts at least several minutes, long enough to silence even me so that you could attempt to implicate me in your stupid Oaths. I am telling you, and everyone assembled here, that I do not agree and did not agree. I will not abide by your Oaths.”

“Yet they are Oaths we’ve all agreed to now, Will, and those Oaths are now an integral part of our group.” Adam stepped forward. “They are Oaths that have been agreed to by many other Aliomenti communities already, and the recent tragedy here reinforces the need. You cannot be part of a community if you do not abide by the rules of that community.”

“We cannot let tragedy be an excuse to strike down our freedom and ability to live life as we choose,” Will replied. “How do you propose finding violators of those rules? How do you know that an advancement by humans is not a natural development, rather than an Aliomenti influencing them? What if a relationship commitment is made privately? And how, if I may ask, do you expect to keep people who can teleport in prison for a decade or more?”

“We will train people specifically to root out those who violate their sworn Oaths, to track them down, to get their confessions, and to limit their ability to escape their rightful punishment,” Arthur replied. “You claim we have one so gifted here already. Surely we can find or train others? And you forget that we live in communities of telepaths and empaths. Guilt at breaking an Oath will be detected and reported, Will. Assuming guilt is felt by the perpetrator, that is.”

“Guilt?” Will roared. “You have, since our founding, insisted upon recruiting each new member, and talking to them before each major advancement. Now I know why, Arthur. And I know that no one else here will remember what I say, because you’ll ensure they don’t. But you know, and now I know, the truth. The truth, Arthur, is that you used push-Empathy skills to embed in their minds the idea that you are their leader, that they are to agree with your suggestions and follow your orders, without argument and without exception. I wondered why nobody ever disagreed with you, Arthur, why I was the only one who ever did. Now I know. Now I know why everyone agreed to your stupid Oaths today. They weren’t capable of doing otherwise.”

Arthur’s eyes flicked in triumph briefly, then resumed their usual narrowed gaze. “You’re wrong, Will. I chose men and women of high character to join our organization, and they did and do act of their own free will. That high character enables them to recognize and follow the wisdom of the Oaths and penalties that you have suggested. I’m surprised that you now want to absolve yourself of what you proposed.”

Will stared at him. The murmurs and angry glares confirmed his accusation; the crowds that had listened to Arthur spell out the oaths and penalties now wondered why Will didn’t think he had to live by rules that he himself had proposed.

He turned to Adam. If he was going down, he’d make sure everyone got his best. “And you, Adam. I’ve no idea how Arthur ensnared you. But I do know this. Your actions in the original Aliomenti village that night? When you suppressed our very first members in slumber while you lit their homes on fire and let them burn to death?” He pointed at Arthur. “That man provided the idea of your actions to that man.” He pointed to William. “And now the forest where the ambrosia fruit first grew is ash, and the only man who knew how to reverse the effects is dead. All because of you!”

Adam stared at Will, then shrugged. “So what? Why would anyone want to reverse the effects?”

“Why?” Will stared at him. “James and Elise clearly wanted a child at some point, and yet the fruit denied them that chance. If we’d known how to reverse the effects, they would have had the chance to change their minds, and we’d all be strong enough to deal with the ramifications. Instead? That man is dead, and now...”

“Now it doesn’t matter, Will, because everyone has sworn an oath to never have a child.” Adam folded his arms, his face stern.

“No,” Will said, his voice trembling. “Not everyone.” I didn’t. Hope didn’t. My dream, and hers, died with that man.

Adam looked as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him, a look of pain so intense and so great that it seemed it might split him in two. Yet he recovered himself with one sharp intake of breath. “Those who have not made the oath may not be part of this community any more, Will. That includes you. Make the oath. Please.”

“Listen to him, Will,” Arthur said, his eyes glinting. “It’s for your own good.”

“No. I won’t be part of this, Arthur,” Will replied, shaking his head. “I cannot be part of this. It goes against everything I believe in.”

“Then you are in violation of your Oaths already, Will Stark, and you will thus be the first to test our new jail.” The crowd tensed. The Aliomenti did not, as a rule, use anyone’s surname, and few even knew the surnames of others. Arthur’s use of Will’s surname was a way of further alienating Will to the crowd.

Will could sense the circle being formed, as Victor, Sebastian, and Tacitus closed in on him. His Energy stores would not permit teleportation yet; he needed a few more minutes.

“I dare say that Will Stark might prove a challenge to contain, my friends,” Arthur said. “Perhaps he needs to spend his Energy on recovery, rather than teleportation?”

Will heard the swords being drawn. “Swords, Arthur? So you’ll resort to killing me? Even if your contention of my assent to your Oaths were true, and it is most assuredly not, I have not fathered any children in the past ten minutes. What gives you the authority to order my death?”

“Who said anything about death, Will? It is difficult to serve out your punishment if you are no longer alive to do so. You will live.”

The dark shape dropped down from the nearest building. Hope had covered her face with the hood of the cloak, but there was no hiding her feminine form... or the two swords she’d drawn. She kicked Tacitus in the ribs, knocking the unarmed boy a dozen feet away, where he crumpled to the ground. She then turned toward Victor and Sebastian, weapons at the ready.

“A woman, Stark?” Sebastian cackled. “You bring one woman to protect you?” He inhaled a deep breath. “And a human woman, no less? Are you truly that desperate in your search for anyone to agree with you and help you? I can’t believe you would stoop so low.” He glanced at Victor and motioned with his sword. “Shall we, you old sluggard?”

Victor scowled at Sebastian, but advanced upon Hope with his sword drawn, his condescension obvious.

Hope’s twin blades flashed, impossibly fast, and before they could raise their swords in defense, Victor and Sebastian were unarmed. Both men looked shocked, spying their weapons lying on the ground a dozen yards away, and they moved to retrieve them.

“You must be desperate for help, Arthur, if you hire as your goons two men who cannot defeat a single human woman in a sword fight.” Will couldn’t resist needling the man. “And your ability to recruit people with... how did you put it? High character? Perhaps that is true, but if you’ve brought these two aboard to enforce your stupid rules, you’d think you’d find two who could win a battle with a two-to-one advantage... against a mere human.” He snorted, and glanced at the man with the dark hair. “You strike me as one who served in the military, Victor.” Will shook his head in mock sadness. “I suspect your armies weren’t very successful.”

Victor, racing to retrieve his sword, winced. Sebastian, running with him, glanced over his shoulder at the the woman who’d disarmed them. “I have got  to get a cloak like that!”

“Taking fashion advice from a human woman, Sebastian?” Victor snapped.

“No,” Sebastian replied. “I’m taking fashion advice from the person who disarmed you in two seconds, army boy.”

Will walked toward Hope, who stood with her swords ready, her stance defying anyone to try to attack. No one dared.

Will turned to face the crowd. “I am no longer one of you, but you are not my enemies. If you come to me in peace, you will be accepted as a friend, without question. We will consider the reasoned violation of every one of those Oaths you were forced to assent to today as our goal and our purpose.”

He turned to face Adam, who stood staring at Will from twenty feet away. “Will you join me, Adam?” Adam was, after all, the man who’d joined Will’s own children on a dangerous mission, a man who had once exterminated an entire village before the residents had a chance to carry out plans to kill Will.

Adam stared at him, a deep sadness in his eyes, and after a glance at the shrouded warrior defending Will, he shook his head. “No, Will. My place is here. You need to reconsider this move. You’ll spend your entire life running from your past, Will. Don’t do this.”

Will stared back. Even Adam had rejected him, had rejected his idea and his principles. He glanced at the shrouded figure next to him, and realized that hers was the only opinion that mattered to him. “When you change your mind, Adam – and you will change your mind – I will find you, and my door will be open.”

Adam said nothing.

Will took one last glance around him, feeling his Energy stores sufficiently recharged to move the distance he needed to cover. As Tacitus approached, he made his final farewell. “Goodbye, everyone. I look forward to our future reconciliation. Until we meet again… I wish you well.” He took Hope’s hand and teleported them to the shore.

“Why not directly into the ship, Will?” she asked. There would be other questions, but she focused on the most critical for the moment.

“They’d be able to follow my Energy to the submarine, and we don’t want that. We’ll travel into and through the water, and only teleport the last couple of feet to get inside. That should buy us time, and...”

“But—”

“Take a deep breath,” he said, forming an invisible, nano-based exoskeleton around both of them.

She looked surprised, but did as he requested. He took a deep breath himself, and the exoskeleton pulled them through the air, into and below the waves, traveling at a high rate of speed until they reached the outside of the ship, leaving no trail the Aliomenti could follow. He teleported them inside, and they both took deep breaths.

“So, Hope... where would you like to travel? I don’t seem to have a home any more.”

She smiled. “This is our home, Will.”

He smiled at the sound of that.

“Years ago, you showed me where we’d live one day, where we’d... meet. I think it would be a good time to travel there now. I doubt that they’ll think to look for us there.” She smiled. “Besides, I have my mission to complete, and my charges live on the new continent.”

Will nodded, and set a path for North America. He’d long been fascinated by the founding of the United States. They were traveling there now, before the most critical events in the country’s history would occur. He’d be able to do more than merely study that history now.

Now he’d live through it, with Hope at his side.
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