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Prologue

 

Sunlight crept over the horizon, the rays twinkling against the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. Quiet reigned for a brief time as Sunday began, a few people rising early with yawns and brief spots of exercise. There was a faint hint of salt in the area, of machines and oil and grease, consistent with the massive ships housed in the harbor.

The quiet was shattered with the sound of engines from the north, planes descending upon them to unleash unimaginable horrors. Heads craned up, looking around, wondering what was happening.

Bombs fell from the sky, and the quiet morning was shattered.

Ships exploded, raining debris around the land surrounding the harbor. The hint of salty air was gone, replaced with jet fuel and explosives and death. Screams rent the air, as men barely awake found themselves without limbs, bleeding to death before they knew they were under attack. Frenzied activity erupted on the shore; sailors stumbled to get to their stations, airmen raced to the fields where planes waited, only to find bombs leaving a path of destruction. Men panicked, and the perspiration came not from an intense morning physical training session, but from their desperation to survive the surprise attack.

Will Stark stood watching it all, knowing he could not interfere. Hope was out there, ensuring the safety of just one man, Will’s great-grandfather. It was her mission, one he dared not interfere in. Yet he felt some obligation to be there, to offer his own unique protective abilities to her as she ensured his ancestral line survived the attack on Pearl Harbor.

Frustration boiled through him. He could end the attack in an instant. He could manipulate the thoughts of every pilot, forcing them to stop the raid and head back home. He could intercept the next wave of planes, changing their minds or crashing every plane to the steely surface of the Pacific. Yet he must not interfere. Around him, men and women were hit by shrapnel, had limbs torn from their bodies, died in fires aboard ships that sank beneath the waves. It was a cruel fate.

He sensed a new presence, and his pulse quickened. The Hunters were here. Whether they’d tracked him, or sensed an unknown but powerful Energy user, he did not know. Their presence added an unnecessary complication to a mission already exacerbated by a surprise military attack. Will’s great grandfather was aboard a ship that had been hit, the flames shooting out the top. He wasn’t worried about Hope; she could protect herself and his great-grandfather. The largest challenge was ensuring it wasn’t too obvious to his great-grandfather or those around him.

The Hunters’ presence made that subterfuge an even greater challenge. Where were they? He could detect them through the use of his own Energy, but that would alert them to his presence. He could use himself as bait to draw them away from her, assuming they’d figured out where she was.

In that moment, four people emerged from the burning ship, appearing suddenly at the nearest dock. So great was the turmoil and panic that none of the human men seemed to notice; they’d just assumed the four had emerged from the cloud of smoke. Will could make out Aramis’ top hat and Porthos’ cloak, and knew that a third member of the group must be Athos, the leader of the Hunters. It was the fourth person in the group that concerned him.

Hope.

She looked different now than she normally did, opting to appear as a brunette with pale gray eyes. Her Energy was well Shielded; the Hunters had detected Energy work aboard the boat and found a woman not dressed in sailor garb. If she wasn’t the rogue associated with the Alliance, her obvious displacement made her suspicious enough to capture.

Will let his Shield drop. There was no point in hiding now. They probably suspected his presence at that point. Porthos’ head immediately snapped in his direction, a sneer upon his face. He waved in jovial fashion, and then pulled the sword from his belt. Athos and Aramis followed suit.

Will ordered the tiny nanobots surrounding him in an invisible swarm to move to Hope, covering her in an invisible fashion, armor that would prevent any completed blows from the swords the men held. She was safe from harm, and now that Will had been spotted, the Hunters would blame him for her survival. But it wasn’t enough for him. He sprinted toward the dock, dodging sailors racing away from the carnage, fury in his eyes. He sent a warning jolt of Energy at the Hunters, a promise of future payback if they dared hurt the woman they held hostage.

In a more isolated space, he’d teleport there to her side, or simply whisk both of them away. Hope could do it, and if Will hadn’t been there her survival would have ended the efficacy of the Hope-as-human ruse. With him there, though, she maintained the ruse of being incapable of defending herself, an illusion Will found laughable.

There was nothing funny about her current predicament though, especially when the Hunters threw Hope to the ground and advanced on her with swords drawn.

Will glanced around, smelling the fear, hearing the explosions, feeling the heat from the burning ships in the harbor. The planes continued to fly overhead, releasing more bombs upon the reeling Harbor. No one was paying attention to him, or to them. He dipped into a cloud of smoke generated by a burning ship and teleported to them, shielding her with his body, the nanos reforming to insure that all exposed skin for the two of them was protected from sword strikes. He heard the inhalation of breath as the Hunters went for the kill shot, waited for the thud as the blades struck the invisible armor. Wondered, in that instant, why they’d seemed unfamiliar with the idea nearly a century later, when they’d attacked Will in a similar manner.

He felt no impact of a sword upon armor, but rather the sensation of warm liquid dripping upon his body. He saw more liquid hit the wood beside him. The metallic scent seemed to fill his nostrils, and he could almost taste it.

Blood.

“Traitor!” Aramis screamed. “How could you protect a human woman? How could you protect him?”

Will spun around, rose up off Hope, and took in the scene.

Adam’s body had been pierced by all three swords, and blood dripped from the gaping wounds to his torso. He’d teleported in front the swords meant to execute Hope.

And him.

“You’d… never understand.” Adam’s speech was a grimace. Hope scrambled to her feet, her eyes, like Will’s, wide with horror.

Athos put his hand on Adam’s chest and pushed the man roughly to the ground, and the Hunters used the movement to withdraw their swords from his body. The blood flowed freely, and the sight and scent of it overpowered even the smell of fuel and carnage erupting around them. “The Leader will hear of this, Adam! He’ll—”

“I hope… so,” Adam choked.

Will was enraged, and surged a mass of Energy at the Hunters, enveloping them. He saw their faces turn fearful, sensed their fear in the odor of their perspiration. He teleported them far away, to the middle of the Pacific Ocean, a hundred miles from land. They’d survive, if the sharks didn’t smell Adam’s blood and get to them.

“Hope.” Adam’s voice was weak, but his eyes were bright. “You… have a human man… whose well-being… is uncertain. Go to him. I must… speak to Will… privately.”

“But I can help—”

“Go.” Adam’s voice was a plea, gentle but firm. With a worried glance at Will, Hope nodded and disappeared.

“Get me out of this, Will. Someplace… quiet. I don’t have much time left… and… there are things… I must tell you… before I’m… gone.”

“But I can—”

“Keep those little machines. There’s too much… damage… already. Too little blood left… to matter.” He closed his eyes. “Please, Will.”

Will teleported them back to a bunker that he knew was unoccupied, one that normally housed off-duty sailors for one of the ships sinking in the Harbor. The survivors onshore had all run past to find some way to help their doomed fellows. Their absence gave Adam the solitude he’d requested.

“I have… little time… left, Will.” Adam’s words came out in a series of gasps of air. “First… you must… take this.” His arm moved as if asleep, numbly seeking the front of his shirt, and fingering a chain hidden beneath that Will had never before noticed. Will started to unclasp the chain, then simply teleported it free. Three small vials, formed of an unfamiliar metallic substance strangely warm to his touch, were connected via the chain. He glanced at Adam. “Those vials… they are… so… very important, Will. You… must guard them… with even your… own life. Never… take the chain… off… until it’s… time.” His eyes opened once, then closed again.

“Time for what? What’s in the vials?”

Adam continued as if he’d not heard Will. It was possible he hadn’t, given his condition. Will sent Energy into the man, hoping to alleviate his discomfort, help him to heal the grievous wounds. “Second… you must… find… Eva. She… will know… what to do.”

“Eva?” Will frowned. “But… I haven’t seen her in centuries. I don’t know if she’s even… alive.”

“She lives… is hiding… must make it… your top priority… to find her… even… more… important than… your research.” Will frowned again. They were running out of time to find the ambrosia cure. How could Adam ask him to stop that effort?

But it was the man’s dying wish. “I will find her, then,” Will replied.

“One… final… thing. You must promise…” Adam’s voice trailed off, and his breathing become ever more shallow and ragged. Will upped the Energy, willing it to heal Adam, to eliminate the terrible pain. The man’s eyes shot open. “Promise me that you’ll… find him and… protect him.”

“What are you—”

“Promise!” Adam’s voice, so weak to that point, came out as a shout.

“I promise,” Will said. “But who? Who am I supposed to find? Who am I supposed to protect?”

Adam’s breathing had gone heavier, and his Energy had seeped down to almost nothing. Tell me, Will projected. Tell me this way if it’s easier.

Adam did, projecting just two words Will’s way.

Will bolted up and away from Adam

It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t be.

Will stared at the man he’d known as long as any other, and better than most. Watched as the irregular rise and fall of his chest slowed. Then stopped. Watched as his face, contorted in pain, smoothed over. Watched as Adam, a man he’d known for almost a thousand years, moved on to a new reality. Based on those final two words Adam had projected to him, Will wondered if he’d ever truly known the man at all.

It was forever too late to change that.
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Visitors

 

1701 A.D.

Recent rains had left the dirt roads of the young city muddy. Small puddles of standing water formed in the light drizzle that was falling from the sky, dabbing the hair, hats, and clothing of residents out walking in the weather. The early morning summer warmth was sufficient to illuminate the shops and store buildings lining the sides of the roads. Hand-painted signs identified a coffee shop, a tailor, a few printers, a pub, and other businesses. Many of the buildings were two stories, and the shop proprietors lived above the businesses they maintained. The growing heat of the early morning exacerbated the aromas driven by refuse in and along the streets, dominated by human and equine wastes. Most pedestrians opted to walk close to the buildings, limiting their chances of stepping in some of the unpleasantness, and limited the stench to distasteful rather than overpowering.

A horse-drawn carriage raced down the road, the driver careening side to side. Passersby pointed and laughed, for the driver was clearly intoxicated and had lost control of his steed. The driver strained with the reins, pulling the horse back toward the center of the road. As the cart swerved close to the buildings before moving back to the center of the road, the rear wheel plunged into a puddle, spraying dirty water upon unlucky pedestrians.

Two of the bystanders drenched by the putrid liquid looked at each other and began laughing, in contrast to others who shouted curses at the driver.

The man was relatively tall, with jade green eyes and jet black hair now slicked down after his anti-bath. The woman was somewhat shorter, and her platinum blonde hair glistened white as snow in the sunlight. Her laughter reached her blue eyes. Their eyes, for those who looked closely enough, seemed to sparkle with an unnatural inner glow, giving their eyes an unnatural air.

The couple scurried through a gap between a pub and a tailor’s shop, emerging in an uninhabited back alley. After confirming their isolation, each concentrated, and the glow evident in their eyes emanated from their very core. The warmth generated from that special Energy was sufficient to dry their clothes and hair, expelling the mud and other debris from their bodies, leaving them clean and fresh. One would never suspect they’d endured a fully-clothed mud bath only moments before.

The young woman’s smile was indicative of one far older than her visible youth suggested. “I prefer that approach to cleaning clothes over scrubbing them in a creek. Do you remember doing that?”

Will Stark nodded. “It never was a favorite chore of mine.” His face clouded with concern as Hope shivered momentarily. “Are you still cold? Do you need something warm to drink?”

Hope nodded. “Do you think we might be able to get some hot tea in one of the pubs?”

Will shook his head. “You told me that your mission will have you spending a large portion of your time here in the colonies going forward. We can use this opportunity to acquaint you with the local beverage of choice.”

Hope shot him an inquisitive glance. Will smiled, and led the way back through the crevice and out on to the street they’d just vacated. Will located a man walking along the street through the rain, and waved a hand to get his attention. “Excuse me. Is there a place in town where we might find coffee?”

The man raised an eyebrow. “Coffee? You have expensive tastes, sir. Do you have the money to pay?”

Will nodded. “I do. My bride has not tasted coffee before. And it has been far too long since I last had the pleasure.” It had in fact been nearly seven centuries of actual living time—since the morning of his thirty-fifth birthday, when he’d been taken to the future—since he’d last tasted coffee. The Purge, traumatic as it had been, had arrested any withdrawal symptoms. He could still remember the smells, though, percolating through his home and office.

The man gave Will an appraising glance, and then nodded. “Follow me, then. I am headed in the direction of an establishment that sells coffee. You will be able to drink your fill there.”

The trio moved at a brisk pace through the rain, which had intensified. None of them had an umbrella. Will felt his shoes sticking in the mud as the dirt became even more saturated with water. The clopping of horse hooves was replaced with a suctioning sound as the steeds pulled each limb from the deep indentations they created with each step. Hope slicked water from her hair and eyes, a task she seemed to find amusing.

After a ten minute walk, their guide led them inside a small brick building. “Welcome to Ye Coffee Shop, my friends. I suspect the owner, Mr. Carpenter, will be here shortly.”

True to their guide’s prediction, the owner of Ye Coffee Shop emerged from a back room a moment later. He nodded an acknowledgement to Will and Hope, and then gaped at the third person awaiting him. “Mr. Penn! It is an honor, sir! How may I be of service?”

Will stared at the man as well. They'd been led to Ye Coffee Shop by the founder and Proprietor of the Pennsylvania Colony, Sir William Penn. He stretched his memory to history, recalling that Penn would forever leave the colony bearing his name in just a few months’ time, and live his remaining years in a great deal of financial tumult. Their encounter here was fortuitous.

“My new friends have expressed an interest in drinking coffee, and I knew you were the man to help them, Samuel,” William Penn replied. “Given the chill in the air from this rain, I'd enjoy some myself.”

Samuel Carpenter nodded, giving a slight bow to the Proprietor. “I’ll begin the preparations at once.” He hesitated, glancing at Will, and cleared his throat. “Begging your pardon, sir, but I do not know you, and coffee is not an inexpensive product. I must ask if—”

Carpenter broke off as Will placed ten gold coins on the counter. “If it's sufficient, I'd like this money to cover Sir William’s coffee as well.”

Carpenter nodded, scooped up the coins, and set off to work grinding the coffee beans. In moments, the familiar smell of brewing coffee filled the Ye Coffee Shop, reminding Will of mornings he’d wake to that same aroma in the Stark family home, of times spent with Hope chatting about topics hyperlinked together.

“What brings you to Philadelphia, if I may ask?” Penn's manner was genial and kind. His Quaker heritage and beliefs ensured he'd welcome travelers to his colony and primary city.

“We suspect that we will merely be passing through,” Will replied. “We've recently arrived here in the new world, and believe a family member might live here. We will seek him out once we find lodging.”

“Oh?” Penn seemed interested. “Who is it that you seek? Perhaps I am familiar with your party and can offer direction to their home or place of business.”

“Elijah Stark,” Hope replied. “He makes saddles.”

Penn stroked his chin, thoughtful. “I’m afraid I'm not familiar with the name. I wish you well in your search. I hope the seas were kind to you?”

Will nodded. “Our journey was a pleasant one, thank you. I pray you may find similar conditions on your next journey.”

Penn inclined his head in Will's direction. After finishing his coffee, the Proprietor departed, his memory of the encounter with Will and Hope already erased from his memory.

Will and Hope chatted briefly with Samuel Carpenter. The man told them that he ran an inn, and had a room available if they needed lodging while searching for their relative and seeking more permanent quarters. After spending the remainder of the rain-free day walking through the streets of Philadelphia, they returned and accepted Carpenter’s offer. The room was spacious by standards of the day, with windows opening to the back and away from the main street. Carpenter started a fire for them in the fireplace. After accepting a tip from Will, Carpenter left them, shutting the door behind him.

Will bolted the door and Hope put out the fire. Both teleported back to the Nautilus, nestled under the waters of the Atlantic several miles away. The submarine, created and improved upon by Will for the past several centuries, would put its early twenty-first century kin to shame. Its walls were sleek; it used a clean propulsion system; and its autopilot feature meant that Will and Hope could focus on matters other than navigation and piloting during their times aboard the ship. 

It had been Will’s primary home over the past few centuries, taking him from its primary berth on an island in the North Atlantic he’d dubbed Eden to points around the world. He tweaked it and refined it and made it everything he wanted it to be. Sharing it with Hope at long last had given the watercraft the feeling of home that couldn’t be matched.

After materializing in the submarine, Hope took glasses from the galley and filled them with a mix of fruit juices, while Will warmed up fish they’d cooked through the night before. It wasn’t ideal, but they refused to waste anything. The aroma permeated the submarine. Will placed Hope’s dish in front of her, sat down, and took a sip of the juice, reveling in the sweet flavor.

“It would seem Philadelphia remains an Aliomenti-free zone,” Hope noted, before depositing a forkful of fish in her mouth.

Will nodded. “For the time being. The colonies will become a huge potential market. They’ll get here eventually.” He forked a bit of fish into his mouth, and followed it with a sip of juice. “I suspect they’ll be here inside the next century.”

Their foray into Philadelphia had been for that singular purpose. Hope had been tracking and protecting Will’s direct ancestors for centuries. They’d been early immigrants to the newly-formed English colonies, and Hope had lived in and around the young town of Boston for much of her time in this hemisphere. Boston had no evidence of an Aliomenti presence, which made Hope’s job far simpler. With Elijah Stark due to arrive in Philadelphia in less than a month, they’d wanted to ensure the small town, boasting a population of less than five thousand, remained uninfected as well.

Prior to his renunciation of the Aliomenti over the Oaths and loyalty hypnosis instituted by Arthur Lowell, Will had been better connected to the future plans of the Aliomenti than most of its two thousand members throughout Europe. As one of three members of the Old Guard, Will had a special standing in the group due to his seniority. As such, Will had been part of the decision making process for expanding and contracting outpost locations where Aliomenti could congregate. It didn’t hurt that Will had a special knack for picking the best spots for economic expansion, given his uncanny ability to foresee future economic trends and top markets.

At no point in Will’s presence had they discussed expansion to the colonies in North America. That didn’t mean they hadn’t made such plans without his knowledge, as they had done with the Oaths they knew he’d oppose. But he suspected they’d go with the comfortable and stay in Europe, which meant Hope would remain free of them for a few decades more.

“I’ll be ready for them when they arrive,” Hope said. “I know they will. By then I’ll have perfected my knowledge of this city and my identity here. I’ll need somewhere to go periodically to reinvent myself, of course.”

“I know someone with a rather nice submarine you can use,” Will said, smiling. Immortality added complications when you lived among mortals. After a time, they’d realize she didn’t age. Or someone pushing their seventh decade would realize that they’d met her in their childhood. Hope would generally leave a city after ten or twenty years, spend some time crafting a new Energy-enabled appearance, and then return. She repeated this process as often as necessary. Her list of pseudonyms had grown so lengthy that she’d forgotten some of them. So long as she avoided reusing a name inside a normal human lifetime, though, it wouldn’t matter.

“I’ll probably start here as a servant for one of the wealthier families. It will give me a chance to learn about the key citizens and decision makers. It will also mean few will pay attention to me as I move about town.” She’d played that role often in her time. In most societies where she lived, women skilled in various professions were too noticeable. Servants blended in and weren’t questioned about their movements around town; they were assumed to be running errands on behalf of those they served. Hope had earned and saved enough money that she could buy the entire colony from Sir William Penn, so future options were certainly possible. But it was her preferred mode of entry into a town.

Will nodded. “I have to find a home as well.”

It grew silent in the submarine, save for the thrum of the salt-water engines. The smell of the reheated fish seemed more pungent in that moment, the silence and isolation of the underwater home more palpable.

Each of them had a mission to fulfill, and those would lead them to the final conclusion: Hope’s meeting of the young Will Stark. That meeting would one day bring into the world the two children who would save their father’s life, and in so doing save their mother’s as well. That mission meant many sacrifices, and the pair found it easier to spend only brief periods of time in each other’s direct presence as a result. Hope would spend time playing guardian angel to Will’s direct ancestors.

Will had a mission of his own.

He planned to redo the Aliomenti in his own way, without the mind control, without the Oaths that would one day require a squad of Hunters and an Assassin for enforcement. Their focus would not be extracting as much in the way of wealth and lives from their fellow man as possible; it would be on building everyone up. They’d use their skills not to rob others, but to help them enrich themselves. He’d thus spend his time in Philadelphia and elsewhere, looking for men and women of high character he could teach about Energy. He’d stored a significant amount of morange, zirple, and ambrosia seed on Eden to ensure those he recruited would have the option to take all—or none—of the miracle potions.

Will had his own private mission as well. He wanted to be an eyewitness to key events in history. To actually see the key historical figures, hear the famous speeches, feel the ground thunder beneath his feet as cannon fired, smell the gunpowder as muskets and rifles put their own stamp on the events that would shape the future.

“Mr. Penn seemed a capable man,” Hope mused. “He might be an excellent choice as one your first recruits.”

Will smiled. “History has other ideas. I'll find plenty of people here. And eventually, I'll find plenty within the Aliomenti as well.”

Hope looked curious. “I thought you said Arthur had manipulated them? Changed their brains somehow, so that they literally can't disagree with him or go against his orders?”

Will nodded. “He has. But what can be done can be undone. We just need to figure out how he did it. Then we can figure out how to reverse the process.”

Hope sighed. “That won’t be an easy process. Most of them will attack you on sight as a traitor. How will you be able to figure out Arthur’s technique, let alone have the time to reverse it?”

“I don’t know,” Will admitted. “But I know that I need to try.” It wasn’t the first time he’d asked himself that same question. If Will was a traitor, what Aliomenti would sit still and consent to let him examine their minds and identify the technique to reverse Arthur’s brainwashing? “If I meet an Aliomenti, I’ll need to be subtle. Make sure they don’t know who I am. Take advantage of any opportunity that presents itself.” Perhaps he’d come across an Aliomenti knocked unconscious. Or sleeping. He frowned. Was that what he needed to do? Force them into a deep sleep to examine their minds and reverse Arthur’s brainwashing?

Hope sighed at his thought, one she’d picked up on with her telepathic skills. “If you’re successful, the major benefit is that they’ll choose whether to go with you, or head back to Arthur. Their life’s path won’t be something forced upon them.”

“I can tell myself that, but I still don’t like it,” Will admitted. “I simply don't see any other way. Arthur has a huge head start in terms of numbers. If the groups ever clashed like they did at Waterloo…” His voice trailed off.

“Then don't let that happen,” Hope said. “Don't let them find all of you, at least not in large numbers.”

That was the plan, of course. But it was easier said than done. Sebastian had shown his tremendous Tracking ability already, and Will suspected the man’s skill would only improve over time. Especially if Arthur set him to using it proactively to find Will and others. Tacitus' skill in ravaging a person's Energy would likely improve as well. He couldn't specifically recall what Victor's skill was, though it had something to do with truth detection. Victor’s skill only came into play if the trio could first find Will or other future Alliance members. He needed to focus his initial efforts on avoiding detection while still operating among the human communities of the world, seeking to make them a better place.

“I hope to have large numbers at some point,” Will mused. “The question is: where can we all go and meet with the least likelihood of detection? Eden is nice; it's beautiful, the weather is warm, and it could support a large population. But it's exposed; eventually our friends will sail in that direction and spot the island. They may one day fly over the island, which means they’ll be able to bring large numbers on us more quickly, even for those who can’t teleport the entire way. In either event, Eden is too exposed, too easy to find, and if we settle there, you can guarantee that one day we'll have problems.”

“The cave at the old North Village worked well,” Hope noted. “Nobody knew we were there. It was underground, nobody could see sparks of Energy, or even hear us talking.”

Will considered that. At the time, he, Hope (then known as Elizabeth), and Eva were the only three in the original North Village with any Energy capabilities. What they'd done in the cave would have gone unnoticed simply because they were the only ones capable of noticing it in the first place. But Hope's words, as they often did, sparked an idea in his mind.

“I like that idea. A lot. The reason that cave worked so well is that it was difficult to detect through available senses at the time, it was nearly impossible to find by accident, and it was very difficult to reach by… normal means.”

Hope smirked. “I got there without teleportation, though.”

Will winked at her. “You’re unique, though.” She laughed, and he continued. “Like I said, Eden is nice, of course, and I'd love to spend a lot of time there. The challenge is it doesn't really meet those criteria. I need to find a place that can, at least temporarily, host thousands of people while being difficult to find or enter, even by advanced Aliomenti. It needs to be difficult to find even by someone like Sebastian, who can trace Energy. The idea of being underground, in some type of cave, meets those criteria.”

“Do you think your being under tons of rock and dirt might hamper his ability?” Hope asked.

“I’m not sure,” Will admitted. “But I suspect it can't help him. And I think there's a way to make something that actually can prevent Energy from leaking out. That's easier if we're underground and have built-in walls on all sides.”

“You can make something that can lock Energy inside a place?” Hope asked, sounding skeptical. She glanced at the display screen of the sub, and shrugged. “Never mind. I concede that you could.”

Will laughed. “It's something I remember from my time far into the future. The Alliance had perfected that ability to the degree that they could set up an invisible barrier around an outdoor camp. That's an advanced application of such a technology. If I can go far enough below the ground I should be able to work on building something far less exotic that can be used to cover the inside walls of an underground cave.”

Hope nodded. “That should keep even you busy for a few days.”

Will laughed. “Or even a few decades. I won't know until I try. I need to think about the best place to even start looking for an underground cave, think about how large it will need to be, and think about the place Arthur and the others are least likely to look.” He stood up from the table.

Hope stood, and moved to embrace him. “And I'll keep an eye on Elijah, and see what other good I can do while I'm in this town. It’s called Philadelphia, correct?”

Will nodded, returning the embrace. “Over the next century, it will be one of the cities at the epicenter of some of the most transformative events in human history. I intend to see as many of them as I can. The people here will be worth watching and getting to know.”

Hope could only nod as she moved to collect a bag that held her possessions: a few changes of clothing, a modest amount of money, and the necklace and hair pin which had previously belonged to her mother, Genevieve. It was the start of a cycle she’d repeated countless times over the centuries. She’d move to a town, form a handful of relationships, and have to watch as those friends aged and died off. It was one of the most painful aspects of her immortality. “I hope we can save a lot of them.”

“So do I.” He took her hand. “You're a better judge of character than I am. You'll know the best candidates in this city. When I return…”

“I'll direct you to them,” she said, smiling. “I'll find so many candidates for you that this town may actually disappear from the map.”

Will, familiar with the size of Philadelphia in his birth era, couldn't help but grin. “Arthur won't stand a chance.”

Her face warmed at the thought. “It's time, then.”

And after a parting kiss, she vanished.

The last time she'd vanished, it had left a hole in his heart that had taken centuries to heal. Now, though, he knew where she was going and what she was doing. He couldn't help but feel a sense of pride. She’d willingly accepted a mission as grueling and complex as his own. It was one that involved little action and lots of watching and waiting.

But it wasn’t in Hope’s nature to simply sit and watch. She needed to act. She’d explained how she kept herself busy during those long centuries of minimal activity. “I see opportunities each day to make the lives other people just a little bit better. Not a lot, but enough to make a real difference. I don't need to sit around and watch events unfold; I can be that change that makes the world a better place.”

It reminded Will of a saying he'd heard in his future, uttered by a man who would live in India two centuries hence. “You must be the change you want to see in the world.” Will had always liked the phrase; to him, it was a call to action, a call to do more than simply complain about how things were. It was how he had chosen to live his life. Hope, who had never before heard that phrase, had made similar comments. To Will, that meant that the sentiment was important. It was a perfect encapsulation of what he wanted the Alliance to represent. Men and women who would see opportunities to act and improve the world around them, men and women uniquely and powerfully equipped to act as few others could.

He nodded to himself. He had the core mantra that would drive the Alliance forward for centuries.

Now he needed to go find a place for them to live.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II

Cavern

 

1705 A.D.

After four years of searching, after developing instruments for detecting rock fissures that wouldn’t see their equal for centuries, after pinpointing the exact location of the tunnel… Will still drove the Nautilus past the entry.

He smiled. Perfect.

Will took several months after his conversation with Hope outside Philadelphia to consider the ideal location for his underground home for the Alliance. He sat on the island of Eden, making some repairs and enhancements to the Nautilus, enjoying fresh fish caught from the ocean and the plentitude of fruits and vegetables and nuts growing on the island. The delightful salty air relaxed him and the gentle breezes that rolled in off the ocean refreshed him. Coupled with the blue skies and temperate weather, it had proved the perfect locale for something like inventing a submarine. It had so far proved to be a safe zone, the place where he’d long ago moved all his money from Aliomenti vaults. It would also prove to be the ideal place from which to choose his new home.

As the aroma of fish permeated his nostrils, Will had a sudden inspiration.

His conversation with Hope had impressed upon him the importance of eliminating visual exposure for his new town. He’d find or build something underground. Accessibility should be a challenge; he wanted to ensure that if you didn’t know the underground city was there, you’d have no chance to find it. His eyes roamed to the Nautilus.

Of course.

He’d find or build an underground cavern accessible only with an underwater boat. He suspected the Aliomenti would have no interest in such a craft. Arthur, though he’d instituted the daily community river baths, was deathly afraid of water. He stayed close to shore, and if crowds ever pushed him closer to the middle of the Halwende River, his panic would become palpable. Arthur would invent excuses to prevent the Aliomenti from doing any deep research and development on such modes of travel.

Yes, access via deep water would be ideal.

The question was: where should he look for such a cavern?

Europe was out of the question. The odds of him avoiding contact with Aliomenti while entering and exiting a base of operation there were miniscule. North America would be fine for a few decades, perhaps a century, but the economic conditions there would attract the Aliomenti like sharks to blood before long. It wouldn’t surprise him to see the Aliomenti move their headquarters and the bulk of their membership there in time. His memory fixated on a map he’d seen in the distant future, showing that the Aliomenti Headquarters he’d escaped from was, in fact, located on a private island within the Bermuda Triangle. Point proved. North America was out as well. Eventually, they’d move on Asia, Australia, South America, and Africa as economic potential developed on each of the world’s continents. So where could he look?

He’d look in a place without an economy, without a notable human population at any point in the next four or five centuries.

Will set sail to the south, surfacing the Nautilus only long enough to replenish food provisions. He could secure fish and plant life from the sea as necessary for survival, but tended to favor land-based flora and fauna for consumption where possible. It was important to stock up while he could, because his destination wasn't known for a variety of plant or animal life.

It took a few weeks of sailing, but Will finally surfaced and surveyed the ice and snow covered continent of Antarctica. The weather alone would be a deterrent to Arthur and the Aliomenti, for those men and women were dedicated to their own comfort above all else. None of them would brave the frigid conditions the continent would sling at them, not even if it meant capturing the traitor Will Stark. The fact that they could only reasonably be able to enter through a tunnel beneath the sea meant that Will and the nascent Alliance would have centuries to establish themselves and build their defenses against an Aliomenti invasion.

Will’s time in the North Village included experiencing the bitter winters there. It had been quite some time since he'd experienced cold to that degree, but North Village winters would be considered tropical by Antarctic standards. He set his nanos around his body in a protective exoskeleton shield. This shield wasn't meant to repel weapons. It was meant to repel the harsh winds and deadly temperatures he'd be experiencing.

Bracing himself, Will teleported to the outside, so that he stood on the top of the Nautilus.

The cold bit through Will’s body, a shock to his system even through the nano shield. His limbs refused to move. His eyes seemed incapable of sight. His nostrils froze shut, cutting off any hint of a scent of frozen salt water, or any aromas carries on the vicious winds. While he wasn't shivering violently, thanks to his protective layer of nanos, the fact that he could still feel the brutal temperatures and sense his body start to shut down, gave witness to the sheer power nature had in this locale. He risked radiating a small bit of Energy around himself as he'd done during so many winters back in the North Village, and that tempered the cold enough that he could function. The landscape was barren, the winds violent, and snowfall constant. No person who valued his or her life would dare attempt passage here, not without sufficiently advanced technology capable of reducing the risk of death to something less than one hundred percent.

It was exactly the type of environment he wanted for the Alliance home base. Mother Nature would protect them as well as any type of shield.

Will teleported back inside the Nautilus, relishing the warmth inside, allowing his body and mind to return to a state of calm. He could hear the thrum of the engines, could taste the fruit juice he’d consumed a half hour ago still activating his taste buds. With his body functioning normally, Will took the submarine below the icy waters.

He’d spent three years circling the continent, using a backup of his sonar equipment to rig up a tracking system that would be able to find openings in the rocky landmass hidden beneath the snow-covered surface. The signal was able to penetrate about a mile in from the waters of the ocean. Day in and day out, he'd scan inward from his vantage point, finding empty pockets, but never anything sizable enough to meet his needs. Thankfully, as a man who'd lived over seven centuries, patience was a quality he now came by naturally. He’d reasoned that if he found nothing of sufficient size, he could figure out a way to enlarge one of the smaller caverns he'd discovered. There was always a way to move forward if you were willing to work at it long enough.

Finally, only a week earlier, he'd located what he needed.

The air pocket deep under the surface level was truly massive, stretching in a circle nearly three miles in diameter, a natural dome close to two hundred yards in height. With proper planning, he believed they could fit several thousand future Alliance members inside, a permanent home and base of operations forever hidden from Arthur and his minions.

He'd almost missed the tunnel with his scans as well.

The tunnel was a critical aspect to the location. Though the cavern’s size and location were ideal, he’d abandon it if the only means of access was via teleportation. Teleportation would be a lightning rod to someone like Sebastian; the immense Energy expenditure required to travel even the mile or so from the surface or from below the surface of the sea would be something he couldn’t help but notice. Instead, they’d need to reach it through more mundane means: an underwater tunnel accessible only via submarine, or some type of elevator shaft or staircase available only from the Antarctic surface. An underwater tunnel was far less likely to be discovered, but would require him to carve a submarine-sized tunnel through a continent to reach the cavern.

He spotted the imperfection in the readout as he contemplated the enormity of that task. The blip was subtle, a smaller opening in the rocky landmass than the huge cavern, but a natural gap nonetheless. He traced the tunnel down from the cavern for several hundred yards, watched it level off, rise again, and drop once more until it emerged into the sea. Will marked the spot and depth and set off for the location.

The waters were murky at that depth, nearly two miles below the surface, and even his powerful exterior lights struggled to pierce the liquid fog surrounding him. Will kept his focus on the continental rocks before him, searching for the opening he knew was there. The swaying underwater grasses attached to the rocks distracted him, adding to the hazy appearance of the water, and it was the grasses that obscured the tunnel opening. Will did a double take at the unusual shadows generated by his exterior lights, shadows that seemed to move into the rock, and realized such an image could only occur if he'd located his tunnel. Will reversed direction and carefully maneuvered the craft forward, increasing the brightness of the exterior light as he pulled directly up to the mouth of the tunnel.

He'd found it. The mouth was roughly twice the size of the Nautilus, which meant he wouldn’t need to excavate anything. After taking a deep breath, Will urged the submarine forward at a low speed.

The tunnel ambled along for over a mile, and Will was careful to ensure that he didn't scrape the sides of the craft against the rock walls. In his mind, he was already planning enhancements: some type of ambient lighting in the tunnel, warning systems to allow submarines to avoid collisions, possible projects to widen the tunnel to allow additional traffic flow, efforts to smooth the walls to avoid the possibility of puncturing the sides of any craft that made the journey. Or perhaps a submarine-based subway system, one in which Alliance commuters would travel the length of the tunnel to and from the city in the cavern, meeting up with connecting submarines able to transport them to more hospitable landmasses with access to the rest of the world.

After angling the submarine up and traveling another ten minutes, Will reached the cavern.

He switched off the exterior lights of the submarine as it emerged from the frigid ocean waters and surfaced, marveling at the complete darkness around him. Recognizing that the submarine's lights would be ineffective in illuminative the entire cavern on their own, he dispatched dozens of Energy orbs. Each of the orbs emitted powerful beams of light, and Will directed them outward until they reached the walls, ceiling, and surface of the massive natural structure he'd found himself in. Will had a dual purpose in generating the light. He needed to gauge the actual size of his new home from the inside, not via the technical readouts of his sonar system. The light showed an interior roughly dome-shaped, the highest point roughly in the center of the space. The tunnel he'd traveled in ended at what amounted to a beach, and he watched the water ripple still from the force of his exit from the water.

He was also looking for movement. Will wanted to be certain that he'd not piloted his submarine beneath the surface to find an advanced and unique ecosystem, one complete with carnivores able to sense unlucky prey in the total darkness. Such a creature would likely be blinded if it possessed any sense of sight; moving from the pitch dark to anything approaching visibility for Will would be like putting someone wearing night vision goggles outside on a sunny day. Even if such creatures weren’t sensitive to light, the presence of the submarine might make them move and react, and the light would give Will the opportunity to identify any threats before exiting the submarine.

Thankfully, he saw nothing. He was the cavern's only living, sentient occupant.

Uncertain about the temperature, he reformed the nano-based exoskeleton around himself for warmth, and then teleported outside.

His lungs exploded in agony and his muscles twitched. His eyesight was filled with flashes of light. Will barely had the time to teleport himself back inside the Nautilus before he lost consciousness.

He gasped, filling his lungs with the clean, fresh air inside the cabin, and then submerged the submarine once more beneath the waters. He’d not returned to the cabin and the salt river tunnel connecting sea and cavern due to a discovery of poisoned or foul smelling air; but because here, there was nothing to breathe, no air, a literal vacuum inside the cavern. He submerged the Nautilus as he was uncertain as to what such a vacuum on the outside might do to the submarine’s hull. The craft was designed to withstand excessive pressure from the outside; if he'd truly found a void like that in space, the greater pressure would come from inside the cabin, and he'd risk the structure developing a crack that would doom him. The sub wasn’t designed to deal with an issue of greater internal pressure than external, and so he returned to the water.

Abandoning the location for another, one with breathable air, would be an easy solution to the problem, yet he discarded the idea immediately. He'd have plenty of time to walk away from this spot in the future if he couldn’t overcome the problem, but the cavern was completely ideal in every other way. He’d spend his time figuring out how to make it work, rather than beginning his search anew.

The submarine regularly served as his home for weeks or months at a time, and much of the time was spent underwater, outside the normal atmospheric air. He used the ocean water as a source of oxygen and other components to enable him to breathe in the pressurized cabin, and ventilation systems eliminated the carbon dioxide he exhaled. The cavern was, in many ways, like the inside of his submarine cabin. The system pulled in salt water and generated fresh drinking water, energy for propulsion, electricity to power his sensors and computer systems, as well as the clean air he breathed.

Could he build a replica of that system, on a much larger scale, and let it fill the cavern with breathable air? There was only one way to find out. It would take time. But he had plenty of time.

He wouldn't be able to complete the project here. The pressurization issues meant he'd need to design the equivalent of a space suit to work outside the submarine in the airless void, using thick gloved hands to try to put machinery together. It was an impractical approach.

Will extinguished the Energy light orbs, plunging the cavern into complete darkness, and piloted the submarine back through the tunnel. He set a course to return to Eden at top speed, and the submarine moved swiftly through the frigid, salty water as Will began planning his design approach to aerating the cavern.

As he saw it, he could build a much larger version of the submarine’s internal systems for the Cavern. He’d need fresh air, water, and eventually electricity to power computer systems, lighting, and a host of other systems. The concern was that the system would be large, bulky, and difficult to transport back to the cavern after construction on Eden.

Could he build the system in pieces? The submarine version was, of necessity, a single unit. The Cavern version had no such constraints. Could he build large individual systems and transport them individually to the Cavern?

The submarine stored several weeks’ worth of food and fresh water; he could keep himself properly nourished and hydrated for quite some time without erecting a water purification system capable of serving the entire cavern. He wouldn’t need large volumes of electricity until later. He’d need to reproduce the air purification system only on a larger scale, just small enough to fit inside the submarine. He'd build it on Eden, disassemble it for transport to the cavern, and upon arriving at the end of the tunnel he’d teleport the pieces outside and assemble them in place using telekinesis. Once the device was activated and filling the cavern slowly with breathable air, he could make round trips to Eden to build the water purification system, carbon dioxide scrubbers, and a generator. It could take months to complete each construction project, and the round trip between Eden and the cavern was around one month. It would take months to fill the Cavern with air, and those extra round trips were both acceptable and necessary. No sense moving in until he could breathe outside the submarine.

With that baseline—breathable air, water purifiers, carbon dioxide scrubbers, and a small generator—he could begin transforming the cavern from a place he could survive, into a place he and others could thrive. With a generator and ample power production, he'd be able to create lighting within the cavern without needing to expend valuable Energy. He'd be able to bring in the rudimentary computers and video screens and data storage systems he'd build back on Eden, and expand upon them. And he'd have the basics in place to create tillable soil for growing crops, raising livestock, and gradually turning the cavern into a self-sufficient community.

With the basics taken care of, Will, and other Alliance members living there, could work on researching various technological advances. They’d need to figure out how to shield the entire cavern against Energy leakage, for example. A growing population of Energy users would eventually attract Sebastian’s notice. Will himself would build upon the basic microscopes and lenses Sarah and Anna had developed centuries earlier, building in additional magnification using electrical power, so that he could see the in workings of cells affected by ambrosia. Will had lived for seven centuries as a result of eating the fruit. He had only three left to figure out how to reverse at least one side effect, or his children would never come into existence.

Will shook his head. There was so much work to be done. Even three centuries might not be enough to finish it all. He moved to the controls of the submarine and urged the craft toward Eden at higher speed.

There was no time to waste.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III

First

 

1710 A.D.

They met at Boston Harbor at the appointed time. The six—three men and three women—were the forgotten members of society; those whom others would never give a passing glance. Each of the six carried a small bag holding their tiny life savings and their most prized worldly possessions. The bags were very light.

The boat was exactly where the man had promised. It wasn't a large or impressive vessel, and it didn't seem the type of ship that could survive a storm. The potential lack of seaworthiness was of immediate concern given the threatening clouds on the horizon, and the salty air smelled of an impending storm. Distant rumbles of thunder drowned out the more pacific sounds of the waves rolling in the harbor.

The faded name on the side of the boat, Seaworthy, struck each of them as ironic.

They moved aboard the craft and pulled in the plank connecting boat to dock. As the six pulled in the anchor, a dock hand named Jonas untied the boat from the pier. The man glanced at the dark storm clouds gathering off the coast to the south, gave the passengers a curious glance, then shrugged, and moved away. The six passengers, traveling without a crew, moved to the oars, using their own arm power to maneuver the craft away from the dock. Once into the harbor, they turned the boat to face out to sea, unfurled the sails into the ever-chillier air, and set out on their journey.

Three hours later, the storm reached the boat, tossing the small ship about. None of the six were experienced sailors, but the man had told them not to worry, even if the seas became violent and angry. Each of them listened. They held on to the mast and each other, teeth chattering in the cold rain and wind, hoping that they'd outlast the storm, hoping that their trust in the mysterious stranger hadn’t been misplaced. If their judgment was wrong, their time on this earth would end this day on the turbulent waves.

The boat stopped thrashing a moment later, with a suddenness that jarred them. The wind and rain failed to reach them. Strange warmth permeated the air around them, smelling like peppermint, drying out their clothing and hair.

And then he was there.

“I see that the weather has cooperated.” Will pointed his hand to the side of the boat, and a portion of the wood splintered and flew to his hand. It was the section bearing the name of the ship. Will glanced at the six passengers, noting that Judith seemed the least fazed by the storm and his nullification of its effects. “Judith, would you do us the honor of tossing this overboard?”

Judith blinked once, then nodded and accepted the wooden plank from Will. She walked to the side of the craft, still marveling at the protection from the biting winds and spitting rains she received from Will's Energy shield, and tossed the plank overboard. It would float back to shore, and the few in Boston who knew them would mourn their deaths at sea, victims of the violent storm that drowned them.

Judith returned to the group, her eyes wide with awe, and glanced to her fellow travelers. “The boat! It’s floating above the waves!”

The others gasped, and Will allowed them a moment to see for themselves. He couldn’t calm the storm, but he could simulate the effects of doing so. With telekinesis, he could float the boat above the waves and eliminate the effect of the turbulent water. With an Energy shield, he could block the cold rain and biting winds. The Energy usage required to accomplish those feats wasn’t taxing, but he didn't want to stay in one place for long. When the group returned from observing the marvel Judith had described, he had them form a circle and hold hands. Once the circle was complete, he floated them above the surface of the ship, allowed the boat to fall into the water, and fired a bolt of Energy straight down through the craft. It began to sink instantly.

They wouldn't be around to see it happen.

Will teleported them all aboard the Nautilus, watching the reactions. The encounters he’d had with each of the six over the past two years included conversations about advanced technology, about the Energy lying dormant within them, Energy that would enable them to do things they believed impossible. They'd doubted him, of course, until he'd trickled a bit of Energy into them, raising an eyebrow to let them know that sudden warmth they felt wasn't their imagination. Repeated "chance" encounters led to more questions, and more answers, until at long last each of them expressed a readiness and willingness to leave Boston behind for a completely new life.

They had no family and few friends to mourn them. Will had indicated that there would be no return trips to Boston for them in their mortal lifetime, though they could certainly travel elsewhere. Of course, they'd all have the opportunity to live many lifetimes. Once they'd lived long enough to ensure no one remained in Boston who might recognize them, they'd be able to return if they wished.

Once the faces of amazement, the shrieks, and the disorientation eased, the passengers glanced around at their new surroundings. “Where are we?” Aaron asked.

“We're on a boat.”

Peter glanced around. “I don't see any water, though.” He sniffed. “I don't smell any water, either.”

Will nodded, motioning to something behind Peter. “The water is over there.”

The six turned around, moving slowly toward the screen, eyes wide. “But… if that's water… then…” Peter seemed unable to vocalize his thoughts.

“We're under the water,” Will said, finishing the thought. “That’s correct.”

Peter stared at Will. The look on his face made it clear he thought Will had gone mad. When he realized Will wasn't joking, he began shouting. “We're drowning! We're going to die!” Peter raced around the main cabin, opening doors, looking for an exit that didn't exist. When he realized he was trapped, he raced to the giant screen and started beating on the glass.

The others watched him in silence. They turned to Will, who merely shrugged. “It's a bit of an unusual concept. He'll get used to the idea.”

Peter finally realized he'd never break through the clear surface or, perhaps, that doing so and subjecting himself to an unknown depth of water wasn't the best of ideas. He stopped, and then became aware of the six pairs of eyes watching his every move, with expressions ranging from horror to amusement.

He looked at the ground. “Er… sorry about that.”

Will nodded. “Quite understandable. I assure you, you're perfectly safe.”

Peter nodded, the abject terror finally out of his system. “Just to be clear, though. We are, in fact, in a boat that you can sail under the water. On purpose. In complete safety.”

“Exactly.”

“This has to be the most amazing thing ever.”

Will laughed. “We're five miles away from the place where the Seaworthy sank beneath the waves, and over a thousand feet beneath the surface of the ocean. Surely that counts for something?”

Everyone laughed.

“Besides,” Will said, “this boat does more than just sit still. Computer?”

Yes, Will?

“Set course for the Cavern. Maximum speed.”

Yes, Will.

“Who said that?” asked Deborah, whirling around, searching for the form of the woman responding to Will's commands. “You say her name is Computer?”

Will shook his head. “It's not a person. It's a machine.”

“Is it me, or is this boat moving?” Ruth asked, glancing around.

“You can talk to machines?” asked Graham. “Can you talk to plows, too?”

“Yes. I mean, no.” Will sighed. “Yes, the boat is moving. No, I cannot talk to machines unless they're built to talk to me.” He made a mental note to take things a bit slower with the next group; he was overwhelming this group with too much that was beyond their comprehension, too quickly. “Look, let's sit down and get something to eat and I'll explain more about this boat, how it came to be built, and more about how I envision us working together.”

They moved to the side of the main cabin and seated themselves around a large circular table while Will moved to the galley. He'd set a few large cuts of meat to cook in an oven and steamed vegetables before he'd left to retrieve them. He inhaled the scent of the beef and his mouth watered. The Energy expenditure might not have taxed him, but it did leave him hungry. He looked around for a tray, and found nothing. With a sigh, he assembled a tray created with some of his nanos, reminding himself he'd need to dispose of it after the others were settled in their quarters.

Trying to explain an underwater, thinking boat was one thing. Trying to explain that he was in possession of a swarm of intelligent machines smaller than human cells would be impossible at this stage.

He carried the tray out, set it on the table, and motioned for everyone to eat. After a moment's hesitation, they did so, and the sounds of chewing filled the cabin. Will went back to the galley for water, a beverage which generated a few puzzled looks. Nobody questioned him, though, and they ate and drank their fill.

“I've told each of you a good amount of what we're about, but I want to tell you the story of how all of this”—he waved at the interior of submarine—“happened. It's a lot to take in at once, and I apologize for not easing you into this. But I think it’s best to tell you everything possible and let you adapt into it, rather than try to guess what you’re ready for and when.”

A few heads rose up in the midst of chewing their food, with looks of surprise. “You made it pretty clear we'd see things and do things we didn't believe possible, Will,” Peter said. “I don't think you have anything to apologize for. Just… let us accept it all at our own pace.” There were a few chuckles in memory of Peter’s earlier meltdown, and the man grinned and blushed.

But there were murmurs of assent to his statement, and Will felt a sense of relief. Far from being overwhelmed by what he'd shown them, they'd considered it further proof of the truths he'd offered them.

Will nodded, and continued. “Almost seven centuries ago…”

He paused. Had it truly been that long? Saying the words made him realize just how long he’d actually lived, how long he’d been at all of this.

“Seven centuries ago, a small village formed in England. That wasn't unique. What was unique was that the villagers truly believed that many things we call ‘magic’ simply aren't. You don't need spells, or wands, or cauldrons, or demons. You can tap into something inside you, and do far more than you ever believed possible. They sought out reports and legends of people all over the known world, people who were supposedly doing just such ‘magic,’ and sought them ought to learn the secret.”

“Did they find it?” Deborah asked.

Graham snorted. “Dude just freaking moved us inside an underwater boat from five miles away. What do you think?”

Everyone laughed, and Deborah blushed.

“They searched for years, but nothing seemed to happen. And then the solution, as it often did, appeared in their midst. It was the combination of two rare plants, taken in the correct sequence, which served as the key to unlocking everything. They never looked back. The members of the group flourished economically, of course. It's difficult to make a non-profitable trade when you know what price the other party is truly willing to accept.”

“Wow,” Judith breathed. “I hadn't even considered that. I guess after a while it would start to add up.”

Will nodded. “It did. But it wasn't just money. They saw things… differently. They didn't accept the way things were always done. They built machines to help them do daily tasks like baking, or to help them create linens they could make into clothing, or cut wood they’d use to build chairs and tables. They made buildings out of new materials that were stronger, more resistant to cold and fire, and easier to shape than what had always been done before. They were literally centuries ahead of everyone around them.”

“That's amazing,” Aaron said. Most of them had stopped eating. “So, I take it you're part of that group?”

Will sighed. “Not any more. I left. Or I was kicked out, depending on who you ask. It doesn't matter. I wouldn't be part of that group now.”

“Why not?”

“Unfortunately, as power and wealth grew, so did paranoia. There was a silent, unspoken fear that the rest of humanity would figure out what was going on. When they did, the fear was that they’d storm our villages and kill our people. Everyone was forbidden to talk about what they were, what they could do. No one was permitted to talk about the machines, either.”

Peter snorted. “That’s crazy talk. There's no way a group of regular people could hurt someone like you. Not after what I've just seen.”

“But they did,” Will whispered. The cabin was completely silent. "I was even there for one such incident. A mob formed, convinced we were working with the devil, and when we tried to talk sense to them, they attacked quickly and killed quite a few of our number. We… retaliated, but it was further evidence to strengthen that paranoia.”

“Oh.” Peter looked downcast at this news.

“To me, though, those rules weren’t the worst. We learned that other groups of people had developed these skills and had children, and that the children were far more powerful than their parents. The concerns about what that meant were… varied. We… had a bit of a war about it. In the end, the whole group blamed the mere idea of having children, or even thinking about it. So they set up penalties for those crimes as well.”

There were a few muffled laughs, until they realized Will wasn't laughing. “You're serious, aren't you?” Peter asked.

Will nodded. “I wouldn't take the oaths they made everyone take, about that or any of the others. I believed then, and now, that the best thing we could do for ourselves and the rest of the world was to share those advances and that knowledge. So, either I left, or was kicked out. Either way, I doubt they're happy that I'm running around free.”

“Whoa, wait a minute.” Judith's face was lined with worry. “Are we in danger because of this?”

“Life is full of danger, no matter what you do,” Will said. “None of the people in the original group know about you, so there's no need to be concerned. You'll be in a safe location until you're strong enough to handle anything you might encounter. And you'll have a chance to do something the original group, which calls itself the Aliomenti, never did.”

“What's that?” Ruth asked.

“Make the whole world a better place. I told them when I left that I'd openly violate each of those rules, because I don't think that knowledge should remain hidden with a select few. It has the potential to do a great deal of good. Each of you will be able to live that out as you see fit, especially as you get stronger and more able to deal with any threats posed by the Aliomenti. You can go out into the world and work among the people. You can stay in our primary location and work on your version of this boat, or something else entirely. It's up to you. I'll give you the tools, but it's up to each of you to put them to use.”

There was silence for a few minutes, as each of them pondered the ramifications of this statement.

Deborah raised her head. “So, there are others like you out there, using these amazing abilities to help everyone?”

Will thought about Hope, who was doing exactly that, but wasn't quite ready to talk about his seven centuries old wife-to-be. Not yet. “The Aliomenti are only worried about helping themselves. So… no. You’ll be the first.”

Silence.

After a moment, Peter looked around. “I don't know much about the rest of you, but I was wandering the streets of Boston, trying to find work. I don't own land. I don't own anything, really. I took any odd job I could find to make enough to eat. Most days I did. Some days, I didn't. There are a lot of people like me, people who want to work hard, but can't find the opportunity. I don't know if it's because there are no opportunities, or because they don't know how to find them. I didn’t know how to find anything out there, that’s for sure. So… the idea that I can go back to my city, or some other city, and find people like me and help them take that next step to achieve that prosperity they're ready to work hard to achieve? To me, that's something special. So, if those lunatics come after me, so what? Will's made it pretty clear that he knows how all this magic-y stuff works. He's going to teach me how to do it. And I get to ride in a boat that talks.” He glanced at Will, grinning. “Let's do this.”

“Couldn't have said it better myself,” Aaron replied, and his comment was repeated by the others.

Deborah smiled. “An alliance of like-minded, very powerful people out to make the world a better place, one person at a time? I like that.”

Will grinned. “Exactly. You’re the first of this new group. But you won’t be the last. One day, there will be a lot us. We’ll all be aligned in our overall mission. We will be known as… the Alliance.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV

Learning

 

1715 A.D.

Aaron stood on the beach within the Cavern, watching his ambient light-generated shadow twitch on the sand. The fans they’d erected throughout the perimeter of the underground city adjusted at random, blowing a breeze at him that smelled faintly of salt, tossing his hair into his eyes. He moved the locks aside and stared at his creation. It was a sphere, built from the same clear material found in the windows of the submarine he’d ridden here for the first time five years earlier. The sphere was half-submerged in the water of the tunnel responsible for all traffic in and out of the Cavern. A rail, much like those which would be constructed with great earnestness in the outside world fifteen decades later, attached to the side wall, and the sphere’s wheel system rode on the rail. They’d put down three other tracks, as the tunnel was large enough to hold four pods travelling at once.

He glanced at the passengers inside. Judith, Pater, and newcomer Michael had volunteered for the maiden voyage of the “subway” sphere, which he’d taken to calling a pod. They’d ride the pod to the end of the tunnel, where it met the sea, and then back, and report on their experience.

If they survived.

Aaron was nervous. He’d ridden in the pod himself several times, but for the system to work as designed he couldn’t be part of every voyage. His friends were testing it out, without him there to adjust anything that went wrong. His primary interest was in seeing his three friends safely back on dry land.

He waved at them, cupped his hands, and shouted. “Are the passengers ready?”

Yes, of course. Judith's telepathic reply was laced with good-natured sarcasm. Peter waved a jovial hand in his direction. Michael simply nodded. The newcomer looked nervous, much as Aaron suspected he himself did.

“Looks like it’s your show,” Will said. He slapped Aaron on the back. “Your passengers are ready for departure.”

Aaron took a deep breath.

“Nervous?”

Aaron nodded. “I know we used the same materials as the submarine. I’ve tested it, and it’s sound. I know it’s the same propulsion system as the submarine. I’ve tested it, and it’s sound. You can breathe inside without worry. There’s even lighting so that you aren’t in the dark. But… yes, I’m still nervous. What if something goes wrong?”

“What could go wrong?”

“The hull could leak.”

“They’re effectively in less than thirty feet of water. No danger that the entire thing could rupture.”

“The air could be toxic.”

Will pointed. “They look fine to me. Michael looks a bit unnerved, but Peter and Judith seem to be fine. That suggests Michael’s problem is Michael, not the pod.”

“What about the track?” The track had been a huge challenge. It had been difficult enough to create the material; mounting it to irregularly shaped walls in thirty feet of sub-zero water introduced him to a whole new level of challenge. They’d adapted, though, rigging lengths of tubing held in place near their faces so that air could travel freely. It wasn’t the best solution, but they’d figured out another. They took a pod, complete with its wheels and propulsion system, mounted it to the track, and cut the front half out. Will showed them how to build an Energy-based shield around themselves that pushed all of the water out of the way. They’d fasten a section of track to the rocky tunnel wall, slide the pod and Energy-shield forward the length of the new track, and repeat the process. The pod ensured the air inside the shielded enclosure was breathable; the shield ensured they had dry space to work in. After a few days, they added a standing platform that extended along the wall, enabling them to work with better footing.

“What about the track?” Will asked in reply.

“What if it becomes detached from the wall while the pod is moving?”

“Then we’ll fix the track.” Will sighed. “Aaron, things can always go wrong. There’s no point in failing to act because of that. All three people in there are well aware that there are risks. So are you. So am I. They’re willing to take those risks. Worrying about it won’t get the testing done.” He shrugged. “The best way to finish is to get started.”

Aaron nodded, and turned to the passengers, who waved again.

Safe travels. Aaron's nervousness carried through his telepathic projection.

Will smiled. He'd quietly surrounded the three volunteers with his nanos, just in case. And he'd surround them with a small bit of Energy, just in case. But he suspected they'd be fine.

Er… how do we make it move? Peter’s projection came back. The three passengers were looking around, confusion on their faces.

Aaron smacked his forehead, then bowed his head to the ground. Sorry. Do you see the wheel on the side of the craft closest to the tunnel wall?

Yes, got it.

You should see something that looks a bit like a long candle wick.

They could see Judith look at the structure. Umm… oh, there it is. Okay, I see it.

Shoot a small bit of Energy on the wick; that will start the propulsion system and move the pod. Will chuckled inwardly. Just like a spark plug, but with an unusual type of spark.

Oh, really? That's a rather fascinating way to do it. Okay, I did that, so how long until… oof.

The craft started moving, dipping below the surface of the salty water. The displacement sloshed water higher onto the beach, and Aaron felt his feet get wet. But he didn’t care. Judith’s spark had worked.

Aaron looked at Will. “Maybe we should put a sign about starting the propulsion system right next to it?”

“That's fine. Most people won't ride alone on their first trip, or at a minimum will seek out someone who has already ridden. I don't think it's a critical item to worry about. If that's the only thing that shows up during this trip, you have to consider it a resounding success.”

 Aaron nodded weakly. He could feel himself sweating; the odor reached his nose. Will, ever-tactful, said nothing.

This is actually an enjoyable way to travel, Peter told him. You could have a nice conversation with someone coming to or from the Cavern.

Do we need to steer this thing at all? That was from Michael, a serious man who had arrived a year earlier. Michael was deeply concerned about the threat of detection by the Aliomenti. He told Will he wanted to figure out ways to make sure they could operate without that fear.

No. The track on the wall will move the pod safely to the end of the track. Then you can reverse the outer shell to return.

OK. How do we do that?

See the wheel by that wick? You spin the wheel as far as it will go, and that reverses the direction the pod will travel along the track. Aaron hoped that made sense. He suspected that putting propulsion jets on both sides of the hull, and simply altering which fired, would make more sense in the long run. For now, though, this system seemed workable.

Got it.

There was silence for a few moments, the voices in his head vanishing and replaced by an empathic sense of contentment. Aaron started to relax. Will was right. Everything would be just fine.

The telepathic shouts started.

It didn't stop!

The pod never slowed down! It crashed through the end of the track!

The pod rolled off the track! We’re starting to reach the ocean!

Is the pod built to handle being in the ocean?

How do we turn it around?

We're going to die!

At Peter’s frantic words, Aaron put his hands on either side of his head and collapsed to the sand. His greatest fear had been realized. His friends had trusted his workmanship. Now they were going to die because of him.

Will quickly expanded the Energy he'd put around the three volunteers and covered the entire pod, then started using telekinesis to pull the pod back from the mouth of the tunnel. It was a lower Energy tactic for rescue than teleporting them, and provided the added advantage of salvaging the pod as well. If the pod was to sink deeply enough in the ocean, a strong possibility with the more limited propulsion system, it could certainly be crushed under the weight of the water. Will's strong telekinesis skills ensured that didn't happen.

Thanks, Will. Judith's calm voice came through. We're back at the end of the tunnel now. We picked up a lot of speed at the end and broke through the end of the track. The pod itself is still working.

Will thought for a moment. Aaron was prostrate on the ground, convinced he'd just killed three of his friends. He wouldn't be much help until the current situation was resolved and they were back safely. Will would need to help the trio return in safety. Can you get the pod back on the track?

How do we do that? We can't get out of the pod. That was true. They could each teleport, anywhere from thirty yards to five hundred, but doing so would put them in the deadly tunnel waters. He could teach them to shield themselves first, but…

Use telekinesis to lift the pod onto the track. Lift from the inside so that you can spin the wheel when you're back on the track and roll back this way.

There was a pause while Judith filled the others in, and then his head filled with minor telepathic chatter as they worked to lift the pod and move it so the wheels aligned with and mounted on the track.

Finally, Judith’s telepathic voice was back. OK, Will. The pod's back on the track and we're moving back toward you. But… won't we have the same problem with stopping at that end?

Though she couldn't see him, Will's face was stern. No.

He watched and waited for the pod. The water at the end of the tunnel continued to lap onto the sandy beach, periodically splashing Aaron, who remained prone on the ground. He’d missed the entire telepathic conversation, though none of them had excluded him… “Aaron, they're fine. We know what needs to be fixed and we can make sure it's taken care of before the next run.”

Aaron cracked an eye at him. “What?” He coughed as a wave of salty water splashed his face.

"They're fine. Basically, we need to figure out how to slow and stop the pod at the end of the track. Sounds like everything else went well.”

“But they almost died, Will. I should have thought of that. I just stopped it with telekinesis and didn't think about building that into the pod. I should have told them.”

Will rolled his eyes. “Aaron, stop it. Nobody thinks of everything the first time. They weren't in any danger that we couldn't take care of. They'll be back shortly.”

“Really?” Aaron looked up, then moved back to his feet.

“Really.” Will nodded toward the tunnel. “Look.”

The pod approached, the interior lights foggy through the dark water, and the ripples from the moving craft pushed small waves up on to the beach. This time, Aaron was on his feet and able to dodge the water.

Will used his own telekinesis to slow and stop the pod. “Hey, Aaron?”

“Yes?”

“How do you turn the propulsion system off?”

“Oh. You need to…”

“Not me,” Will said. “Tell them. In there.”

“Oh.” Sorry about all of that. To stop the system, you push the little lever by the wheel. That will disconnect the wick and stop the propulsion system. Hold it for about ten seconds and then let it go.

Will do, Aaron, came Michael’s response. A few seconds later, the water around the craft stopped churning, and Will released his telekinetic brake on the craft.

Judith, Michael, and Peter teleported onto the shore, their faces tired but still flush with excitement. The distance was quite a strain for their developing Energy stores, and the effort fatigued each of them. They bent over, gasping for air. Aaron interpreted this as suffering caused by the scenic journey off the end of the track. “Are you all… okay?”

Michael glanced his way. “Of course. Have a couple of suggestions for the next test, though.”

Aaron stared at Michael, dumbfounded. “What… you mean… you're not angry?”

“About what?”

“That machine nearly caused your death!” Aaron spluttered. He was angry at the lack of fury from his friends.

Michael gave him a confused look. “But it didn't, Aaron. We all knew things could go wrong. We expected things to go wrong. It's the first time trying out the machine. You made the machine as safe as possible. We knew Will was there to bail us out if things got a little… twitchy.” He clapped Aaron on the back. "It was actually a lot of fun, to be honest. Once it's working, I'll probably ride it even if I don't need to ride it. So… go fix it and let me know when it's time to try it out again.”

Peter walked by, and paused at hearing the conversation. “I agree. That was fantastic. Riding it back and forth and around and around and back and forth… that could be a lot of fun.”

Judith grinned at him and headed back to the main city. Peter and Michael followed.

“Around and around…” Aaron repeated. His face, moments ago contorted by grief and guilt, now took on a thoughtful look.

“What is it?” Will asked.

"I… think I know how to fix the problem,” Aaron replied. His eyes were unfocused; he was in deep thought, not seeing anything but the visions in his mind…

Will clapped him on the shoulder. “Then get to it.”

Aaron merely nodded and stared at the pod in the water.

Will turned and headed into the city, trailing behind the three riders.

The Cavern was truly a city at that point. More than a decade had passed since Will had first teleported into a dark, airless cavern miles beneath the Antarctic surface. Machinery based upon the systems comprising the Nautilus had brought light, air, and clean water to the formerly lifeless void. Additional enhancements enabled the Alliance to grow crops, raise livestock and fish, and set up the shops needed to develop unique creations like the subway pods Aaron had built. The lights were on a timer, so that there were twelve hours of “daylight” each day, with the lights building up to full intensity and down to darkness one hour before and after “daylight” hours. Fans simulated wind. A handful of newer recruits had devised a collection and pipe system that would allow for scheduled rainfall. Will asked them if they could simulate lightning flashes and thunder as well. Another group was researching a type of paint that would adhere to the rocky walls of the cavern so that it simulated a sky and a horizon. No one was trapped here indefinitely, but they’d all spend considerable time here in their first few years in the Alliance, learning enough to be safe. Will had wanted to make certain that living here was an enjoyable experience, like they were living anywhere but a giant underground cave.

Will nodded at people congregating near the beach. It was a popular spot to meet up with friends. He walked to his left, toward one of the freshwater river tributaries that flowed toward the main spur that terminated at the beach. The water purification plant cleaned massive amounts of water which were piped to the far ends of the cavern. Water burst from the pipes, meandered through the forests that ringed most of the city, and flowed gradually downhill toward the beach. Quite a few people had built boats to move around the city, preferring water travel to foot travel. Will walked over a bridge spanning the river and headed toward his house.

Homes were a simple affair. Larger apartment-style buildings were under construction near the perimeter forests. Those just arriving or within a month or two of leaving would live in the apartments, saving the homes for those who’d be around for years or decades. The homes weren’t meant to be single-person dorm rooms like the apartments or the lodging at the old North Village. They had multiple bedrooms. Will meant for people to partner up if they chose.

He walked for twenty minutes, crossed another bridge, and entered his own home. It was near a forest, of course, but also near one of the laboratory buildings under construction. Their motto was to be the change you wanted in the world. That might require a new or enhanced piece of technology, a medical breakthrough, the development of a new construction technique or material. Each person could check out “lab” space to work on that project, or just use the space as a place away from home. He’d also encouraged those with culinary inclinations to start restaurants, and those who enjoyed farming had the chance to raise crops and livestock to feed their ever-growing population.

The house had running water and electricity; he’d suggested the idea of flush toilets to a few people, and two were engaged on the “fascinating” concept. His official research in the lab related to enhancing the computing technology already developed, with a secondary focus on creating materials that would simulate invisibility in their submarines.

His private research focused on something else entirely.

Microscopes.

The dream was still there. Will believed with absolute certainty that if he could just see ambrosia fruit enter the cells of someone who’d never eaten of it before, he’d see exactly what changed. See exactly what could be done to reverse the effects. He just needed to keep increasing the magnification strength of the microscopes until he reached that point.

Yet, time and again, he’d failed.

He tested the process again today. Ramped up the electrical assistance to his microscope to again increase the magnification, hearing the hum as the electrical power enhanced the lens capability. Opened the container with the cells scraped from the newest recruit, feeling like he was in some type of coroner’s room, sniffing dead cells ripe with the scent of decay. Opened the bottle of ambrosia, enjoying the incredibly sweet aroma. Dropped just a tiny bit of the liquid on the slide with the new cell. Peered with the heightened expectation that this time, he’d see the change happen, recognize with a flash of insight exactly what needed to be done so that his children could one day be born.

Today, again, he saw nothing.

No change.

The results weren’t just disappointing. No, they were devastating.

He walked around the city in a daze for weeks after this latest failure. How could it be possible? How could the juice not have an impact on the cells he'd collected? He had preserved and tested cells before and after the Purge, so the presence of Energy, or lack thereof, couldn't be the issue. He'd considered the idea that the cells must still be alive, and so he'd even scraped a few skin cells from the newest of recruits to the Alliance when they arrived at the Cavern and had immediately taken those cells to his microscopes. He still found nothing.

He tried submerging the cells in the juice, and at one point, in a fit of desperation, scraped cells onto a piece of the fruit he'd cut.

Nothing.

He could see absolutely no change in the cells.

A strange thought struck him. Were the effects no more than a powerful placebo effect?

That would suggest that the effects first experienced by Ambrose were no more than the result of vivid imagination. That the effects that all his myriad scores of children had experienced were an illusion generated by their minds. And all of the Aliomenti, including Will himself, had believed the story at such a deep level that they'd caused the change, whatever it actually was, to occur in their bodies.

He refused to believe that.

A few months later, he started mentioning his own immortality to his friends. He told them that there were side effects the Aliomenti had observed. Even with those warnings, the vast majority were still interested in going through the process, and Will said he’d tell them how a week later. For those who’d expressed interest, he did something he later regretted: slipped ambrosia into their food. The effects were unmistakable. Even those who didn’t know he’d given them the fruit experienced the effects.

It was no placebo effect.

Will told the volunteers about the immortality that came from eating the fruit. And he told them that he'd been trying to figure out how to reverse the process, about the microscopes in his lab at home he’d used to try to find the answers.

“The man who discovered this fruit knew the secret of reversing the symptoms, at least temporarily, and was able to father many children over his long life. Unfortunately, he died a few decades ago, taking his secret to the great beyond. I am trying to figure out how to perform this reversal so that all of us have the option available if we ever choose to go that route. I have not been successful, yet. The Aliomenti require all members to eat this fruit; anything suggesting that you've reversed the process, or a refusal to eat it when offered, is cause for dismissal, possibly even death at this point. It is my belief that each of us should have a choice. I do not know when the answers will come. You may choose to avoid this fruit if you wish. You may take it with the hope that we'll figure out how to reverse the effects in the future. You can wait to make a decision to eat this fruit as long as you'd like, or never. It's your choice, and it has no impact on your ability to stay here.”

“What's the answer, Will?” It was Judith, who hadn't yet shown an interest in immortality. “How will we find the answers?”

Will thought about it. And he realized he'd had the answer to the question all along.

“We need to make the microscopes smaller. Much, much smaller. And we need to give them the ability to send the images they create to another location, much as we might telepathically send images to each other.”

He glanced at each of the eager—but confused—faces around him. “We need to put the microscopes inside the very cells of our bodies, and watch the effects on the cells from the inside, as they happen.”

In other words, they needed to create nanomachines.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V

Scutarium

 

1723 A.D.

It was a warm summer day in the city of Philadelphia. The population of the city had more than quadrupled since Will’s first visit, growing from a mere three thousand then to more than twelve thousand now, almost a quarter century later. It was a warm day, not terribly hot, but the humidity meant Will was sweating inside his clothes. The general odor of eighteenth century cities was one he’d never grow used to, especially after so much time spent breathing the fresh, clean air in the Cavern.

Hope had relayed to him the names of over fifty people she’d identified as potential Alliance candidates. Will had watched them, assessed the thoughts and emotions and deepest held beliefs and behaviors, and narrowed the list to two dozen. He’d made verbal contact with fifteen, and found that they were intrigued by his message. He told each of them that he must travel to New York, but would return in a month or two, and if they were interested in further conversations they would talk then.

Pleased with the crop of potential new recruits, Will purchased a newspaper and dined at a local restaurant. He found the writing exemplary, the stories fascinating, and asked the owner of the establishment the name of the publisher and directions to his shop.

The man glanced down at the newspaper, nodding in recognition. “That’s the New England Courant, correct? I believe the publisher is quite young, a lad named Franklin.” He provided directions to Franklin’s printing shop. Will thanked the man, paid for his meal, and set off for the printing shop operated by seventeen-year-old Benjamin Franklin.

An hour later, Will was aboard the Nautilus, staring at his copy of the New England Courant as if it was made of gold. Will had asked a few questions about points made in a few of the articles, and Franklin had obliged his reader, jotting notes in the margins for elaboration. Will had been amazed at the maturity displayed by the youngster. In this era, a seventeen year old was expected to be a man, and Franklin exuded maturity Will would rarely find in one under the age of thirty in the twenty-first century.

He was still staring at the written notes when Hope teleported in. When he didn’t acknowledge her, she zapped him with a small bit of Energy, causing him to look up. “What?”

“What’s got you so mesmerized?”

Will held out the newspaper. “This.”

Hope took the paper. “It’s a newspaper that someone doodled on. This is exciting because…”

“It’s not the doodling, specifically. It’s who did the doodling that’s so fascinating. One of the most revered men in history. Of course, he’s only seventeen at the moment.”

Hope shrugged. “If you say so.” She activated the Nautilus’ navigation system, setting a course for the island of Eden. “Think this will be the last run to Eden?”

Will considered. “It’s probably the last trip I’ll have to take. I should be able to get the rest of my gold and silver into the Nautilus this time. The new vault in the Cavern will be rather full.” He chuckled. “I hope I’m done hauling fresh soil; I think there’s still dirt in here from the last of those runs.”

Hope chuckled.

Will’s fortune, amassed over centuries of profitable business deals, dividends, and minimal spending, funded the construction and operation of the Cavern, as well as the individual research efforts. He also supplied a modest allowance to each person as they left the Cavern the first time; they were expected to earn their own fortune thereafter.

If the Alliance ran out of money at some point, he knew where they could get their hands on billions of dollars in three centuries.

“I don’t know if we’ll be able to come back here often, though. At some point the Nautilus will be put to use taking people to and from the Cavern, and side trips here just won’t be an option.”

Hope tilted her head. “Why not build a second submarine, then?”

Will sighed. “I'd like to build a fleet of them, actually. We'll need quite a few just to move people out into the world, but that won't happen often. We'll need more to ship materials in and out. We do need to consider the cost, though, and I don't have quite as much free time as I did when I built the first one.” He gave her a weak smile.

“You don't need to build them,” Hope said. “You told me one of the men in the Cavern built the underwater pods to transport people to and from the Nautilus, move them back and forth between the sub and the Cavern, right?”

“Right, that's Aaron, but—”

“You don't have to do everything yourself, Will,” Hope said. Her voice was soft and gentle, but her words cut through him, the incision of hearing a fatal flaw laid bare. “You have good people working with you now, people who are eager to make progress just like you are. Why not let Aaron take charge of building additional submarines? You’ve got well over a hundred people living there now, right? He can probably get a full team and build one or two every year.”

“Aaron's due to leave, to go out into the world.” He knew it was a weak excuse.

Hope did as well. “Aaron's immortal now. When you head back, just make the suggestion that building replicas of the Nautilus would be a great idea. I suspect he'll stay behind to do that. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s been waiting for the opportunity to step forward and do so.”

Will shook his head. “I doubt it. He's immortal, yes. But he's also been living in the Cavern for many years. He's ready to go outside again. I can't see him staying behind.”

Hope shrugged. “Perhaps. But you might be surprised. And even if Aaron chooses to head out, there are others who worked on those underwater pods with him, right? He didn’t do it all himself.” She raised an eyebrow at him, and he looked at the floor. “Any of them could work on the effort to build the subs while Aaron’s gone. Or while you’re gone.”

“I'll try.” It was a surprising relief to say the words. Will knew that at some point, others would have to do things out of necessity. He alone among them knew he wouldn't be around forever. The diary had made it clear to him several times. At some point not long before his actual birth, there was no reference to this historic Will Stark. And after the time machine whisked him away, there was no reference to any version of Will Stark. Hope was right. It was best to get people used to doing things without him, making decisions without his input. They sought him out often in the beginning, when everything was too new and too strange to grasp, but they survived well in his recruiting absences.

He had to prepare them for life without him at some point, anyway. Might as well start with something like building submarines.

Three days later, they approached the island Will called Eden. At some point, this place would be found by the outside world. But it was outside the currents favored by sailors, making it unlikely to be found by those using ships powered by the wind. Perhaps he could build a dome over it and make it invisible, and retain it as a private hideaway.

He looked at the island of Eden on the viewscreen, and a sense of wistfulness developed. “It’s hard to believe I might not see this place so often in the future. It’s funny. I lived here almost full time for centuries. But I was so fixated on building this ship that I never really explored this island. There are large parts of it I’ve never seen.” He looked at Hope. “Before we leave this time, I’d love to explore this place and really understand what’s here.”

Hope's face lit up. “I'd enjoy that. Perhaps we'll discover something amazing. Maybe there’s been an entire tribe of people living here the whole time.” She grinned.

Will felt a chill at those words, and shivered. “I certainly hope not.” The idea that people had lived on another portion of the island, that he’d never even sensed them, was frightening.

The submarine surfaced from the deep river water and berthed next to the dock Will had constructed centuries earlier. Both of them teleported to shore, and Will tied the submarine to one of the dock posts. The couple moved into the building that had served as Will's primary home for centuries. It was nearly empty at this point; Will had transported his prototypes, notes, and most of the money he'd removed from his old Aliomenti vaults to the Cavern over the past few decades. The couple moved what remained of Will's possessions into the Nautilus, and then set out on foot upriver.

Will had focused his minimal exploration downriver, for the focus of his time had been the creation of the submarine and the ability to sail down the river out into the ocean. The river had provided sufficient fish for protein intake, and the downriver trees and fields supplied sufficient fruits and vegetables to round out his nutritional needs. He'd never felt the need to travel upriver, away from the mouth, until now. Now, when it was potentially gone for good? Only now did he look. Perhaps that was the problem with immortality. When you think you have all the time in the world, you put off doing the simple things because you think you’ll always have the time to do them. The only thing immortality granted was the ability to make a longer list of things you regret not doing, and fewer excuses for not doing so.

The familiar cool breezes of Eden embraced them, bathing them in a fresh, salty scent. The gentle burbling of the river and the more distant roar of the surf created an ambience of peace. Will sighed. If this island was off limits to them one day, it would be a devastating loss.

They walked for nearly an hour, staying within sight of the river, pointing out the colorful trees and fragrant plants that bloomed on the untouched island. The river began to narrow, and they noted that the river began atop a rocky hill. Of greater interest to them were the dozens of caves with openings yawning on either side of the river, carved into the rocky hill. The river, now no more than a stream, was easily crossable, even without the Energy abilities the couple possessed.

Will glanced at Hope. “Shall we take the time to explore?”

Hope nodded, her face brightening. “Let's split up, though. I'll go left, and you go right. We’ll touch base if we find anything interesting in the caves.”

Hope headed off to the left, hurdling the stream with an easy grace, and entered the first of the caves. Will entered the first cave on the right.

He was stunned. The walls of the cave were lined with huge, visible veins of gold, most notably along the wall nearest the river. Will gaped. There appeared to be a literal ton of gold in this cave.

Will spent a few minutes checking out the next three caves in sequence. There was a small quantity of gold in each, though in the caves farthest from the river it was found on the ground, rather than on the walls. Will found that odd. Perhaps a storm or earthquake had shaken the metal loose from the ground.

Hope! You should come see this. I’m in the fourth cave on the right. Huge amounts of gold. We may need to bring the submarine back again to mine all of this.

Will moved deeper into the cave. While this cave wasn’t quite so burdened by the yellowish metal as the others, it would probably be the easiest to mine.

He paused. Hope?

Still no response.

He started moving to the entry of the cave, then saved time and teleported to the river. Hope?

There was still no response, and Will began to panic. Had something happened to her? She couldn’t be more than a mile away; their effective telepathic range was probably somewhere in the vicinity of the moon. Where could she be? With no better approach available, he started teleporting to each cave in turn, looking inside for her and shouting her name until his voice echoed, and then moving to the next when he failed to locate her.

“Will!”

He spun around quickly, spotting her on his side of the stream. There was a faint hint of Energy and a burst of the flute-like sound that her Energy produced in his mental ears. Had she teleported there in search of him? If so, where had she been?

He teleported to her side in an instant, and embraced her as if she’d survived a horrible trauma. “I tried to contact you and you didn’t respond. Are you okay? Were you hurt?”

Hope shook her head. “I’m fine. I tried to contact you as well, but nothing happened. That’s when I ran out of the cave I was in and teleported back to the river to look for you. Are you okay?”

Will nodded. “I’m fine, but this is puzzling. How in the world can we both have failed to successfully communicate with telepathy? That’s been automatic for at least seven centuries now.”

She put her hands to her temples and massaged them with her fingers; a mannerism she’d developed during their long separation, one which he knew meant she was in deep thought. “We were both in caves. Neither of us could hear the other’s telepathic messages.” She closed her eyes, then opened them. “What did you find in the caves you explored?”

“Huge amounts of gold available for mining the walls. What about yours?”

She shook her head. “Then there’s nothing there worth checking. I think the cave I was in must have some kind of material in it that… I don’t know, absorbs Energy or something. But there’s far more there. Come on!” She set off at a jog to the left of the river.

Will glanced back at the caves that would fund most nations for centuries, and then jogged after her.

He followed Hope into the third cave. It wasn’t as large as the first cave he’d entered, but was larger than the others he’d been in. The rocky hill sloped down from the left to the right, meaning that the caves Will had visited would be “shorter” than those Hope had chosen to explore.

It wasn’t the size of the cave that caught his attention, though.

The first thing he noticed was the strange, blue-tinted rock that lined the entirety of the inside, much as the gold had plated the walls of the caves he’d seen. It gave the cave walls an almost watery appearance, and he had the strange feeling that he was inside the cabin of the submarine. The crystal-like stone and its bluish tint made him feel like he was under water.

Could this blue rock be the secret to the shielding effect he and Hope had experienced?

He turned his attention away from the walls and toward Hope, and momentarily forgot about the rock.

The inside of the cavern was littered with skeletons, most of which were seated at wooden tables spread throughout the interior of the cave. An interior section of the cave included a small graveyard, and when Will moved in that direction, he found tombstones engraved with words written in a language he didn't recognize.

Eden had been inhabited long before he'd arrived.

Or, as Hope had suggested, had the people in this cave been living here for at least part of the time he’d been on the island?

“This whole scene doesn't suggest a peaceful end. They wouldn't have sat down at tables to die like that, would they?”

“That’s what I was thinking as well.” She looked at the ground and toed the dirt. “Do you think they were poisoned?”

“That seems likely,” Will agreed. “If there was poison in the food they were eating, and it acted quickly… well, you’d find a scene like what we have here.”

She glanced up at him. “But who did that to these people? And why?” Her features tightened. “And… where did the killer or killers go, after?”

The chill Will had experienced returned. “Perhaps the killer is one of the dead.” He shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll ever truly know. These people have been dead for a very long time, since long before I ever arrived. The only thing we know for sure is that others found this island at some point. Whether the people here are the last of those who found it, or whether there are others who left and kept knowledge of it alive… we just don’t know.”

Hope nodded. “I don't think we’re in any imminent danger of attack. But I feel awkward standing here, like I'm disturbing the dead. We should leave.”

Will nodded. “I agree, but there are some things we need to do first.” He pointed at the blue stone. “I think that stone is what caused the telepathy issues earlier. We should test that theory, and if it’s correct, we should mine some of the stone and take it back to the Cavern with us.”

Can you hear me? Hope asked.

Will acknowledged her. “So we can communicate when we’re both in the cave. Count to one hundred and try again.” He turned and jogged from the cave, teleported back to the river, and counted to one hundred himself, slowly, then walked back to the cave. He projected to Hope as soon as he left the cave, but heard nothing from her.

When he walked into the cave, though, he could hear her thought immediately.

“I take it you couldn’t hear me at all?” Hope asked.

Will nodded. “And I was projecting back to you the entire time. It’s not exactly a thorough test, but I think it’s safe to say that this blue rock is a natural Shield for Energy. I’d like to take enough back with us on this trip to line a room where people can practice their Energy skills. It could also be a place where people who are able to do so could teleport in without fear of detection by Sebastian or other Aliomenti.”

Hope sized up the cave and the volume of rock. “Think there’s enough to line the entire inside of the Cavern? As much as I'd hate to damage this cave, it would be wonderful to know we could train safely anywhere in the Cavern, not just in a single room.”

“I like that idea,” Will replied. “I don’t think there’s enough, though, and I’d hate to just take all of it. When we get this rock back to the Cavern, we can figure out how it works, and ideally make materials with the same effect. If we can manufacture it, we can line the Cavern without any difficulty.”

“And we can plate the inside of the subs as well,” Hope added. “And depending on the form the manufactured rock takes, we could even send people with enough of the… substance… to line the inside of their homes out in the world.” She paused, and then smiled. “I supposed we should name the blue rock something other than ‘blue rock’ though.”

Will thought about that. “Latin seems to be the language used to name all manner of substances. This rock acts as a shield, and the Latin word for shield is scutum, or scuta if it's plural. Why don’t we call it scutarium?”

Hope considered the name briefly, and then nodded. “That makes perfect sense. Here's hoping that scutarium provides ample protection from the evils of the Aliomenti now and in the future.”

Will thought for a moment, remembering his own distant past, events that would unfold centuries into the future. He thought of the invisible Energy shield he learned had surrounded the Alliance camp. He remembered, vaguely, being told in a letter sent to him from that future that he'd need to teleport a future Hope and Josh from their home into a hidden bunker. He suspected that the only way such a bunker could work was if Hope had known of scutarium. She would have used it to line the inside of the bunker to prevent Sebastian—by then known as Porthos—from detecting where they'd ended up.

"What are you thinking about?" Hope asked. “You seem rather… distant.”

Will laughed, and at her look of confusion smiled. “It's an ironic question between people who are strong telepaths.” Hope laughed as well, as Will continued. “I was thinking about future uses of this. When Sebastian, Victor, and Tacitus come after me and William comes after you and Josh… I've been wondering why Sebastian couldn't detect me teleporting you and Josh out of the house and into the bunker. As sensitive as he is to Energy, he should have noticed it and been in that bunker instantly. Or, at a minimum, he should have noticed the Energy surge needed to teleport the two of you away from William the Assassin. The fact that he didn't tells me that something was going on with that house and that bunker.” He nodded toward the walls of the cave, and the blue stone found in such abundance in the walls. “I think we have the answer.”

“You mean we put this into the walls of the house.” It wasn't a question. “And I put it into the bunker. But….” She looked down at the ground, and her voice dropped. “How? Even if the Alliance figures out how to make this scutarium into something that could cover the walls of the Cavern, how do we get it into our house, Will?”

Will pondered that. “Perhaps the rock could be ground up and mixed into the paint used for the interior of the house. So when the house is being built, you would buy the paint, mix it in, and give it to the painters. By the time I… vanish, we may have some type of technology available that makes the process even simpler.”

Hope looked at the ground, and Will didn't need his empathy skills to know something was bothering her. “What's wrong?”

“Outside the fact that we're talking about lunatics attacking you when you were defenseless and me having to watch another come close to killing me and our son?” Hope smiled faintly. “How am I going to get the scutarium? I suppose that I could come back here and chip some away, but I suspect that the younger you would notice if I vanished for a while and showed up with a strange colored rock that I wanted to put into paint on the interior of our house. And there's no way we can know for sure that the supply of stone won't be gone by then.”

Will frowned. How, indeed? This plan called for Hope to do too much. It truly wasn’t fair for her to carry the burden of protecting their son from premature discovery, along with figuring out how to get the scutarium needed to make their home a safe place for her and Josh. It was far too much for one person to handle, even if that person was Hope.

One person? Will’s eyes widened. “It's like you told me, Hope. You don't have to do it all yourself.”

Confusion clouded her face. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, it's time for us to recognize that the Alliance is not the Aliomenti and act accordingly. You should come back to the Cavern with me and meet everyone. They'll be able to provide that type assistance to either or both of us as needed. And there will be no place safer from Arthur and the others in the future. You don’t need to hide and be alone all the time any more. And shame on me for not recognizing that fact earlier. It’s time to go home, Hope.”

Hope's face lit up.

She’d never be alone again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VI

Shadows

 

1740 A.D.

They crowded upon the beach, watching and waiting as Will and the woman walked from their home toward the subway pod docked near the Cavern end of the underground tunnel river. They came and watched, for it was a momentous journey. A successful completion would decree their full safety and secret isolation from the Aliomenti.

If the trip was unsuccessful, they might never know, for the travelers might never return.

Will and the dark-haired woman wearing a cloak had arrived seventeen years earlier. Little was known about her by residents of the Cavern, save for: she was very much involved in the life of their founder, Will Stark; she’d developed Energy skills outside the walls of the Cavern but was not a member of the Aliomenti—and her Energy levels were rivaled only by Will; and it was critically important that no one from the Aliomenti ever learn her true name. She’d be known as the Shadow, for she’d lived much of her life in the background, doing good for untold numbers without recognition or thanks. She was, in many ways, an ideal they’d all strive to reach.

Seventeen years ago, the duo had brought with them an amazing substance, a blue-tinted rock they’d called scutarium. Scutarium prevented Energy from transferring through its mass; if it lined a room or a cave, one could practice Energy skills without detection from anyone, even the Aliomenti known as Sebastian. Three of their number had attracted his attention on the Outside, and the three hadn’t returned. The rock was a true gift, but the quantities were so limited that they could do little with it.

Unless they could create it themselves.

They’d done just that, and internal tests indicated that the artificial version worked well. They’d traveled to a small, uninhabited island off the southern coast of South America, constructed a building, and plated the inside. Will expended sufficient Energy to set the building on fire, and attempted to communicate telepathically, and even the strongest Energy users among the Alliance sensed nothing.

The true test would come if Sebastian couldn’t sense anything. That was the purpose of this mission. They’d recreate the test right under Sebastian’s nose. If he showed no indication of sensing Energy… even from Will… they’d consider it safe for wide use throughout the world.

A cheer erupted as the couple approached, the sound reverberating even on the soft sands of the beach area. It was high noon local time, and the couple was illuminated by the artificial ambient light, the fresh breezes generated by the fans installed in the Cavern walls tossing and billowing their hair. The Shadow didn’t wear her hood up any more, and they could clearly see her grateful smile. Trips to the outside usually weren’t acknowledged with such fanfare, but then, most trips weren’t so critical to the future safety of all of them.

Will and the Shadow acknowledged the crowds, and then teleported into the subway pod, which whisked them with quick efficiency to the end of the river tunnel linking the Cavern to the outside world. They teleported to the waiting Nautilus, the first of its kind and name, and the submarine began its journey toward the Iberian Peninsula. The Nautilus VIII, with five Alliance members aboard, moved to berth at the dock, taking the place of its namesake.

Will glanced at the Shadow, who was still beaming from the adulation. “I think they like you.”

Hope laughed. “They’ll like both of us a lot more if this works.”

“There’s no way it won’t work,” Will said. He’d insisted upon this final field test, because failure carried such a catastrophic cost, but he’d seen the tests, had participated in nearly all of them. There was no doubt in his mind that the artificial version of the scutarium worked just as well as the original.

“So, let’s take a nice holiday, perhaps to Eden, and just tell everyone the test was successful.” Hope’s eyes twinkled.

“I’m sure that would work perfectly well. At least until we tried to tell that story to two hundred telepaths and empaths who’d spot the lie a mile away.”

She punched his arm. “Not if we were still in the scutarium suits.”

He laughed.

He’d been thrilled by the reception Hope had received. The Alliance members learned that she’d been creating her own form of change for centuries, and that she’d fight against any efforts by the Aliomenti to infringe upon the ability of the Alliance to do their work. They quickly recognized her as one trustworthy beyond question. Hope found herself in a true family, the likes of which she’d experienced so rarely in her life.

This mission was her chance to protect her family, against the same people and mindsets that had so far destroyed every other semblance of family she’d known.

The trip took a week, courtesy of the upgraded propulsion system the Nautilus boasted. They targeted Waterloo, Sebastian’s most recent place of residence. Will wanted to get as close to him as possible without actually being seen. The travel time gave them a chance to check and retest the “armor” he’d wear, clothing woven of fibers constructed from the artificial scutarium. Gloves, boots, a mask, and goggles completed the outfit, ensuring no exposed skin to generate Energy leakages Sebastian might detect.

Will was at the greatest risk. If the armor failed, he’d probably only know when Sebastian arrived, with Tacitus in tow to Damper him, and thus he might not return. Hope was to wait for two hours after he left. If he’d not returned, she was to proceed to Eden and wait for him there for two days. If he didn’t meet with her there, she was to return to the Cavern and inform the Alliance that the scutarium suit had failed.

Hope didn’t like the plan. At all. “Why are you the only one at risk? I’m just as much a part of this as you.”

“It’s a practical choice, Hope. Sebastian already knows my Energy signal, and you can believe that if he senses me he’ll come running, likely with Tacitus in tow. He does not know your Energy signal, and in fact doesn’t even know you exist. If you set your Energy off near him, he’ll think it’s an Aliomenti from another outpost coming to visit. That's hardly something that would draw him out. You still have your anonymity with him. Let's keep it that way.” He shrugged, but inside he recognized the other practical reason to put him at risk, rather than her. He wasn’t necessary to bring their children into the world, for young future Will would still exist if he was captured or… worse. “This is going to work. With this clothing and scutarium homes on the Outside, we’ll all be Shadows soon. I’ll be as invisible to Sebastian as the rest of you.”

Hope scowled, partially for the words, but in part for the thought of his lack of importance going forward. “I should be there with my swords in the event he does find you. I can still stay hidden from his Tracking that way, and it’s one less way you’re at risk.”

Will shrugged it off. “If he shows up, I'll teleport to the old cave near the old North Village. Sebastian won’t be able to get that far.”

“What if he teleports to you and has Tacitus in tow, Will? What if Tacitus gets his hands on you? How do you plan to teleport so far away with huge chunks of Energy gone?”

“It won’t matter, because I have another gift from the future, Hope. He literally won't be able to touch me this time.”

Hope’s eyes narrowed. “Another gift? What type of gift?”

Will sighed. He explained the concept of the nanos, and showed her how they responded to his mental commands. “I can literally form invisible armor with these. He may think he's making contact, but he won't be. These little machines saved my life that night.”

Hope was staring at the small chair Will had formed out of the nanos in front of her eyes. “I should be upset that you didn’t tell me about this… but I’m not. I struggled with the idea of thinking machines I could see. Now you're talking about thinking machines that are so small they’re invisible.”

“I appreciate your generosity in not being angry with me,” Will said, the relief evident in his voice. “I've had them for ages. They were put in me, in some cases before I knew what they were, before I traveled back in time. After a while, I simply forgot that I hadn't mentioned them. In the rare cases I've used them recently we haven't been around each other, and—”

Hope put a hand on his arm. “Relax, Will. Am I slightly annoyed? Yes. I don't think you meant to hide it from me for this long, and I suspect that my reaction to seeing the sub for the first time probably made you worried about how I'd handle news of tiny thinking machines that fly around and do all sorts of amazing things. But, now that I do know…” Her face filled with mischief. “How do I get some?”

Will laughed, and moved to the galley to grab some drinks. “Well, you've had some for a while, though none that can do… that.” He gestured at the chair. “They created some specialty machines that heal you from the inside. I put some in you when… Elizabeth ceased to be.” She winced at the memory, still able to feel each blow seven centuries later. “They helped to make sure that Hope existed. I thought I'd taken all of them back after you were completely healed, but I hadn't. And each time I've seen you since, I sent a few more your way. The morange, the zirple, and the ambrosia will keep you very healthy. These machines, these nanos, will heal traumatic injuries very quickly… stabbings, bruises, and the like. You have half of the ones I was given so long ago.”

She looked surprised, then nodded. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “What you don't have, and what I can't move from me to you, are the nanos that let you talk to all of the machines that are owned by you. You can't send those healing nanos back to me until you get those communication nanos, for example, not that I’d want you to send them back. I'd love to give you half or more of the nanos, and I would, but you wouldn't be able to use them. But… I'm working on creating them now, or at least the earliest version of them. It's my next big project. It's my belief that they will help us see how the ambrosia changes the body, and then we can figure out how to reverse the effects.”

Hope frowned. “If you already have these machines in you… why not try them out on the new recruits? It can't hurt them, can it?”

Will shook his head. “No, no chance of that. I actually did try that with the second batch of recruits. The parts that could send images back didn't work inside the cells. I don't know why. But if they don't work, I'd need to know how to make them and adapt them to fix the problems. That's what I'm working on in the Cavern now. I’m hoping at some point that work will lead future Alliance members to create the nanos that they’ll give me in five hundred years.”

Hope frowned. “It’s so strange…” She paused, thoughtful, and walked toward the galley to grab a piece of fruit. She waved at a dolphin swimming by outside before returning to sit next to Will. “Our children should know the predicament we're in now, the peril it brings to their own lives. If they've built these… nanos… in the future, and they're capable of looking inside our bodies…” Her frown deepened. “Well, why not send back nanos that could see inside the cells? Why leave it to chance like this?” She shrugged. “I suppose I should remind them of that little detail in the future, shouldn’t I?”

It was Will's turn to frown. Why indeed? “Thus far, everything they've done—or not done—has had a purpose.” Will spoke slowly, reasoning everything out as he did. “One of the biggest mysteries to me thus far was whether the Purge they gave me, or the food they fed me, contained ambrosia. I don't think they did. Most of this journey has relied on me acting as… well, me. The diary has almost always given me data, like a mixture for concrete, but has never given me guidance on choices. Think about it like this. I wanted to take you from the North Village immediately. If I’d done that, we probably head south, never find the Ambrosia forest, and by now you’re long gone from old age. They would know I wouldn’t want to live an immortal life if you were gone. So they’d not send me back in time as an immortal for that reason. No, they knew once you told me you didn’t want to leave that village until you’d put everything you had into reforming Arthur, that I’d stay, and because of that we’d end up traveling with Eva, not south, but northwest. So… if they didn’t give me the ambrosia then, it means we were meant to find it now.”

“Which means that if they didn't send back that type of machine, it’s because it's critical that we invent them ourselves for some reason,” Hope said, nodding.

“Or they never figured out how to build the machine themselves… and the method to find the solution is something we haven’t even thought of yet.” Will's voice was quiet, and amidst the thrum of the submarine engines, the tone seemed even more ominous than the words. A small bit of conditioned air blew against them, and Hope shuddered at the chill of artificial wind and words.

“OK, enough of that.” Will clapped his hands twice, as if to snap their attention to something different. “We're here to test scutarium. I'll teleport just outside the ship and use the nanos to propel myself to shore. I'll stay out of sight, but attempt to confirm visually that Sebastian is here. If I do, I'll cover myself entirely—gloves, mask, and goggles—and expend Energy. If Sebastian doesn't come for me after five or ten minutes, I suspect it's safe to assume he hasn't sensed me. I don’t think he’d come after me on his own; he’ll want to find Tacitus and possibly others to try to subdue me, and that’s why I'll need to wait for a few minutes. If he finds me, I'll meet you at Eden within the next few days.”

Hope nodded. “Sure you won't change your mind and bring me onshore? I wouldn't mind taking a few additional swings at Sebastian and his friends.” Her face darkened, and she simulated slicing a sword through the air.

Will smiled. “If you come ashore and he sees you, he'll run away in terror and we'll never know if this works.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I'll be back soon.”

“You'd better be.”

After assembling his scutarium-based clothing and establishing his nano exoskeleton, Will teleported into the sea water just outside the Nautilus, and used the nanos to propel himself to the shore. The water slid off him, so he wasn’t wet; the nanos kept the liquid away from his hair, skin, and clothing. He trudged through the soft sand, inhaling the familiar air and scent of this oceanside outpost area, and felt the warm sun on his skin.

He was able to detect loose pockets of Energy from the Aliomenti living here, and ensured he avoided those spots. It had been forty years since he'd been in this area, but given Aliomenti lifespans, there would still be plenty of residents here able to recognize him on sight.

He slid into the forest near the shore, noting the change in temperature as the strong rays of the sun were absorbed by the trees, and he gave an involuntary shiver at the sudden, relative chill. The trees gave off a fragrant scent, not quite so sweet or powerful as ambrosia—the Aliomenti would never plant those trees outside their protective walls—but nonetheless very pleasant. Will used the nanos to float into the upper branches of some of the taller trees. The spot provided him with a view over the outpost walls and directly into the community. Will’s eyesight was exceptionally strong. If Sebastian was still living here in Waterloo and moved around the community, Will would see the man and carry out the next part of his test. He scanned the community, and while it was buzzing with activity, he was unable to spot Sebastian.

He did see Victor walking around, hands clasped behind his back, observing the behavior of his fellow Aliomenti. Tacitus, now grown to adulthood, walked in a similar loop. A scroll was pinned between his left arm and his side, and he carried a quill and parchment with him as he walked. He'd stop periodically, frown at an Aliomenti who passed him, consult the scroll, and then scribble a note on the parchment. Will sighed. He remembered Tacitus reciting a list of supposed crimes he had committed. The man was no doubt on patrol, trying to catch his fellow Aliomenti committing some “crime” for which they should be imprisoned, punished with the temporary loss of Energy only Tacitus could promise.

Will had nearly concluded that Sebastian no longer lived in Waterloo when he heard the man speaking below. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up.

“…hasn't spent the past forty years sitting around doing nothing, I'm sure.”

“Then what has he been doing?” The second voice was Arthur's, and Will nearly fell from the tree. “He spent a lot of time away from outposts during the last four or five centuries. Nobody seems to know where he went or what he did then. Nobody, therefore, has a good sense of what he might be doing now, or where he might be.” There was a deadly pause. “I had expected you to be able to answer the where question by now, Sebastian. I grow tired of waiting for Will Stark to simply fall into our laps.”

If the tone or accusation rattled Sebastian, he didn't reveal it in his tone of voice. “I can detect people from a distance, Arthur, but that distance is finite. If he's fifty miles away? Sure. If he's… I don't know… if he's moved to the Colonies, then I'm not going to detect him unless I'm there and relatively close to him.”

“Fifty miles is not enough, Sebastian. That gives people like Stark far too much of the world to use as a hiding place. You must increase your Tracking distance.”

“So I've been told, Arthur. But this is one of the many reasons why I've argued for expanding to the Colonies. When he left, Stark knew we had no presence there, and no plans to expand there, either. They say the land is fertile, the business opportunities outstanding. If I were Will Stark, that's where I'd go. We'd have a better chance of finding him if we dispatch a large number of Aliomenti across the Atlantic. And while we're at it, we can make a lot of money in the process.”

As he listened, Will carefully made sure that the scutarium suit, gloves, cloak, and face-covering mask were in place. He started generating Energy inside his body, as if trying to warm himself on a cold day, or in preparation for teleportation or flight.

“We've had this discussion already, Sebastian. We just opened two additional outposts on the Mediterranean coast. Our numbers are spread thin. We cannot afford to spread ourselves out even more until we add more people.”

Will's Energy cycling was enough to move him several miles through teleportation. Sebastian hadn't made a comment about it. Will cycled still more Energy.

“I understand that, Arthur. But if our goal is to both maximize our coverage of areas that can make us money, and to find Stark, shouldn’t we decide now that our next few expansion spots are in the Colonies? They have a few larger cities we could target. New York, Boston, Philadelphia…”

Will was certain he could teleport dozens of miles away at this point. If Sebastian had said nothing, had emoted no indication that he’d sensed Will’s presence, then he never would. The scutarium was a success.

“We'll add each of those cities to the list, Sebastian, when we're prepared to expand. Until then? If Stark is in the Colonies, so be it. Of course, given your lack of effort in developing your skill, he could be standing right next to us and you wouldn't notice.”

“I guarantee you, Arthur, that Stark is nowhere nearby. I’m telling you, he's in the Colonies.”

“Then I suggest you work on pinpointing his location even further. This conversation is over.”

Will waited until he was certain they were gone, then pulled all of the Energy loose inside the suit back inside himself. He established his own Energy Shield to ensure he didn't set off Sebastian's maligned Tracking skill, and then removed the mask and gloves, breathing in the fresh air, inhaling the fragrant scent of the trees around him. He eased himself out of the upper boughs of the tree using the nanos until he set foot once again upon the forest floor.

The scutarium worked. It was time to return to the submarine.

“Where did you come from?” Sebastian's shocked voice sounded behind him.

Will spun. Sebastian stared at him, slack-jawed, with Arthur right behind him.

Arthur slapped Sebastian in the head. “Didn't you just tell him he was in the Colonies? Then how is he here now, may I ask, you incompetent fool?”

“He wasn't there just a minute ago, I swear!”

“Funny, how I'm looking right at him then, isn't it?”

Will thought quickly. If he teleported, Sebastian would definitely find him. If he ran, they'd teleport ahead of him.

Instead, he packed the nanos around him and flew straight up into the air, intentionally leaking a small bit of Energy to give the impression that his flight was Energy-based. He accelerated his pace, feeling the wind whistling by him. Sebastian could track Energy; he couldn't track nanos. Will flew inland first, letting small bits of Energy leak, in the hopes that they’d chase him here. If they did, they'd be heading away from Hope and the Nautilus.

Will landed about twenty minutes later near a stream, and took a few moments to hydrate himself. He also wanted to give Sebastian a few minutes to start chasing him.

In fact… he could help that process out.

Will covered himself entirely with the scutarium clothing, then removed one glove, put his hand on the ground, and sent a large amount of Energy into the soil. He then replaced the glove so that he was fully shielded, and used the nanos to fly due west. Sebastian couldn’t help but notice that Energy burst; the Tracker would probably assume it was Energy from a long-range bit of teleportation. By the time Sebastian and other Aliomenti reached this spot, Will would have looped around, back to the shore near Waterloo.

Will arrived back near Waterloo, nearly two miles west of the outpost, and continued out over the Mediterranean Sea. He made a wide loop and flew back toward the shore in line with the submarine. He took a deep breath, and then flew below the surface of the sea, stopping only when he reached the side of the submarine. Only then did he teleport inside the vessel.

"You're late." Hope folded her arms across her chest, her look stern.

Will, remarkably dry for one who had just spent a full minute under water, pulled off the gloves, the mask, the cloak, and finally the boots. He took deep breaths of the familiar air of the Nautilus. “I… uh… ran into some old friends.”

Hope's look softened a bit. “What did they say?”

“That they'd had no idea I was there until they stumbled over me.”

“So… it works, then?”

Will grinned. “Oh, yes, it works perfectly. It doesn’t prevent them from seeing us if we’re right in front of them. But they were truly stunned that I was there when they saw me. The positive thing about all of this is that they’ll think I’m still living somewhere in Europe. Sebastian was convinced I was living in the Colonies, and wanted Arthur to pick a spot there for expansion. Arthur didn’t seem convinced before. Now? He might wait even longer. So we should still have several decades of peace.”

Hope smiled. With the scutarium now a proven commodity, they’d always have a safe haven somewhere nearby, a place where they could disappear from any type of detection by the Aliomenti. They’d be at risk only when they chose to step out of those shadows to make their change upon the world.

It was the type of risk they'd choose to make on a regular basis. It was only possible to do so much without stepping into the light.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VII

Discovery

 

1750 A.D.

The city of Philadelphia had grown steadily since Will’s last visit, and now boasted over twenty-five thousand residents. The humid summer air was thick and stale, and the smell of sweat and equine refuse was powerful. Crowds of people thronged on the streets, dodging carriages and the occasional child intent upon an errand or some outdoor game of tag. Few gave a second thought to the tall man with jet-black hair and spectacles, lost in their own concerns and worries. He glided smoothly through the clouds, his face a disinterested mask, his attentive green eyes missing nothing.

Will found the building he sought, one he’d last entered three decades earlier. Had it truly been that long? He pushed open the door and entered. The printer, a man in his mid-forties with long, thinning hair, glanced up. “Good day to you, sir. How may I be of service?”

“I am looking to purchase a copy of Poor Richard’s Almanack. It is my understanding that Mr. Saunders uses your shop to create the books, and hoped I might buy a copy here directly.

Benjamin Franklin considered Will for a moment, then nodded. “I should have a handful of copies of the Almanack available. I do fear the Mr. Saunders is unavailable to thank you in person.”

Will nodded. “Please pass along my compliments to Mr. Saunders when you see him again. I find it a valuable resource, full of useful information and bits of wisdom.”

Franklin nodded before disappearing into a back room. He emerged a moment later with a copy of the Almanack, and collected the appropriate fee from Will. “Many thanks, good sir.” He paused, his gaze narrowing on Will. “Have we met before, sir? You remind me of someone I met long ago.”

Will looked thoughtful, not because he was trying to remember if he’d met Franklin—he had—but because he was trying to remember if he’d actually erased that memory from Franklin’s mind. “I don't believe so, sir. I certainly hope, though, that the man you met previously, the one I reminded you of, was an agreeable sort.”

Franklin nodded. “He was.” He gazed at Will again. “My apologies sir, but I am noticing that there is an imperfection in the spectacles you wear. Does it not interfere with your vision, rather than correct it?”

Will shook his head. “I can angle my head to look above or below it. I will need to get the imperfection fixed in the near future, however.”

Franklin nodded, looking thoughtful. He tipped an imaginary hat at Will. “I thank you for your business sir, but I fear I must return to mine.”

Will nodded. “Of course.” He turned and left the printing shop. This time, Franklin wouldn’t remember his face.

Will walked down the street with his copy of the Almanack folded under his arm. “Did you get that, Charles?” he whispered.

“I did, Will.” Charles’ voice was audible through the small device in Will's right ear. “How do I sound?”

“There's a bit of buzzing, but I can understand you.”

They’d developed the first audio transmission devices—microphones, receivers, and speakers—a decade earlier, and had spent the past ten years reducing the size. As the devices continued to shrink, they’d added small portable batteries to the mix. Tests in the Cavern indicated a range of about two hundred yards. Charles was positioned two blocks away with an earpiece receiver and microphone identical to Will’s. The implications of this technology were immense: they could communicate in a manner reminiscent of telepathy without requiring the use of Energy. It was another tool to help them avoid Aliomenti interference with their work.

“Did you get the visual as well?” Will asked.

“Give me a moment. I need to… find a bit more privacy.”

“Understood.”

They’d begun a similar project for video capability, with comparable successes. Charles had a traveling bag containing a small viewscreen, much like those found aboard the fleet of submarines. It would display video transmitted from the tiny cameras embedded in Will’s eyeglasses. Franklin had noticed the “imperfection” in the spectacles the miniature cameras provided. Charles needed to move out of the sight of the residents of Philadelphia, who would take exceptional interest in the device… especially if they saw one of their better known residents moving around on it.

“Will, I’m looking now,” Charles’ voice came through the earpiece two minutes later. “Good news! The video came through just fine. It’s not perfectly clear by any stretch… but it’s clear enough.” 

The cameras at this size would be useful in spying on the Aliomenti, and were another step along the miniaturization journey they’d need to complete to get inside cells and view the effects of ambrosia. They weren’t small enough yet, but the steady progression was encouraging. His nanos included miniature cameras and microphones that fed signals to the communication nanos in his head. The video images were blurred, though, and he had no means of determining the problems with those devices without knowing how they’d been made. Thus, he’d need to invent the nanos himself, figure out the reason the camera images were blurred, fix the images, use the images to decipher the riddle of ambrosia, then….

Hope had stopped him from this line of thinking, or at least slowed it down. Will didn't need to do everything himself. Others were becoming motivated to find what was referred to as the Reversal or the Cure, and for the same reason as Will. None had the deadline he did, but the motivation was there, nonetheless.

“We’re getting closer, Charles. I just know it. It won’t be long now.”

“I hope so, Will. Rachel and I… well, you know exactly what we’re going through.”

One of the core differences between the Alliance and the Aliomenti is that the members of the Alliance were encouraged to find love and start families if they wished. Recruits had no obligation to ever take morange and zirple. They were not required to take ambrosia. Not everyone found that opportunity right away, however, and many chose to accept the ambrosia believing that they’d have a better chance at some point in the future. Charles had joined the Alliance in 1720, and had taken the ambrosia five years later.

Rachel had joined the Alliance in 1740. The relationship had developed and deepened quickly, and they wanted nothing more than to start a family. But the ambrosia prevented them from doing so. Rachel, who had been 27 when she’d joined, had waited nearly a decade, but seeing no cure, she’d elected to take ambrosia as well, hoping she’d still be around when a cure was found. They were certainly eager, as eager as Will and Hope, to find that cure, and both worked on projects to guarantee success would come to them one day.

“I’m looking forward to being an uncle to the kids you and the Shadow have, Will. She’s a great woman.”

Will smiled, even though Charles couldn’t see him. “She most definitely is, Charles.”

Hope, known to the Alliance as the Shadow, had become an immensely popular member. Hope had gained tremendous stature in the hidden underground city of five hundred residents. She trained new recruits to use Energy, helped them identify their particular area of specialization, and perhaps most critically, she trained those preparing to go Outside to survive and thrive without raising suspicion among humans and without being detected by the Aliomenti.

She was also a popular babysitter for couples with children. In the forty years since the Alliance had started, they'd seen twenty children born to their group. Most couples were content with one child, and would take their ambrosia once their healthy child was born…. Most were quite happy with the choices they made in regards to taking or not taking ambrosia, and it was expected that the community would accept each choice without scorn, regardless of what it might be. That included those, like Charles and Rachel, who’d taken ambrosia and now wanted to reverse the effects, at least temporarily.

Charles’ contribution had been the development of the ability to record the audio and video signals transmitted by the devices that Will and others were developing and miniaturizing. It would be critical that they record the video signals inside cells, as none of them expected to see any effects in the instant they happened, nor to know exactly when the changes might start. Charles’ affirmation to seeing the video of Franklin and the printing shop was one in which he’d played back the video signal transmitted through Will. That meant that the test was a rousing success.

They’d traveled to Philadelphia for the test because Hope was returning to the Outside for several years, and they could use one submarine to accomplish both goals. Will’s direct ancestors would be in danger due to the upcoming wars, and Hope would be there in Philadelphia to ensure they survived. Will was able to select as their video and audio test subject one of the key figures in American history, and the fact that the recording aspect worked meant they had the man’s face and voice recorded for posterity.

“Will? I think I've got a chance to do that change thing you always talk about.”

The mantra, be the change you want in the world, had stuck. All members of the Alliance had unique opportunities to go out into the world—referred to as the Outside—and make small, incremental, but meaningful changes in people's lives that altered those lives for the better. Over the course of years, decades, and centuries, those changes would add up.

Will shook his head to refocus his thoughts, and wiped the sweat from his brow. “How so?” He pulled the spectacles off and put them in a pocket. They were getting in his way at this point.

“A horse just knocked a kid over and it looks like he's hurt pretty badly. I think I can help him out. What should I do?”

Will hesitated. “Are you… safe?” That meant Charles needed to both be wearing scutarium clothing, keep his Energy shields up except for the few brief instances when his Energy was directly needed, and had checked to make sure there were no Aliomenti nearby.

“I'm good.”

“Do you need me to come to you… just in case?”

“Come on, Will,” Charles whispered through the transmitter. “They're not going to swoop down on me in the middle of a crowded street.”

“We don't know that, Charles. We know they're going to get here eventually. Just… keep it as basic as possible. I'll head that way just in case, though.”

Will maneuvered his way through the streets back to where he and Charles had separated earlier that morning. He knew where Charles was stationed; he'd left Charles there before heading to purchase the copy of Poor Richard's Almanack. Will enjoyed seeing the sights of one of the formative cities in United States history. He enjoyed hearing the clop of horses' hooves, a sound that still surprised him after a childhood spent with automobiles. The smells were different; horses and dirt and sweat, which would eventually be replaced by gasoline fumes and asphalt and artificial food fragrances. The occasional powdered wig was a novelty to him; he wasn't sure he would ever get used to the idea of covering his own dark hair with a white wig, not after he'd been so thrilled to eliminate the few white hairs on his head following his initial Purge.

He could imagine what Charles was doing. He'd approach the injured boy, appearing to be nothing more than a concerned citizen. He'd discharge large amounts of Energy into the child, which would aid tremendously in the healing process, and then, once others had moved to the child's side, offer to go find a doctor. The child would recover miraculously, Charles would be long gone from the scene, and nobody would remember his presence hours or days later.

Will rounded a corner and found the scene just as Charles had described. The horse was tied to a tree, pawing at the ground. The rider was kneeling over a small boy, who was unconscious and pale. Charles had reached the boy, and was talking to the rider about what had happened.

Will grinned, looked up… and froze momentarily, before moving quickly and quietly behind a crowd of people heading to see what had caused the commotion.

How had he missed them? Had he been that inattentive, so certain they still had decades more to wait that he’d ignored hidden clues and wisps of Energy signatures that had announced their arrival? Had Hope tried to contact him, and he’d not listened.

It didn’t matter now. They were here.

“Step away, everyone!” Sebastian announced. “The man kneeling near the child is a thief. He has stolen from me, and I demand that he be thrown into prison until he returns my stolen property!”

Sebastian's words weren't terribly convincing, but his Energy moved to those in the crowd, influencing them until they were glaring at Charles, the accused thief. Even the handful of men helping Charles tend to the injured boy began shifting away from him.

“This man is lying,” Charles said. “I've stolen nothing from him, or anyone else. Leave us be! We are attempting to aid an injured child. Your false claims can surely wait until proper care is delivered.”

“There are plenty of people here who can help the injured boy,” Victor replied. “I witnessed the theft myself. Let the others help the child. Come away with us, as any honorable man would when confronted with evidence of his crime. Don’t make a scene.”

Charles shook his head. “I have no reason to go with you. I've stolen nothing. And I'm rather busy at the moment. Go away.”

But the crowds were heavily influenced by the push-empathy efforts of the trio. Tacitus, who wore the top hat Will remembered from future encounters, looked quite excited at the possibility of seizing the Energy-wielding stranger. He rubbed his hands together, a wicked smile upon his face.

Charles stood. “I'm not leaving.” He folded his arms in a defiant gesture. He was trapped; though he could easily teleport away, he'd made a promise not to demonstrate impossible skills in front of humans, no matter what the personal cost. By calling attention to their conflict, the Aliomenti trio had ensured Charles couldn't run without being tracked down by others. He wasn't yet strong enough to overcome the push-empathy efforts of the trio.

But Will was.

He dropped his Energy Shield and walked out onto the street, watching as Sebastian's head nearly came unhinged as he snapped around to look at Will. Will's Energy, far stronger than the trio's combined efforts, cast doubt about the truthfulness of Sebastian's claim.

“Sir, what is it that you claim this man has stolen? If your claim is true, he ought to have stolen goods on his person, wouldn’t he? Tell us what goods were allegedly taken, and the crowd can search him. If he is found guilty, so be it. If he is not, then you owe this man and this entire group of people an apology for your false accusation.”

The tension mounted, as the crowd sensed a potential physical conflict. None of the men who had spoken had presented weapons, but several of the spectators in the crowd quietly moved handmade muskets and rifles from holsters to their hands, ready to stop any shots before they started. Will could smell the gunpowder from the muskets, feel the nervousness as those in the crowd wondered if the accused man was guilty, and whether the accusation would lead to violence. Will proactively dispatched nanos to surround Charles and a second batch around himself. Just in case. He also activated an Energy shield that would prevent the Aliomenti from teleporting anything on to Charles, planting evidence of his guilt. He felt the mental nudge as one of the men tried just that… and failed.

Victor’s face suggested he was the one who had failed to breach Will’s Energy shield, and that his evidence was now a matter of hearsay. Both accused and accusers were strangers in this town, and none of the men had a reputation to enhance their claims.

“He has stolen… money.” The pause was quite evident, a definite verbal cue that Victor was lying. Still, he’d chosen well. Victor recognized that Charles would have at least some money on his person. It might be sufficient to cast suspicion on Charles; could Charles prove the money hadn’t been stolen from Victor?

“How much do you allege this man has stolen from you?” Will asked. Even as he spoke, he removed all coins and other valuables from Charles. He could teleport the goods to his own pockets, and Charles would appear a penniless target of a cruel prank.

“Four pounds!” Sebastian shouted, just as Victor simultaneously shouted “two pounds.” They recognized their mistake immediately.

Will arched an eyebrow and pounced on their mistake. “You accuse this man of theft, yet the alleged victim and witness can't agree on the amount stolen?”

“He stole from both of us,” Victor replied quickly. Sebastian did his best to look as if this story wasn’t a surprise. “We would naturally give different answers.”

Will glanced at Charles. “Sir, if you turn out your pockets, we can determine if there is any truth to the accusations against you. Apparently, you should have somewhere between two and six pounds worth of money on your person, if these men’s claims are to be believed.” All eyes moved to Charles, who put his hands into his empty pockets, in preparation for turning them out. All eyes had swiveled to Charles

“He has already dropped the money off elsewhere!” Victor said, shouting the words before Charles could complete his move.

Will stared at Victor. “Sir, there’s a problem now. You claim this man stole from you. Your little friend there claims the same. You come after him as he’s aiding an injured child. You claim that he’s dropped the goods elsewhere. But I must ask you: if we go to the spot you claim is the drop point for the stolen money, how do we, here in this crowd, know that the accused is the one who put that money there? How do we know that you’ve not done so yourself ahead of time? You might do just that, accuse those you suspect have money, and accept repayment over jail. An effective scam, perhaps. But I for one believe that you are the ones lying. This man is innocent.”

The crowd was swayed to Will’s points. In part, that was because Will was overriding the Energy efforts from Victor, Sebastian, and Tacitus meant to convince the crowd of Charles' guilt. With no witnesses and no stolen contraband, and no ability to force the crowds to their viewpoint, they were forced to back off their accusations. Glaring at Will and Charles, they turned and walked away. Those who'd been tending the injured boy returned their attention to the youth, and most of the crowd began to move away.

“I'm concerned,” Will said as soon as the trio had moved out of earshot. His voice was raised, meant to be heard by the slowly dispersing crowd of spectators.

“What are you concerned about?” Charles whispered. “Weren't they…”

“Yes, they were acting in a suspicious manner,” Will said, and Charles had the sense to act as if this was exactly what he'd expected Will to say. “It's almost as if they themselves had stolen from one of the fine residents of this fair city, and attempted to deflect attention from themselves by accusing another.”

“Wait… you think they've stolen from someone here? In this group here?" Charles sounded stunned, and pulled his pockets out. “My money is gone!” He looked panicked.

“Well, they couldn't seem to decide on the crime you'd committed,” Will said. “And then as soon as we attempted to show your supposed possession of stolen property, they tried to stop us. Clearly, those men didn’t want there to be any evidence shown that not only did you not steal a thing…”

"I was the victim!” Charles shouted. “They knew there was nothing for me to show, nothing I could have stolen, because they’d snuck my money out of my pockets!”

“I think if I thought I had anything worth stealing, I'd want to see if those men had it, before they're able to leave town.” Will started walking slowly in the direction the Aliomenti trio had moved, but the crowd around them surged past him. They were quite convinced now that the three Aliomenti had stolen from some of their number, and they intended to put a stop to it. After the crowds passed them, Will and Charles turned and headed in the opposite direction, stopping to help the now-recovered boy to his feet and sending him on his way.

“Nice job,” Will murmured. “You did a fine job healing him.”

“I had no idea what to do when they showed up.”

“I gave the crowd a suggestion. They’re going to see if it might be true. In the interim, we can leave the city.”

“Why do we need to leave, though?” Charles asked. “No one thinks we’re guilty of anything now.” He gave Will a shrewd look. “I’m guessing they don’t even remember seeing us.”

Will nodded. “We need to leave this place quickly, before they have a chance to start tracking us again, and the only thing stopping them is the fact that they'll never reveal their abilities in a crowd of humans like that. The longer they're distracted, the better our chance for an untracked escape.”

Charles was concerned. “Those were the men you've always told us about, weren't they?”

"They were," Will said. "The man who initially accused you, with the longer hair, is Sebastian. He's the one who can Track Energy. The dark-haired man is Victor, who can detect the truth in anyone; he’d know you were innocent immediately.” Will grinned, and Charles laughed. “The third one was Tacitus. Don’t let him touch you; he drains your Energy stores and can leave you pretty helpless.”

“Victor can detect the truth?” Charles snorted. “Anyone with basic Energy training can do that.”

Will shook his head. “Not like him. Any other Aliomenti could send deceptive thoughts or feelings, and you could be tricked. Any human could so deceive themselves to the truth, or fall victim to a strong suggestion like the one I just gave, that they’d believe the truth is something other than the reality. Victor's gift is that none of those techniques deceive him. It's a gift that could be used to great benefit, but he chooses to use it solely to ferret out guilt.”

“You can Track Energy too, right? We all can detect it in others.”

Will nodded, but frowned. “It’s not really the same thing. Sebastian’s ability is a step beyond what anyone else does. I can tell there’s Energy near me right now—put your Shield back up, by the way—but I would struggle to tell you who was producing it, or notice it if it was more than say, a mile away. Sebastian would find us both from an extreme distance, and he’d know that I was in Boston and you were in Philadelphia. If anything leaks out, he can find it.”

They'd left the city limits and entered a forest outside town, which provided the privacy they’d need to depart, putting miles between themselves and the Aliomenti trio. The challenge, though, was that the submarine was in the ocean to the east, and they’d need to walk right past where the Aliomenti would be stationed in order to get there. Will recognized he’d need to use the nanos to get them away safely, and without detection.

“Cover up,” Will told Charles.

Both men donned scutarium-based clothing, hoods, gloves, and goggles, ensuring no Energy could escape for Tracking by Sebastian. Will grasped Charles' arm and pulled the man along as he flew them high into the air, using the nanos surrounding both of them to soar above the clouds. Once they’d achieved sufficient height to be outside visual range, he changed course and headed east, out over the waters of the Atlantic. He scanned the horizon for ships; finding none, he plunged them toward the water.

Charles panicked. Will, what are you doing?

Hold your breath; it will be over in a minute.

They both held their breaths as they plunged into the water, leaving behind the sunlight and the roar of the ever-crashing waves as the entered a dark, soundless void. The nanos protected their bodies from the impact, from the blinding effects of the salt and water, from the pressure that would damage their ears as the pressure grew. Seconds before they would crash into its hull, Will teleported both of them aboard the Nautilus and recalled all of the nanos.

“We have to get back and warn the others,” Charles said.

“And share with them the successful test results as well,” Will said. “We can’t forget about that. In the long run, that will be of far greater importance. We knew they’d get there eventually.”

“Yeah, I know,” Charles replied. “It doesn’t seem like quite such a victory now though, does it?”

Will nodded as the Nautilus set off for the Cavern, where they’d deliver the sobering message. The Aliomenti had finally arrived in the Colonies… and knew the Alliance operated there.

Everyone would need to operate with even greater caution on the Outside than before.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VIII

Revolution

 

1787 A.D.

The discovery of scutarium and the development of the process to create it in unlimited quantities had been a huge step forward in the history of the Alliance. The substance enabled the Alliance to seal their primary headquarters—the Cavern—from discovery by the Aliomenti. As Will had suspected, they’d figured out techniques to spray the interior of their homes on the Outside with scutarium, giving them safe houses in which to rest, sleep, and develop during their efforts to make the lives of their human brethren even better.

Still, they’d been limited in their effectiveness because their sole safe means to travel had been under the water. The self-piloting submarines were of critical importance, for a single Alliance member could travel Outside without worrying about falling asleep and crashing the vessel, or navigating off course. But the travel was relatively slow; they’d occasionally uncover conditions allowing the craft to travel at a peak of around seventy miles per hour. At those rates, reaching many of the more popular Outside destinations could take several days, or even a week. They’d lost two people that way; they’d gotten back to the submarine after suffering a grievous injury, only to perish in transit back to the Cavern for medical treatment.

The discovery of the technique to render a surface invisible was a critical turning point.

They plated the exterior of all of their submarines, which enabled them to travel up shallower rivers without detection. But the true breakthrough came with the development of anti-gravity engines and the associated creation of flying craft back in the mid-1770s.

One such craft floated down to the ground ten miles outside Philadelphia. Once the occupants confirmed that there were no human or Aliomenti eyes in the vicinity, they teleported a few feet to the ground outside. Both held small remotes that would cause the craft to either glow for a few seconds or sound a low tone, enabling them to move as close as possible before teleporting inside. In an emergency, they’d teleport directly inside the craft, the scutarium plating shielding them from discovery, but they preferred to keep their teleportation departure points a mystery as well, if possible.

Peter looked around. He was one of the Firsts, the original group that joined Will to start the Alliance, and the last of the six to make his first journey Outside. Like all those traveling Outside, he wore clothing made of scutarium-based fibers. He was one of the first to wear one of the new bracelets. The transparent device consistently monitored seeping Energy levels, and warmed against the skin if those levels exceeded thresholds that were traceable. It was a physical reminder to maintain a constant Energy Shield, and a device Will wished he’d been supplied with during his stint with the Alliance in the future. The exterior side of the bracelet changed color based upon the greatest Energy expenditure the wearer had demonstrated, a technology built into the clothing of those in the camp Will had called home in the twenty-third century. Peter’s bracelet was worn on his upper arm, hidden from view by his shirt and coat.

Will glanced around as well, wary of any potential Aliomenti traps. They’d little doubt that the Aliomenti had developed a strong presence in the newly minted United States of America in the twenty-seven years since Will and Charles had their encounter with Sebastian, Victor, and Tacitus. Travelers to the Outside heading for the former Colonies would need to be as wary of Aliomenti influence as those traveling to Europe. Training and testing for Shielding intensified; those in the Alliance needed to be prepared for potential encounters anywhere in the world at this point.

Peter had chosen Philadelphia in part because Hope was stationed in the city. Her version of the diary from the future noted potential trouble for Will’s ancestors over the final four decades of the nineteenth century, during the war and the periodic instability which followed. It wasn’t uncommon for inexperienced Outsiders to make their homes in cities populated by other Alliance members, and Peter could choose no one better to have nearby than the woman he knew as the Shadow. The two men set out for Philadelphia on foot, wary and on alert for any sign of the Aliomenti. He also wanted to see what his city of origin looked like nearly eighty years after he’d departed.

“I’m in shock,” Peter told Will as they walked. “How many people live here now?”

“Around forty thousand,” Will replied.

Peter let out a long whistle. “And you say that this revolution started here?”

“I wouldn’t say it started here,” Will replied. “The first battles of the war happened elsewhere. But this is the city where the document that articulated the reasons for those battles was written.”

Peter wiped an imaginary tear from his eye. “I’ve not been here in eight decades and they’ve been doing things to make me proud.”

Will chuckled. “Think of what they’ll be able to do now that you’re back.”

Peter grinned. “Can’t wait.” He stopped and held out his hand as they neared the city limits. “Thanks, Will. For everything. Good luck with your latest project. I’ll see you in a few decades.”

Will nodded, shaking Peter’s hand. The two men separated, each on their own paths.

Will was once again in Philadelphia to act as an eyewitness to history, a history he'd played his part in creating. He'd been born in the United States and, while he'd not paid enough attention to world history in general, he had been fascinated by the young country's founding century and the women and men who'd helped in its creation. With his knowledge of history, the ability to travel far more quickly than the humans of the era, and the unique ability to protect himself from harm, he intended to be present for every critical event possible. That motivation had grown even stronger now that he had the means to record such events for posterity.

He’d spent time in and around Boston, recording the battles at Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill. He’d recorded Patrick Henry’s speech, where the man had requested liberty or death. He’d purchased a copy of Common Sense, located the author, and chatted with Thomas Paine for two hours. Paine had no way to know that the conversation was recorded for future history.

He’d also set cameras and microphones in a building in Philadelphia where delegates crafted a document known as the Declaration of Independence, and had a passing conversation with a young man named Thomas Jefferson. Will managed to work the word “inalienable” into the dialogue, which seemed to make an impression on the future President.

The diary, quiet for centuries, was active once more. It repeated stories of rumored statements made about George Washington, a man who would lead the ragtag Colonists against the professional, well-supplied British troops. Myths of “prophecies” that the man would never be hurt in battle, no matter how disastrous the circumstances. Will recalled stories of horses being shot from underneath Washington, of bullets missing his head by inches, and wondered why the diary felt the need to remind him of the prophecy.

Then he understood.

Will stalked Washington during the entirety of the war, ensuring that nothing harmed the commander-in-chief. Legends said that there were several near misses; Will knew, as he watched Cornwallis’ troops surrender at Yorktown, that there hadn’t been any near misses. Washington survived, as he was meant to survive, and retired to his home in Mount Vernon until his next call to serve arrived less than a decade later.

The experience highlighted to Will the curse of his skills and knowledge. He spent the winter of 1777-1778 hiding near the American camp at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. He’d known that the winter had been rough, but until he experienced it firsthand, he’d not had the appreciation of the literal sacrifices made during that winter. Their clothing was meager at best, many went without shoes, and blankets were scarce. Will knew all of that would happen. Knew that it was meant to happen. And yet he had the money to properly outfit the troops, provide them with the supplies they need to survive the winter and win their war. He could easily generate the Energy required to warm the troops, eliminate the fatal illnesses they’d contract, but could do nothing lest he attract the attention of the Aliomenti, who’d eliminate the troops with far more effectiveness than the weather or their British counterparts.

The suffering continued, and Will wondered why he must be so cursed with knowledge of the future. If he survived until 2030 in this form, he was eager to remember once more what it might be like to live his life without any true knowledge of what the future would bring; what it would be like to live his life in the wonder of the unknown.

There was nothing he could do about it now, though.

He was in Philadelphia in the late spring of 1787, here to watch Washington, his old friend Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and others in action. The men had been sent to Philadelphia to revise the Articles of Confederation, almost a treaty among the several states to provide mutual protection against outside attack. Trade between states, though, had become a mess, and the delegates were charged with finding ways to amend the Articles to resolve those disputes. Will intended to record the months of meetings that would result.

The delegates wouldn’t arrive for another few weeks, and so Will planned to plant his cameras and microphones, and then scout for potential new Alliance recruits. Once the delegates arrived, he intended to observe each, learn about them, and record independent video and audio prior to the actual sessions and meetings. Once the Convention ended in a few months, he'd leave and return to the Cavern, check in on the progress of several projects, and return to the Colonies for follow-up visits on potential recruits in Boston and New York.

Will headed in the direction of the Philadelphia State House. It had served as the meeting room for delegates debating and approving the Declaration of Independence, and was becoming better known as Independence Hall.

Will, along with a few members of the Virginia delegation, were the only ones who knew something far more monumental would take place in this building than the drafting of a few amendments. The windows and doors of the meeting room would be locked despite the sweltering heat. Attendees were sworn to secrecy about the debates, positions, memorable lines, compromises, and votes. What was known of the proceedings in Will's time was based upon the few secret journals kept by attendees. Will wanted the full truth of the proceedings known, wanted to see how an assembled convention of delegates agreed to ignore their stated purpose and instead draft a new Constitution, and how they'd managed to overcome incredibly divisive topics to craft such a document.

He knew he needed to return at night, when the building was unoccupied, in order to place the cameras and microphones in strategic locations throughout the meeting room. Depending upon the final seating locations of key speakers, he might well need to return regularly to adjust the positions of the devices. He'd spend time during their daytime deliberations in the Nautilus X, a single person submarine they'd built that had been designed for river travel. With its smaller size and "invisible" skin, he could pilot it at the bottom of the riverbeds without being seen or having the craft contact ships sailing overhead. He'd piloted the miniature sub up the Delaware River to park it on the bottom of the Schuylkill River on a previous trip, and would spend his evening sleeping inside the vessel rather than locating a room within the town. The less of an impression he made here, the better.

Will tensed. He sensed the flow of Energy nearby. Had Peter already forgotten to keep his shield activated? Or was the Energy he felt generated by Aliomenti stationed in Philadelphia as well?

After ensuring his Shield was solid, Will headed toward the Energy signals he'd detected. As he approached, he was able to detect four unique Energy signals. Three were weak, likely neophytes recently recruited into the Aliomenti organization. The fourth signal was far stronger, and that was the signal that concerned him. He wasn't concerned about capture; he was concerned about recognition. With a signal of that strength, he could be recognized on sight, something that could happen no matter how vigorously he maintained his Shield. Thankfully, that signal was coming to him from a different direction and a respectable distance from the other three Energy users. He could check on the three neophytes in relative safety.

He found the men a few moments later. While neophytes, they'd still likely lived as Aliomenti for a decade or more, and they wore the resultant financial success, literally. The clothing was of obviously higher quality than others walking the streets, and they were talking quietly among themselves. Will sent a small number of nanos into their midst and listened in to the conversation.

They were discussing the possibility of purchasing or renting a building for business purposes, and Will suspected they'd set up the Aliomenti version of a bank if they were successful in obtaining their desired property. Will snorted internally; the Aliomenti would never fail to get something they wanted. The current renters would find themselves grateful for the opportunity to move on, the owner delighted at the chance to rent the property to the three men, at a reduced rate, of course.

He also noticed the trio watching a man who stood selling copies of a local newspaper. He risked a quick Energy scan. The effort utilized just a small trickle of Energy, not enough for a neophyte to detect, but enough for Will to complete a very basic character scan of the man. It was amazing how quickly you could dive into someone’s deepest belief systems and test their compatibility with you. Most people had only a handful of beliefs embedded in them at their core, developed through life experiences, and from which they’d never deviate. Will’s recruiting involved doing such scans of large crowds and finding the small handful who held core beliefs compatible with the Alliance mindset; he could then delve deeper into them, talk to them, and test them to see if their personalities were compatible as well. By the time he asked their interest in joining, he knew them well enough to know they’d accept.

The man holding the interest of the Aliomenti neophytes met Will’s criteria. But the Aliomenti were already tracking him as well. Perhaps they’d already started Arthur’s “hypnosis” process. The man might already be lost for good, just as much as the three neophytes.

Will paused for a moment. He was standing in a city that had seen written, or would see written, some of the most pivotal documents in a nation's quest for independence, documents that would replace monarchs for elected leaders and freedom. Why not follow their example? His eyes returned to the three neophytes with a gleam. Will had no idea what Arthur had done to produce such complete obedience and loyalty in the Aliomenti. He intended to find out, though. And in so doing, he’d figure out how to reverse whatever “hypnosis” Arthur had performed, allowing all four men the chance to choose their homes, their futures, and their destinies

Will gently reached out to the three neophytes, first pushing on them the sensation that their minds were not being probed. That was the tricky part. If they realized he was there and recognized what he was doing, they’d try to expel him from their minds. He could overpower them, but that action would counteract the point of what he wanted to do. Thankfully, none of them seemed to notice. They were discussing the potential recruit telepathically while making comments about the building out loud. Nothing suggested an awareness of a powerful Energy user poking in their minds.

With that mental shield hiding him, Will plunged deep into their minds and memories, searching for the moment when Arthur had reshaped their minds, rendering them his own mental slaves. After several moments, he found what he was looking for. It was an area of the mind he was quite familiar with, where the unquestioned truths and beliefs by which they lived their lives were stored. It was the place where Will looked when assessing potential recruits, and it was the place where Arthur deposited beliefs in his own superiority, beliefs that his statements should be believed without doubt, beliefs that his suggestions and commands ought to be followed without question. In hindsight, Will could never remember an Aliomenti questioning Arthur; some asked for clarification, but he knew now that it was simply a case of ensuring they’d understood what they were to believe and do, not to question the truth or value of those statements or commands.

It was simple, effective, brilliant… and completely antithetical to what Will believed in.

The reversal process was simple. There was a brief temptation to simple “edit” those beliefs, replacing Arthur with Will, but he refused to go down that path. He had no interest in following the lead of Arthur Lowell. Instead, he deleted the beliefs, and elected to let the three men react as they naturally would. They might return to the Aliomenti Headquarters out of sheer habit. They might choose to live independently. They might even seek out Will to join the Alliance. The freedom was overwhelming them; they seemed lost, disoriented, and confused. Their thoughts were jumbled, wondering why they were in this strange city, why they were using their abilities to influence the stranger before them, why they were supposed to be looking for a man named Will Stark and trying to subdue him for return to Headquarters.

Will stepped forward, a look of concern on his face. “Are you gentlemen okay?”

“I'm… not sure,” one of them admitted, glancing at his peers. “I'm trying to locate a man who may be living in this city, as a… friend of ours has suggested he's done some sort of wrong. But I'm not sure if those accused actions are wrong.”

Will frowned. “That does sound like a conundrum. Who are you looking for? Perhaps I know this man and can help you reach him. That would enable you to assess the situation for yourselves and act as you see fit.”

“His name is Will Stark.”

Will frowned. “Interesting. That's my name. I don't believe we've met before. You say there's someone who claims I've done them wrong?”

Their eyes widened. “Well, he claims that you've told some of his secrets to people who shouldn't know them.”

Will raised his eyes, as if trying to remember. “I don't share other people’s secrets. I share my own with those I believe worthy of that degree of trust. You say this man claims I’ve shared his secrets, something that was his and only his to share? What are these secrets he claims belong to him alone?"

The speaker glanced around at the others, who shook their heads. “We can’t really say, not here anyway. But he says that you promised not to share.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “Who did I make this promise with?”

“He… doesn’t really have a name.”

Will face registered astonishment, but internally, he filed this point away. Arthur must have started using the name “Leader.” “He has no name? Perhaps he doesn’t exist, then. Are the three of you trying to con me, after I offered my concern for your apparent disorientation?”

“No!” All three spoke, before their leader continued. “It sounds confusing, I know, but I trust that our friend tells us the truth.” But there was doubt in his words.

Will arched an eyebrow. “If you can’t tell me what the secret is, how can you determine the truth of the accusation? If you told me, wouldn’t you be able to make some assessment of my guilt or innocence? And if your friend has no name, or won’t share it with you… is he really a friend?”

The speaker looked as if he wanted to respond. Then he lowered his eyes to the ground. He’d apparently started to wonder about each of those points himself.

Will turned. “I'm leaving. If we meet again, and you're able to tell me what I've supposedly done, with actual specifics and not vague statements made by someone with no name, please enlighten me. If you’ll excuse me, please.”

He turned and left. This would be the biggest test of the reversal technique. If they hadn't been “cured,” then they'd try to follow him, they’d obey Arthur’s orders to try to capture Will. But if not…

None of the Aliomenti neophytes followed. They'd listened to Will, found Arthur's story lacking… and made their own decisions. They’d not follow Arthur’s orders blindly, not any more.

He'd done well.

Will turned a corner… and stopped still at the sight of the man standing there.

It was only when he saw the familiar face that he realized the strong Energy “sound” he'd heard earlier was a familiar one, one he'd not sensed in nearly ninety years. It was a face he'd suspected he'd one day see again… though after their most recent encounter, Will couldn’t be faulted for thinking that reunion would never occur.

Will frowned, and folded his arms across his chest, glaring at a man who had publicly chosen Arthur Lowell's manipulations over the freedom Will offered and encouraged. “What do you want? And why are you here?”

“My answer to both questions is the same, Will,” Adam replied. “I need to talk to you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IX

Intelligence

 

1787 A.D.

Will stared at Adam. “Why would I want to talk to you?” he demanded. “You're nothing more than one of Arthur's mindless minions. Did you come here hoping to capture me, and win even more favor with your dear leader?”

Adam rolled his eyes. “Will, stop and think for a moment, would you? Have I ever struck you as someone who'd do what Arthur Lowell wanted me to do?”

“Am I answering that question based on my experiences before or after you tried to sell me out? I may be old, but my memory is solid.”

Adam glanced around. “Let's go for a walk. It's best if we're not overheard.” He turned and walked toward the lesser-populated outskirts of the city. Though he felt not one ounce of trust toward the man, curiosity won out. Will followed him.

“I'm actually glad you described what I said to you back in Waterloo that way,” Adam said. “If that act fooled you—the only person who might have expected me to leave—then it must have been quite convincing to Arthur and all the others. They had no reason to think your plea was anything more than the desperate act of a man condemned to a lifetime in prison.”

Will turned his head briefly to look at Adam. The man shuffled along, drips of sweat sliding down his forehead, his face toward the ground. Was Adam nervous, or just perspiring in the stifling summer heat? His face and stature gave him the appearance of one far older than his usual visible age, as of one carrying an enormous burden only he could sense. “Then why say those things? Why tell me I should stay? Why not just tell me you weren’t coming?”

“Because of the audience, Will, and the opportunity the situation provided. Think of who was there and listening. Arthur. Those three lackeys of his and many old, very powerful Aliomenti. You could have taken on any single one of them, except maybe Tacitus. But even you couldn’t take on all of them at once. You could certainly get away, and I know that’s all you wanted. And trust me, I wanted to go; that organization has been rotting from the inside out and the top down for at least a century. I wish I’d been the one with the guts to break ranks, but I wasn’t. The problem, though, is that you showed Arthur up when you walked out of there unscathed. You created doubt about his invincibility. He failed. When I started thinking about leaving, quite a while ago, I realized a lot of what you’d figured out there—about the whole changing of people during recruiting—not long before we got to Waterloo that day, and I figured it couldn’t be a complete takeover, where he’d literally think every thought for them. They’d still need to act as individuals. If that was the case, then enough doubt could crack that shell. If I left against his wishes, I’d do just that: create doubt. The only way for him to fix that was to retrieve me, bring me back, and either imprison me or get me to say leaving was a mistake. He’d have done that to me, and he’ll do it to you.”

Will shrugged. “So? I didn’t figure he’d be happy, but he’d have to find me before he could do anything about it. Looks like he’s finally done that. So I adapt.”

Adam shook his head. “He still has numbers, Will. It would be exhausting trying to do it all yourself. Knowing what Arthur’s planning, what he’s having his people do, would be extremely valuable, wouldn’t it? There was, and is, only one person in the Aliomenti who could get that type of information without raising suspicion, who is the only other person besides you not afflicted with that modification thing.”

Will stared at him. “So it was all an act so you could stay and spy on Arthur and pass information along to me?”

“Exactly.”

“You waited almost ninety years to fill me in on this plan, Adam?” Will's voice was tinged with bitterness. “Sounds to me like you changed your mind after the fact, rather than having some amazing master plan like you claim.”

Adam rolled his eyes. “Had I known you were planning to walk away like that, perhaps we could have coordinated things a little better. If you don't tell me what you're planning to do, I can't exactly help, can I?”

“I didn't know that was going to happen!” Will snapped. “If you had told me about those new oaths everyone was supposed to be swearing, then perhaps I could have alerted you to the fact that I wouldn't be part of it. And just how long had you known about Arthur's little recruitment and hypnosis combination?”

“It sounds like both of us haven't shown enough trust toward each other, or communicated enough,” Adam growled, eyes blazing. “But that's what I'm offering to do now. I'm your eyes and ears inside Arthur's inner circle. You'll know what he's up to and planning. As often as I can get away to communicate, I will. You have to tell me what you're planning as well so that I can try to maneuver Arthur and his inner circle in the opposite direction. Deal?” He held out his hand.

Adam wanted to be a spy for him? “You didn't answer my question. How long did you know about Arthur's mind manipulation of new recruits? And how do I know you aren't spying on me for Arthur?”

“I didn't know for sure until you said it that day,” Adam snapped. “I got suspicious when we started going to the outposts and swearing those oaths, because nobody argued against it. That didn’t seem right; surely someone would complain, right? And they hadn’t been through the trauma that Waterloo had experienced; you could see why that group might be more easily mislead. Then you pointed it out that day, at which point it became completely obvious and I felt like a fool for not realizing it far sooner. So how long did you know, Will?” Adam's eyes blazed again. “How long were you holding that suspicion from me?"

“I didn't realize it until I'd said it that day,” Will said. “Are you spying on me for Arthur, Adam?”

“No,” Adam said, his voice resolute. “And to answer the next logical question on your paranoia journey: no, Arthur did not manipulate me any more than he did you, and for the same reason. Both of us would have known what he was doing and stopped him. He's evil, Will, but he's not stupid.”

Will stopped and stared at Adam, and Adam gazed back at him with equal intensity, both waiting for the sign that the other was lying.

Neither found that evidence.

Will took a deep breath and held out his hand. “Deal, then.” Adam grasped his hand, and the two men shook.

“So where are you living?”

Will smiled grimly. “The main thing we don't want Arthur to ever learn is where we congregate. I don't know if our numbers will ever match his; any type of invasion force could wipe us out. So I won't tell you that, not because I don't trust you, but because I don't trust him not to try to pry it from you. If we need to get you where we are, we will.”

Adam's teeth clenched. “That doesn't sound very trusting, Will. There's no way Arthur could get that from me.”

“Victor could, especially if Tacitus is holding you down,” Will replied. “You had to withhold that you were on my side, much as you wanted to tell me otherwise, because it would enable Arthur to figure out what you were up to and ruin everything. That bit at the end, pleading with me to stay, to swear the oaths? Good move. I'll take you to our place any time you'd like, but you mustn’t know where it is until you formally leave Arthur.”

Adam considered, and the nodded slowly. “I don't like it, but I can't argue the logic. At some point I'll take you up on the offer to visit, but I'm expected to check on a couple of recruits for Arthur and then round up those neophytes you passed on your way to me.”

“I figured out how to reverse what Arthur's done,” Will said. “They won't feel compelled to agree with him and do what he suggests anymore.”

Adam's eyes widened. “How did I never think to try that? That’s an excellent idea. I can try to reverse people randomly as I travel around with Arthur… or better yet, after he thinks he has them safely ensconced somewhere and heads out to find more. I can pick out the recruits that would be the very best, reverse them, and encourage them to defect to you when they get the opportunity.” He fixed Will with a glare, but there was humor behind it. “Do you trust me enough to tell me that secret?”

Will chuckled. “Of course I’ll tell you. You've probed minds before; I know, because you did it to me, way back at the beginning. There's a section of the mind with our most unquestioned beliefs. Arthur's embedded a belief or two there that he's not to be questioned or disobeyed. You just need to erase those beliefs to free them from his grasp.”

Adam looked thoughtful. “Brilliant,” he muttered. “I wouldn't have thought him capable of something so… subtle.” His eyes refocused. “I can do that, work up a bit of instability within the Aliomenti, and specifically develop a few who are able to truly question his orders. Not too many, though; too many and he’d realize someone’s tampering, and then my ability to keep finding out what he’s up to will be destroyed.” His face clouded. “He's gotten worse since you left, Will.”

Will had, on some level, feared that. He'd never been squeamish about disagreeing with Arthur, arguing with him publicly over those disagreements, and felt no need to seek permission or forgiveness for living his life in his own way. Will was also powerful, one of the few within the Aliomenti Arthur wouldn't be able to bully into obedience, either personally or with a group. He'd therefore needed to hold back to some degree, but with Will's lone voice of dissent now gone, Arthur had no reason to restrain himself. “I'll regret asking this, but… what's changed?”

“It's been a long time since anyone left the group voluntarily and with permission, which you probably noticed before you left,” Adam replied. Will nodded; that was true. “In those early days, we let people decide each step along the way if they wanted to continue, or leave with their memories of our unique circumstances wiped from their memories. But Arthur's modified things a bit. Once in, you can't leave. Ever. I suspect a deeper aspect of that mind-altering thing he does is ensure that no one will refuse his gifts, so once he chooses you it's a lifetime sentence to the Aliomenti.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “And a very long life it is.”

That didn't surprise Will. He wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead. “What else?”

“I told you that because it’s a symptom of the primary issue right now, Will. Everything is about him. If someone wants to leave, it's important only in the sense that it could be seen as an indictment of him; wanting to leave means there’s a flaw with the group, and therefore it means the person thinks there’s a flaw with Arthur. His brute squad quashes any hint of a thought of that sort. And that means your departure is what keeps him awake at nights. He sees it as his sole failure now, because anything that might be seen as a failure of the group or him by extension is crushed, and everyone is told how to interpret the event in a favorable light… or to forget it. Getting you back is his obsession. He wants you to come back, admit the error of your ways, and fully integrate into his vision of a global shadow empire. Failing that, though…” His voice trailed off.

Will shrugged. “Just another cog in his wheel, I guess, to be forced to fit into his grand design. Return or die. Is the order to kill me on sight or try to drag me back to 'fix' me, first?”

They'd left the primary boundaries of the city at that point, traveling a dirt road dustier than usual due to the dry, hot weather. “No greater accomplishment exists in his mind than 'fixing' you, Will,” Adam replied. “That doesn't mean it will be a pleasant or gentle process, however. One way or another, he means to eliminate the threat of Will Stark.”

Will nodded. “Glad to be seen as a threat by Arthur. What are his suspicions about what I've been doing?”

“His initial suspicion was that you'd built your own private hideaway somewhere, and that you'd try to build your wealth back up for a few decades, or maybe even forever.” Will looked puzzled, and Adam explained. “When you left, they thought you’d left all of your money behind in your vault. It took several months for them to break each of the vaults open.” He chuckled. “It was a struggle to act shocked and horrified when we found them all empty. Seeing Arthur's expression of disbelief was one of the greatest thrills of my life.”

Will smiled. “So what does he think I've been up to now, since he knows I have the fortune I built over the past seven centuries with me?”

“He was stumped until that encounter with Sebastian, Victor, and Tacitus about twenty years ago. They came back and reported that you were clearly protecting that other man, and that the man had Energy skills. They recognized that you must be building your own organization based upon your own ideals and rules, which made the ‘capture Will Stark’ refrain grow ever louder. We couldn't figure out how long you'd been at it or how many people you’d gotten, but anything more than zero was viewed as too many. Arthur’s convinced everyone that you’ve got about ten people total, spread around the world. Low numbers, but difficult to find.” Adam’s eyes asked the question about the veracity of that interpretation.

“I think you should tell him that he’s made an excellent guess,” Will said slowly. “If he thinks his random guesses are accurate, it will keep him from thinking and trying to figure out more accurate information.”

“So, you don’t have ten, but you won’t tell me the actual number so that I can’t accidentally reveal it nor have it torn from my mind.” Adam was more amused than angered at the misdirection this time. “I know you well enough to suspect that the real number is probably in the hundreds, spread out across the entire world. I’ll propose that to Arthur and he’ll argue against it. That should make it an even more accepted fact that you’ve got a mere handful of acolytes. There’s just no possibility that more than a dozen people would fall for your lies and gimmicks." The last line was delivered with deadpan humor, and Will couldn't help smiling.

“What about the men I fought when I left? Tacitus and Sebastian and Victor? What are they doing? I know they were here about twenty years ago.”

“Their peculiar abilities are wonderful gifts for a man like Arthur. Sebastian can find anyone. Tacitus can stifle even the most powerful Energy users. Victor can prove their guilt in any so-called crime Arthur wants. It’s a fascinating thing to watch, or it would be if weren’t so tragic.” Adam sighed. “If Arthur gets word that someone is saying or even thinking traitorous ideas, that trio gets sent after them. He’s bragged about it to me. ‘It’s like hunters chasing a rabbit, because just like hunters, we trap and capture our prey.’ Disgusting man.”

“Surely that’s a traitorous thought, Adam?” Will asked, arching an eyebrow.

Adam chuckled. “It takes a lot of willpower to avoid being labeled a traitor. Arthur seems to trust me. I suppose that’s because he’s known me for such a long time.”

“Or perhaps it’s because you could have killed him easily all those years ago.” Adam had eliminated every person living in the North Village, save for Arthur and Will. While Adam could have killed Arthur, efforts to eliminate Will would have met with significant resistance.

Adam considered that. “True. I often wonder if that was the right decision. I suppose it’s a moot point now, though.”

“So the focus now is on rooting out potential traitors before they can act, and capturing the villainous criminal Will Stark.” Will’s voice was laced with irony. “I suspect Arthur knows I'm not really interested in cooperation.”

“They’re really focusing on building up teleportation distances,” Adam noted. “I’m not sure why, but I think it’s meant to help capture you.”

“More likely the people in my group,” Will replied. “Teleportation is very Energy-intensive, and a few long-range hops in succession could leave someone vulnerable.”

Adam nodded. “So they become skilled at long-range teleportation so that they can chase targets down until the target is exhausted. I’m beginning to see the basis of the analogy about the hunters chasing a rabbit.” He glanced at Will. “What's your range at this point?”

“I don’t know,” Will admitted. “But I suspect it’s enough that Sebastian would notice the effort no matter where in the world the two of us were at the time.” He shrugged. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d teleported a great distance. He’d coached the Alliance to act human to the greatest extent possible, and the technological developments of the flying craft and the submarine meant he could travel long distances without needing to expend much Energy. He suspected he could probably make it back to the European mainland, a distance of several thousand miles, but had no interest in testing that suspicion.

“Enough about me and Arthur’s ragtag band of merry men,”" Adam said. “What have you been up to? What's your major focus?”

“My main focus is finding the right people for the group. Training them how to use—and not abuse—Energy. I’ve been trying to teach all of them these abilities are meant to help everyone, not just ourselves. I want that philosophy to be part of our day-to-day approach to life.”

Adam shook his head. “Not that. You’ve always had a knack for building things, whether the Wheel or the gears or all sorts of other innovations. What are you working on?”

Will sighed. “A few things, but they’re all part of the same key effort, and that’s figuring out how to reverse ambrosia’s effects.”

Adam’s face fell. “Oh. That. I do remember you mentioning that back at Waterloo. What have you found?”

Will shook his head. “Very little, unfortunately. Elizabeth and I went back to the place we’d found the fruit originally, and—”

“How is she?” Adam asked. “Is she still… around?”

Will frowned. “Of course she is. We haven’t figured out the secret to reverse any aspect of ambrosia, though. I don't know if we’ll ever find the cure. We went to the place where we found the fruit originally to talk to the one man we knew had reversed the effects periodically. But when we got there, he was already dead, killed in a fire set by William. All of the others there were dead as well, so even if he’d passed his secrets along to another, the source of that information was gone.”

Adam nodded. “Those deaths prevented Arthur from getting the secrets of reversing ambrosia. For that, we must be thankful.”

Will stopped walking, and only Adam’s footsteps sounded in the dry underbrush of the forest. When he realized that Will had stopped moving, Adam stopped and turned back toward him. Will’s stare was full of anger. “Thankful? Are you kidding? I have people in my group who have eaten ambrosia who’d like to start a family. I’m one of those people, Adam. The only man in the world who was able to provide us with the method to reverse the effects is dead, and you think we should be thankful?”

Adam's gaze turned frosty. “You need to develop the ability to think like your enemies, Will. If Arthur got the formula to reversing the ambrosia first, what would happen?”

“He’d have more children?” Will snorted. “Arthur's not the type to want more kids. He didn’t seem to want the one he had.”

Adam face tightened. “I agree, Will. Arthur would not take advantage of the approach himself. Do you suppose he’d make the knowledge public, allowing anyone who wanted the formula to take advantage of it?”

“Well, no, but…” Will stopped, thinking hard. “He wouldn’t let anyone use it, because he has those rules… unless he tricked them into taking it so that they’d get caught breaking a rule. He’d give it to someone thought a traitor, and let them break their oath without knowing it was possible, and then put them to death.”

“Much better,” Adam said, nodding with approval. “But that’s the easy part. What else might Arthur do with such a formula? You’re very, very close.”

Will thought further. And then it hit him. “He’d figure out a way to reverse the immortality, how to make that reversal permanent, so that his enemies would simply die off.”

“Exactly,” Adam whispered. “No need to let them commit the so-called crime of having children. Just reverse the immortality and let them die off slowly, painfully, withering away from old age. It’s what nearly happened to him, remember? And then, at the very end, he can gloat… or he can bribe them to be ever deeper on his side, as he gives them a gift that seemed forever lost. His power over such people would be even greater than it is now.”

Will shook his head. “I wish we’d gotten there before William and gotten the formula from Ambrose. But since we didn’t… I’m at least really happy that Arthur didn’t get it from Ambrose before he died.”

“I agree with your thinking there, Will,” Adam replied. “That's why I was the one who killed Ambrose.”
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Will lost track of the heat of the day, the heavy wind that rolled through the forest clearing, warming the sweat on his back rather than cooling him. He didn’t hear the brief rustling of leaves before the dead wind calmed once more. He couldn’t hear anything other than Adam’s words reverberating within him, couldn’t feel anything other than pure rage against the man. Will roared, a scream of anguish, turned, and threw his fist at the nearest tree. The Energy-enhanced blow didn’t hurt him, but his fist was buried inside the trunk past his wrist.

Adam’s baffled voice reached him. “What on Earth are you doing, Will? Are you trying to call attention to yourself? That’s a pretty good way to do so.”

Will struggled, trying to pull his hand free without further damaging the tree. “Sorry, I’m a bit frustrated. It’s not every day that you learn your ally has killed a man who possessed information essential to your very existence. I’d like to think I’m taking it quite well.”

“Yes, very well,” Adam deadpanned, as Will yanked his hand from the trunk. The damage was so severe that the trunk cracked in half, and the upper half toppled toward the ground. “You’ve killed that poor tree. I’d hate to think of what you might do if you weren’t taking the news well. Would you, perhaps, tear every one of the trees in this grove out of the ground with your bare hands?”

Will snarled, grabbed the ten foot long section of tree, sat it on top of the lower section of the trunk, and dispatched nanos to hold the pieces together while he fed Energy into the joint, willing the tree trunk to reseal itself. “No, but I might kill you. Right after I fix this tree. It’s innocent, you know.”

“What’s the problem, Will?” Adam asked, watching Will’s efforts to reseal the tree with interest. “We just discussed the strategic issues with Arthur learning the secrets of ambrosia. He’ll never learn those secrets now. Why the anger?”

“You’re too quick kill to solve a problem, Adam,” Will snapped. “There are other ways to protect Ambrose’s secrets from Arthur. Your solution means that no one can learn those secrets. And that fact means two people very important to me might very well die—and if they die, so will I. So will Elizabeth.”

As he watched Adam’s face take on an interesting assortment of expressions, Will wondered when his trust would grow enough to share Hope’s real name. Or was that a bit of information as critical as the location of the Cavern?

“Look,” Adam said. “I don’t have any interest in you, Elizabeth, or anyone important to either of you, dying. But what you’re saying makes no sense. How is my killing of Ambrose—which hides his secrets from Arthur, which both of us agree is a good thing—how is that supposed to cause your death? Or Elizabeth’s?”

It was a fair question, and Will, knowing his own future and past, had never quite considered how he’d tell others about his origins. How he’d been born almost two hundred years into Adam’s future, trained in Energy and given a swarm of intelligent nanobots to command, and sent to the past to act as protector of the woman he’d marry when he was twenty-six years old. Yet if he and Hope didn’t figure out how to reverse the sterilization effects of the ambrosia, his children wouldn’t be born in this time cycle. They’d not be around to rescue Will from danger. Would others fill that role? He wasn’t sure. But without Josh (known in the future as Fil) and Angel, it wasn’t difficult to suspect they’d have trouble getting volunteers to travel in an untested time machine to rescue a pre-neophyte Will. Or send him back in time to rescue Hope from Arthur’s machinations and her likely death at his hands. She’d never leave the North Village, or find the ambrosia. Neither would he. And they’d all eventually cease to exist, because Hope had been protecting Will’s ancestors from death for centuries. If she wasn’t around, they’d die out as well.

So far, though, he was still here. So was Hope. He didn’t know yet if something had gone wrong, at least in the eyes of the future. Was this the sequence that had happened in every other time loop? Had Adam destroyed the village in the past, or had something happened to trigger him to do so this time? If they’d always gotten to Ambrose before Adam killed him off, in past cycles, were they already doomed? Would he live forever, watching the years tick by without seeing his children born when they were due? That would be his own form of hell on Earth. The ultimate punishment for failure.

Still, until he knew, he’d need to continue working on the assumption that every apparent failure was success in disguise. The future called for Adam to be a central figure, and Adam needed to trust the crazy story Will would need him to believe in order to play his part.

Will took a deep breath. “I know it doesn't make sense now, Adam. It will, though. At some point I’m going to ask you to do something for me, something for Elizabeth, something that will seem strange and impossible. And I can’t tell you now, not because I don’t trust you, but because you won’t believe me. You can’t believe me. Oh, your telepathy, your empathy… they'll tell you I’m stating the truth. Your mind will still scream out that I must be lying.”

Adam eyed him quizzically. “And now you’re making even less sense, Will. But you also seem to trust me. This request to help… I will most assuredly help you. And I’ll believe you. Why won't you tell me what it is? What could you possibly tell me that I wouldn’t believe? We’ve known each other for centuries, Will. We’ve teleported, read minds, flown. What could you possibly tell me that I wouldn’t believe?”

Will shrugged. “I suppose it’s because sometimes, even I don’t believe the truth. So I’ll tell you the story indirectly. Have you heard of John Adams or Thomas Jefferson?”

Adam considered, and then shook his head. “Should I have?”

“This new country, the United States of America, the one formed out of the former colonies? They're two of the men who've helped to bring it about.”

“Okay.” Adam was clearly uncertain as to why he was getting a lesson in human current events. “What of it?”

“We’ll meet here again in 1826. Men gathered here over the next few months will create a new government for this country. In 1796, John Adams will be elected by the people as their leader, their President. Four years later, he will lose that job to Thomas Jefferson. And on July 4, 1826, Adams and Jefferson will both die, not long after seeing Adams' son become the sixth man elected to that same job.”

Adam’s eyes widened. “Your secret is that you’re able to predict the future? That would explain a lot.”

Will smiled. “I wouldn’t make that claim, Adam. Nor should you, until you see if what I say comes to pass. We'll talk again in about fifty years. If I’m right… well, we’ll see if you’ll be ready to hear what I need to tell you.”

Adam’s look changed to one of intrigue, and he nodded. “Okay. Since the last of your future events occurs on July 4, 1826… we’ll meet here in this city on July 5, 1826.”

Will nodded his agreement. “By the way, where’s Sebastian right now?”

“He's back in Watt. Why do you ask?”

“Just want to know what modes of transportation are open to me. Take care, Adam.”

Adam nodded, and Will teleported to the smaller submarine resting invisibly in the depths of the Schuylkill River.

He took several deep breaths, now that he was out of Adam's sight. He'd wanted to throttle the man, to scream at him and beat him at the word that he’d eliminated what now looked like the only means to the end he and Hope—and now others—so desperately sought. Ambrose had figured out the secret without the continually more advanced equipment the Alliance were creating, had never had robotic cameras smaller than human cells that could travel through the bloodstream to enable remote viewing of the cell-level changes wrought by Energy and ambrosia. Will wondered if, in retrospect, he wasn't moving farther away from the answer as the machines and technology advanced. He wondered if he should have focused on finding and talking to Ambrose centuries earlier, rather than working on his submarine. Had he been so confident in his ability to find the answer that he wouldn't even consider asking? It was a moot point now, thanks to Adam’s actions. Unless he built a time machine.

He considered what he’d need to ask Adam to do. Was it odd that he was putting his children’s very lives in the hands of a man whose most notable public actions were a mass execution, the murder of a man who’d figured out how to activate and deactivate aspects of a most amazing food, and for publicly shunning Will at a time when greater courage might have prevented a great deal?

He needed to think. In retrospect, that bafflement over his apparent choice of the guardian of his plan was what prevented him from telling Adam the truth. Perhaps he just needed more proof that it wasn’t a huge mistake.

The random comments from his time in the future suggested that he’d been out of the public, Aliomenti, and Alliance eyes starting in the mid-1990s, roughly corresponding to the time of his own birth. Perhaps the universe wouldn’t allow him to exist twice in the same era, or he’d died, or perhaps he’d just gone so deeply into hiding that no one knew he existed.

Yet, there was a curious line he recalled from the note sent to him by his children and Adam. Though both he and Hope had been missing for so long, they said that it had been him who’d teleported Hope and Josh to a hidden bunker, away from possible death at the hands of William the Assassin. To a degree, he now found the story rubbish; Hope was in no more danger from death at the hands of William than he was from the ants crawling around on the ground. Then he remembered the mob attack on Watt and sobered. Perhaps that line was in there to give him hope that he was still alive and able to provide that degree of help in 2030. Or it was their way of admitting that they didn’t know who’d performed that teleportation, and assumed it must have been him. Maybe Hope had saved them after all, but she’d not been around long enough afterwards to tell them that, or Hope had saved them and told them it was Will to keep him alive in their children’s minds. Regardless of the future reality, they were pleading with him from beyond his actual or virtual grave, begging him to survive, relying on his inherent instinct to save those he loved.

He’d hope for the best and plan for the worst. That meant he needed to trust others to ensure that everything on that fateful day happened exactly as it was supposed to happen, even if he wasn’t around to assist in any way.

They’d have to make sure that the time machine arrived in his basement with enough lead time to pull him away from danger. They’d need to allow the Assassin and the Hunters to carry out their plan and gain their forced entry into the neighborhood—he winced at the realization of the lives that had been lost in that invasion—and allow the Hunters to attack Young Will, allow the Assassin to gain entry to the home and set the fire. And they had to make sure that Josh and Angel came into the world. He had no idea how they’d pull it all off, coordinate all of the timing, ensure all of the research was completed as necessary. Who would find the cure? Who would build the time machine? Who would help Hope care for his children during his long absence from the world? 

Perhaps his children had the answers, stored somewhere in his diary. But when he checked the scroll, it was blank. No words of encouragement, no answers to his most challenging questions.

Will sighed. At times, he wondered if he would have been better off if they’d let him travel through time without the infernal thing. In most cases, he was left to his own devices, provided only objective information. But he wasn’t given insight on why Adam acted the way he’d acted, for instance, nor told not to lose hope during his struggles to find the ambrosia cure.

He looked up through the clear surface of the miniature sub. The water here wasn’t deep enough to hide sunlight, and the absence of natural light told him that night had fallen. He'd been mulling over his long life and the unique, extraordinary challenges it brought him, for hours. It had seemed like only minutes.

After seizing the bag with the miniature cameras and microphones, Will teleported to the roof of Independence Hall. It was the safest place to make his initial entry, since there was little chance anyone would be watching or patrolling the roof at night. He was unlikely to be seen coalescing into existence out of thin air there. He reached his senses down into the main meeting room, searching, looking for any sign of human life. He found nothing. After developing an image of the meeting room in his mind, he cloaked and teleported into the dark space below.

Will had seen the room in paintings immortalizing the events that would unfold over the next several months. He set up faint Energy lights to give him better visibility. There were long wooden tables where the delegates would sit when not addressing the convention. He spotted candles everywhere, critical, as they would serve as the sole source of light after the windows were boarded up. He found inkwells for those taking notes for motions and seconds and other official business—and, eventually, the writing of the new Constitution that would govern the land. The room smelled musty now, even after the sun had dropped below the horizon and the worst heat of the day had lessened. He shuddered to think of the smells after months of passionate debate in a room sealed from the outside world.

Will positioned the microphones and cameras high on the walls, trying to determine the best locations to provide a complete view of the proceedings, speeches, and offhand comments until now lost to history. He was concerned about detection. While the devices were small, they weren’t small enough to be invisible, and if someone looked directly at them, they might notice enough to raise suspicions. Of course, none of them had reason to suspect the presence of secretive audio and video recording devices; such concepts would remain foreign to the general population for another century or two.

Satisfied, he returned to the submarine and tested the feeds as best he could in an empty room devoid of light. He sighed; it was another minor detail he'd not thought of. At least he'd planted the devices well in advance of the commencement of the convention; he'd have time to make adjustments if necessary. Exhausted mentally and emotionally from the events of the day, Will slept.

Will was one of those who woke from a deep sleep, never remembering his dreams. Yet on this night, his dream was especially vivid. As he lay sleeping under the waters of the Schuylkill River, his mind traveled back to the strange island they’d named Atlantis. He’d woken there one night and nearly found himself underwater before they’d finished more permanent and flood proof sleeping quarters. The island’s strangest feature—filling with water during the ocean-driven floods before later draining quickly—was one he’d never spent sufficient time to explain while living there, and he’d never gone back afterward to solve the mystery.

Once more, he watched the ocean waters pour over the beaches and embankments, streaming the valley floor, the roar of the water drowned out by the reverberations of thunder. Once more, he watched the valley fill, until it became a giant lake within the ocean, with only a handful of small rock outcroppings peeking out from beneath the waters. His mind knew he should feel the power of the surging water; should sense the rumbling of the thunder and surge under his feet. He knew he should smell the storm and salty water, knew that he should even be choking down the spray of the surf.

But he felt nothing.

Will realized he had an opportunity. Whether this was a detailed reliving of a memory from centuries past, or some strange session of clairvoyance, he was in no physical danger from the water. He could watch this flood and drain sequence and learn the secret of the most puzzling mystery of the island. Could he do that if it was a dream, since he’d never seen where the water drained? Perhaps, in this state of calm, he’d see something in a memory that he’d not noticed previously.

Even in this dreamlike state, he wondered why it was happening. How could it possibly be important now, centuries after he’d last set foot on the island? Was it some strange psychological reminder of his failure to solve the mystery of ambrosia? He berated himself enough on that front while awake; losing restful sleep over it seemed like overkill.

Gradually, the rain stopped. The thunder and lightning moved off into the distance, locating their next targets. Water levels began to fall, slowly at first, and then more rapidly.

As he watched the valley reappear, Will kept his eyes on the perimeter of the base. In walking the valley during the dry times, it seemed he’d walked downhill to reach that perimeter before reaching the hills enabling transport by foot back to the top and the beaches surrounding the valley. That’s where he expected the “drains” to exist; they would of necessity be at the lowest point of the island. Yet it became apparent that what he thought he’d seen was an illusion. The deepest part of the valley was the salty lake at the center. As the last of the floodwaters vanished, it became apparent that the water was draining through the lake.

The realization raised as many questions as it answered. How was the lake itself draining and moderating its own water levels? The lake wasn’t the source for rivers and streams that flowed away from it and downhill; in fact, all of the streams on the island flowed downhill and eventually terminated there. Heat and sunlight would cause some evaporation, but nothing sufficient to account for the rapid draining of water he’d witnessed. Will doubted even desert-like temperatures could clear that volume of water, even if such temperatures remained constant for years.

The only logical conclusion was that the water had to drain out through the sides or bottom of the lake….. It could mean that the sides or bottom were permeable, and naturally drained water out at roughly the rate the island streams would refresh the water levels. When the excess water hit, it couldn't drain quickly enough, and so the valley filled. When the water stopped flowing in, the level of drainage would take the water out at a high rate of speed.

He scoffed at the idea. Even if his theory was correct, the rate at which the lake could drain out water shouldn’t increase dramatically in the event of a flood; it should still continue to drain at the same rate. He thought that maybe, just maybe, that could account for the elimination of the floodwaters over time. But it should take days or weeks to do so, not hours, and that was giving his shaky theory an unearned level of credibility. A natural lake wasn't designed to increase the amount of water it could drain based upon current weather conditions. Could it?

Will shivered. That meant that human beings must have devised mechanisms to handle temporary excesses in water. Whatever had been done had happened long before the Aliomenti had ever set foot on the island of Atlantis, and it happened as automatically as the water lift systems they’d devised while in residence. Even now, after the Aliomenti had abandoned the island, that system continued to operate.

His mind demanded answers. How was it happening? Thus far, after what seemed like hours in this dreamlike state, he’d merely figured out where the water drained. Will allowed his dream form to float down to the lake. Perhaps, with the floodwaters gone once more, he could see something in the lake that would give him a better idea of what was happening.

What he saw was far simpler, and far more profound.

It floated near the edge of the lake, nearest the shoreline where he stood. It might mean nothing, or it might be something deep and profound. Nevertheless, he needed to remember what he’d seen when he woke, and put conscious thought toward solving yet another mystery.

It was a very good thing that he was immortal. He had a feeling it might take centuries to figure out who, exactly, owned the single platinum blond hair floating on the surface of the water.
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Power

 

1826 A.D.

Passengers crowded the railing of the ship, eager to get their first look at their new home. After weeks of rolling waves, storms, cramped quarters, and bouts of seasickness, the sight of the city of Philadelphia on the horizon brought tears of joy to many. As the ship moved toward the dock, they retrieved their generally meager belongings, aided by the crew.

The ship thumped against the dock with surprising gentleness, and dockhands tied and anchored the vessel. The sounds of the bustling harbor were an assault on ears long attuned waves and birds; the scent of salt and nausea and nervousness replaced by horses and eagerness and even greater nervousness. Many of the new arrivals spoke no English outside the few phrases assimilated during the long journey. Even those familiar with the native tongue lacked the basics as they stepped off the ship: friends, lodging, or connections for employment. Still, the promise, the stories told of this country, still in its infancy, helped obliterate those concerns and compelled those preparing to disembark to abandon their native lands for the opportunity she promised.

The plank was lowered, and the crew assisted the passengers in carrying luggage to the dock. Several passengers dropped to their knees once ashore, kissing the ground in gratitude. Others stumbled, their footing unsure on ground that didn’t move beneath their feet. They gradually moved forward with their fellow travelers, logging their names for posterity before moving into the city to start developing their futures and fulfilling their destinies.

With the passengers ashore, the crew spent several hours cleaning the ship, and then gathered for their final payday before heading into town for well-earned shore leave. The quartermaster found himself with one extra bag of money. He glanced around, frowning. “Did we miss someone?”

They’d not noticed that one of the sailors, a tall man with jet-black hair and green eyes, had left the ship with the last of the passengers. They’d not recognize him even if they saw him in the future.

Will had piloted one of the single-passenger submarines under a common path for ships carrying immigrants to the United States and, once he'd verified no Aliomenti presence, had teleported aboard. The crew believed he'd been there from the start of the journey, and were amazed at the relative lack of sickness and discomfort throughout the journey. The trip took less time than expected, and the captain cited unexpectedly favorable winds.

He’d arrived on July 5, 1826, in time to meet up with Adam, just as they’d agreed nearly fifty years earlier. Philadelphia’s explosive growth had continued. When he’d first visited in the early eighteenth century, the city’s population had numbered barely ten thousand; the city now boasted seven times that number. The noise and smells were exaggerated with the masses of people now present, their number incremented with the passengers of the ship Will had left.

Will moved past those documenting the new arrivals as though invisible, sliding onto the busy streets of the city as if a ghost, unseen by those around him. Horses and carriages moved by with the requisite clopping of hooves and periodic deposits of excrement, adding to the malodorous aromas on a blistering hot summer afternoon.

Will moved toward Independence Hall. They’d not set a specific site to meet, but he suspected Adam would look for him there. His predictions of events over the half century between meetings would suggest this site for a reunion. Will stood and looked at the Hall. It wasn’t an imposing or impressive building, yet one of the most pivotal documents in history had celebrated its birth within those walls.

“A new government with a written constitution emerges from a convention meant to fix a few minor issues with the old.” Adam’s voice sounded behind him, and Will smiled without turning. “John Adams elected the nation’s second president. Thomas Jefferson defeated him to become the third. I suppose you might have suspected they’d try something like creating an entirely new document if you had inside information, or could read minds.” Adam chuckled. “If you believed that, those two had reasonable odds to succeed General Washington in the office.” Will turned around to find Adam shaking his head. “How did you know they’d both die on the same day, though? That one I can’t explain. What’s your secret, Will? Have your extensive Energy stores given you visions of the future?”

Will laughed, shaking his head. “No such luck, Adam, at least not that I can tell.” He motioned with his head, and the two men walked off, not wishing to be overheard. “But it’s a curious thing. Four predictions made for events that would occur over the course of nearly fifty years. All of them were accurate. How could that be possible?”

Adam sighed. “I hope you aren't going Aliomenti on me.”

Will startled. “Meaning… what, exactly?”

Adam paused for a moment before responding. “It’s been an interesting fifty years. Most of them are still congregating in and concentrating on the nations in Europe for growth and recruiting. While there are a handful of Aliomenti living here, it’s nothing worth concerning yourself over. And they know you’re here, which is the strangest part of the whole thing. If this was a declared war, Will, the older Aliomenti seem content to cede you the former Colonies for now. But the younger generations are becoming incredibly restless while they remain entrenched there. It won't be long, maybe a century, maybe less, before they start to expand their numbers here in droves.”

Will snorted. “Why would they cede this to me, even metaphorically speaking? Seems completely unlike Arthur to call a strategic retreat and pull back.”

“At the moment, there’s nothing here for them to exploit. The Aliomenti have moved past any type of manufacturing or mining business concerns. Remember all those years ago when Arthur and I were so reticent to get involved in the money lending business, and so instead we traded capital for future shares of profits?”

“Of course.”

“He’s gotten over whatever concerns he had about lending money. He’s not focusing on lending to business or individuals now. Instead, he’s lending to kings and queens and czars and other royalty.”

Will didn’t like the sound of that. “Why would he do that?”

“Far larger sums of money are involved. Why loan out five thousand gold coins to a hundred different businesses when you can loan half a million to a king who needs to raise money to fight a war? It takes a great deal of effort to track those hundred people and ensure you get paid back. It’s far easier to track down a single monarch, especially with our… advantages.”

“Let me guess,” Will said. “Arthur’s the only one who can produce the amount of gold they need. He probably goes through intermediaries though, others in the banking business who use him as a source of capital. They get signatures for usurious rates on loans which can never be paid back.”

“Exactly. And when the contract is ignored by a monarch who can’t pay the loan back, probably because he lost a war against someone else Arthur’s funding… well, that’s when those monarchs find out that not everyone who looks human actually is human. Payment terms are often changed to include favors as well as money to cancel the debt.”

Will felt a chill despite the blistering heat of the day, and shuddered. “What kind of favors, exactly?”

“Passing laws the Aliomenti find favorable. Gifts of land, titles of nobility, or both. They’ve been gifted control of land in rather obscure places now, one of which is far closer to the Colonies than any of the existing outposts.”

“Where?” Will asked. Even before Adam replied, his memory spun up the answer.

“They’ve gotten control of a handful of islands to the south of the North American mainland. Arthur’s supposed to be visiting them in the next decade or so. A few scouts have told him that the weather is fantastic. Those who have made the journey have told Arthur that they’d love to turn those islands into a place just for Aliomenti, where we can be Aliomenti without worrying about humans noticing what we are and what we can do. Arthur seems intrigued by the idea. If that happens, you can expect it will mark the aggressive entry of the Aliomenti into this country’s financial markets and governments.”

Will sighed. “The only reason they aren’t here yet is because those markets are still forming, and the governments borrow very little. Not much business to be had unless and until that starts changing. If there were huge profits to be had, they’d be here, no question, whether there’s some nearby island outpost or not.”

“Or they just don’t have enough people yet,” Adam replied. His face tightened into a grim smile. “Infiltrating a dozen governments to exert and extort control from the shadows while extracting large fortunes is rather labor-intensive, you know.”

Will snorted. “I’m sure.” Then he smiled. “For our part, we’re doing what we can to ensure that we continue to seem mere shadows to Arthur and his team, and mask our true numbers.”

Adam brightened. “Do tell.”

“We’re working on a lot of technology that will allow us to do Energy-style activities without using Energy,” Will explained. “Our primary concern is to operate without detection. If we’re seen or heard—detected with human senses—there’s not much we can do about that. We want to make it as difficult as possible for the Aliomenti to find us and try to overwhelm us with their superior numbers and their unique talents.”

“Wise idea,” Adam said, and they stepped to the side in unison, avoiding a carriage that rattled through their walking lane a moment later. Both turned to observe the angry faces and violent shouts directed at the driver. “I’m doing what I can to keep the large influx of Aliomenti at bay. I’m speaking in support of the idea of maintaining primary presence in Europe, and I can make plausible arguments that will carry some weight. My hope is that you’re able to grow your numbers sufficiently before the invasion of this continent begins, and that you can withstand whatever they dish out.” He glanced at Will. “How are you avoiding detection?”

“New skills and new technology,” Will replied. “We’ve learned of a technique to prevent excess Energy from leaking out. Essentially, that means that if we’re not actively using any Energy skills, we’ll seem human to any Aliomenti who happen by.”

Adam looked intrigued. “You'll have to show me that one. If I can ‘tune out’ my Energy, I’d probably be able to physically overhear conversations I’m not supposed to hear. It would be beneficial to be able to move around undetected like that.”

“I can teach you the technique in just a few minutes, but it takes quite a bit of time and practice to keep the Energy leaks shut down,” Will explained. “We’re teaching people that the best way to help human beings is to act as humans whenever possible. That means that we conserve our Energy. We don’t teleport everywhere, or fly, or use telekinesis to move everything we need to use. It’s difficult to understand the challenges humans face when you resolve their issues with skills and resources they don’t possess. Someone struggling to make enough money to eat can’t fix that by using telepathy to gain an advantage in a transaction. Someone who finds themselves in the midst of a fight they can’t win isn’t able to fly or teleport away as we can. Our people are learning how to survive without their skills, to use them as supplements only when absolutely necessary. It’s a challenge, to be sure. We teach everyone everything, how to increase their Energy, how to control their skills, and then when they head out into the world to make it a better place, they’re better able to help those they want to serve.”

“How well do they respond to that requirement?”

"With some deep concern,” Will admitted. “But we take the time to talk about why the approach makes sense, and over time our people understand. They aren’t prisoners, mind you; it’s not as if we tell them that they can’t leave until they swear an oath not to make a spectacle of themselves. It’s helpful that people come back to our main location after they’ve lived in a human city for a time; people stay until their lack of aging becomes an issue. Those who return from those trips to human settlements are able to talk to our newer recruits, explain what they’ve done, how they’ve changed the lives of a small handful of people for the better, and the effect their work has on the larger community. Rarely have the benefits they’ve described required large uses of Energy, and usually they expend no Energy at all. The peace of mind the approach provides is what most often makes the difference. It’s easier to work in a human city when you aren't worried about Sebastian showing up in your room with Tacitus in tow to haul you away.”

Adam nodded, thoughtful. “You mentioned other means of avoiding detection, with technology?”

“That’s right.” Will reached into his pocket and retrieved an armband. He handed it to Adam.

Adam looked at the armband, turning the clear material over in his hands, and frowned. “What is this, exactly?”

“It’s a piece of clothing. We wear them on our arms back in our main space, generally lower on the arm near the wrist, so that they’re visible to others. In the cases when we’re not at our main location, we wear them under our clothing. That material, which we call an armband, is able to measure the strength of your Energy, and the band will actually change color accordingly. The colors are based upon the colors you see in rainbows; pink and red are the weakest, while blue and purple are the strongest. The colors tell an individual which skills they should be able to perform. The riskiest skill is teleportation, because if someone does that without knowing it’s possible, they won’t know where they’ll end up. These bands help us to make sure each of our people know when they’re gaining sufficient strength to teleport, and they’re able to work with someone more experienced to go through the steps and keep things under control. It’s something of a rite of passage; we’ve found that it’s best for our people to stay at our main location until they’re able to teleport, because even though we’d prefer they not teleport on a regular basis, it’s the best way of escaping a difficult situation quickly. If there are Aliomenti nearby, as is often the case for those who travel to Europe, those difficult situations are quite likely to develop. It's the ultimate defense mechanism."

Adam pushed his sleeve up and pulled the band on to his arm. “It's warm!” he exclaimed, watching in awe as the material turned a deep green in color. Several passersby gave him an odd look at his outburst, and Adam quickly sent a small bit of Energy out to encourage them to forget what they’d seen and heard and move along. He wiped some of the sweat from him brow. “How… what… can you explain that?”

Will chuckled, dabbing at his own forehead, and breathed in the aroma of fresh-baked bread from the bakery they passed on their walk. “Our technological development is progressing at an incredible pace. The warmth you feel from the band is alerting you that your Energy is leaking. If someone like Sebastian is nearby, and the band is warm, he'll be able to find you. If it’s hot enough, and any Aliomenti happens by, they’ll sense that you’re an Energy user. That’s the primary reason we wear the bands—inside our clothing to avoid curious looks—when out in public. It’s better to know that your Energy is leaking from a bit of warmth on your arm than Sebastian showing up in front of you. The green color you see means you're an incredibly strong Energy user. If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect you’d been working on building your Energy for five centuries or more.” He arched an eyebrow. “You must be pretty old, Adam.”

Adam couldn’t resist a chuckle. “You said that this helps you with training as well?”

“Exactly. The colors get deeper and darker as a person becomes stronger. Our new recruits have bands that are pure white until they receive their first batch of morange and zirple. The bands turn a light pink color after that, and gradually change as their Energy grows. When the band becomes red, they're able to perform the most basic skills. When it turns orange, they’re strong enough to perform very short-range teleportation. That’s when we need to be very careful.”

“We’ve had a few people vanish, and that’s a long-standing fear of Arthur’s,” Adam noted. “He’s long feared teleportation, and makes use of it so rarely that you’d think he was a neophyte. Seeing those few new people vanish, never to reappear, has exaggerated his concerns. I believe those who vanished were neophytes developing faster than we suspected, men and women who teleported without realizing it, and who probably tried to go too far as a result.” He shook his head. “It’s a cruel fate.”

“Agreed,” Will said his voice heavy. Though he had his issues with Arthur, he bore no specific malice toward other Aliomenti, and the thought that the Energy skills they developed had caused their demise was troubling. “I have a different fear relating to teleportation, and that’s detection. If I teleport, especially over a long distance, I’m using such a large amount of Energy that I’m certain Sebastian and others will be able to sense it. I use non-Energy means of transport now for that reason. Does Arthur still limit his travel to horses and ships?”

Adam nodded. “The Aliomenti have developed carriages that don’t need horses. The carriages use machines that turn the wheels at a high rate of speed. That’s Arthur’s primary mode of transport. The machines are being added to all boats, and those ships make record times from port to port. It’s pretty impressive.” He arched an eyebrow. “I suspect your group has something similar.”

Will nodded. “We do. It’s a useful bit of technology. I suspect there are humans in Europe who have seen those horseless carriages and have asked some interesting questions.” He smiled, and then his face grew somber. They’d reached the edge of the city without realizing it, the crowds and noise and smell of sweat and animal refuse fading, giving way to the fresher air and relative silence of the city outskirts. “We’ve had several people leave for their missions outside our primary location, but not report back after being gone for a standard length of time. In each of those cases, they’d traveled to Europe to do their work. Were they by chance captured by the Aliomenti?”

Adam sighed, then nodded. “Arthur has set Victor, Sebastian, and Tacitus up to hunt down anyone who displays signs of Energy usage and who are not part of his group. A few have managed to develop the skills naturally, which means that the effort to eradicate all natural sources of zirple and morange didn’t succeed. Some of the people captured were part of the Aliomenti and decided to run; I suspect their programming was modified.” Both men smiled. “Some were part of your group. Tacitus is able to knock most of them out with his touch, though it takes a few minutes to take down the strongest. They’ve built prison-cell style rooms made of a material that mimics Tacitus’ ability. When you break a rule—and trust me, Tacitus will know if you do—you go to prison. It’s not the comical shunning of yesteryear, Will. It’s a nasty existence, lasting for years, where your Energy is stripped from you the entire time. A lot of people have died because of that loss. I guess the Energy becomes as much a part of us as the air we breathe and the food we eat; if we go without it for too long, we die.”

Will winced. He’d suspected that the missing Alliance members were probably in the clutches of the Aliomenti, and Adam had confirmed that fact. While they all enjoyed their time “outside,” it was only in recent years that anyone failed to return to the Cavern within a few decades of their departure. They’d occasionally have to send some reminders, but those usually occurred at a time when the delinquent Alliance member was already starting to pack up to take their leave from their temporary home. Now, though, there was another possibility to consider for delinquent returners, and a possibly fatal one. “How are they capturing people?”

“Mostly through Sebastian,” Adam said. “His ability is incredible. He can sense Energy far better than anyone else I’ve ever met, and what’s more impressive is that he can figure out whose Energy he’s sensing. It’s something he can use to find an unknown Energy user or an Aliomenti who's gone to join that accursed Will Stark. He works with Tacitus and Victor. Sebastian tracks them, and the trio surrounds the victim. It’s then a race of teleportation hops and Sebastian tracing the new location. The three of them have developed their teleportation skills and distances, and because of that they can out-hop anyone they meet. Eventually, the captive is cornered by them because they’re too weak to teleport anymore, or the victim finds himself in a crowded, human-filled area where teleportation options are limited. And then…” Adam smacked his hands together.

“And then Tacitus comes in and immobilizes them,” Will said. “It’s not complicated, but it doesn’t need to be complicated to be effective. If they’re so strong at teleportation, they’re turning the chase into something they’ll win every time. We’ll need to make sure that our people are reminded to avoid crowds as much as possible, then, if they suspect they’re being targeted. What about weapons? Do they try to injure the people they’re tracking down?”

“They only carry swords, but the preference is to bring the targets back unharmed,” Adam replied. “The idea is to discourage dissent by bringing the deserters back and putting them on display, devoid of Energy, to be mocked and jeered by others. They can’t do that if someone is dead. Swords enable cleaner injuries that can heal, and they’re easy to carry. Guns sometimes jam, they’re noisy, and they leave residue and gunpowder odors behind, things that could be noticed and traced if someone wanted to put in the effort. And…” He hesitated.

Will thought about the Aliomenti, and the true driving force behind decisions. He thought about the fact that expansion beyond the North Village was thwarted when Arthur was presumed near death, but was pursued with great aggression once the ambrosia cured that affliction. A wry smile covered Will’s face. “Let me guess. The true reason the Aliomenti carry swords and are forbidden to use guns is that Arthur can’t shoot well, and he won’t allow others to show him up.”

Adam chuckled. “Bugger couldn’t hit his own leg if he put the barrel directly on his skin and pulled the trigger.”

Will laughed. “This is useful, Adam. Should we meet again in, say, forty years? 1865?”

“Wait!” Adam said. “You haven’t told me how you were able to make those predictions.”

“You can tell me when we meet up again,” Will replied. “It’s better if you figure it out; my telling you will make you think I’m a liar, and that what I say can’t be trusted. You have enough information; just don’t be afraid to accept the most logical explanation as truth, no matter how strange it might seem. And Adam?”

“Yes?”

“Be careful. In 1865, I suspect things won’t be quite so peaceful here in the United States.”

Will walked away, leaving Adam puzzling over yet another strange prediction.
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1864 A.D.

It would be one of the most gruesome battles in the history of war, leaving tens of thousands of men dead, thousands more injured with such severity that those suffering prayed for death. The raw carnage might teach future generations of the ugly realities of war and, perhaps, lead them to decisions different than those so often made.

Yet the prospect made Will feel uncomfortable.

In 1861, Will had watched and recorded shots fired upon Fort Sumter, a small outpost off the coast of South Carolina, an act most cited as the opening volley of a conflict most Americans in Will’s birth era referred to as the Civil War. Though the divide between North and South had grown over decades, over issues as diverse as slavery and tax policy, it had taken the election of a relative unknown from Illinois named Abraham Lincoln to serve as the final act of separation.

States in the southern part of the country left the United States, having determined that their way of life was in dire jeopardy if they remained behind. The seceding states, following a pattern set by the young nation four score years earlier, banded together in a loose confederation aimed primarily at mutual defense against an expected attack from the North. Armies were massed, generals were named, and hundreds of thousands perished in the horrific fighting. It was a war far too personal; the enemy wasn’t a nameless, faceless resident of another land. The enemy was family; the war pitted father against son, brother against brother, nieces against uncles and grandparents. The deep divisions laid bare by the war, and the issues behind it, pained Will more than the gruesome injuries and slow deaths suffered by so many. Cuts and bullet wounds could heal, men could learn to live without a leg, but families wrenched apart would never heal.

Gettysburg would prove one of the most gruesome of all battles in the war.

He’d gotten useful information from the diary, which provided specifics describing exactly where the lines of battle would form and where the major decision makers would position themselves. Will would have footage of Grant and Lee and Pickett and others making their plans and adjusting based upon the actual events on the field of battle.

None of their decisions this day would limit the casualty count. Indeed, many historians believed that the decisions made exaggerated the casualty count.

As he positioned his now-invisible cameras and microphone near where General Lee would post his command, Will heard a gentle stream of flute-like Energy sounding in his mind, and he whirled around.

Why was Hope here?

She’d moved north decades earlier, following the movements of Will’s direct ancestors, and specifically those in greatest peril. Where time permitted, where the risk of loss of life were minimized, she’d return to the Cavern and share her wisdom with all there. For the most part, Hope stayed in isolation, earning her Shadow pseudonym over and over again for each new generation of Alliance members. If their paths crossed, Will and Hope spent time together, and despite years or decades apart, conversation would flow as if they’d last spoken the day before.

Hope had been in Massachusetts for several decades, monitoring the situation in Boston as it related to his current most-at-risk ancestor, and he had no reason to think she’d be leaving. But her Energy signal didn’t lie. Hope was at Gettysburg. Today. The day of the great battle.

His insides chilled. It could mean only one thing. At least one of his ancestors would be fighting in this place where so many died, where only the lucky few escaped death or grievous injury. Hope was here to ensure that luck had no chance to divert misfortune into the way of Will’s ancestor. After so many centuries, she’d found it to be a mission she could fulfill without any noticeable expenditures of Energy. Will doubted she’d be able to protect a soldier marching into a melee like this, with cannon and bullets and bayonets all around, without expending Energy. With the amount she’d likely need to expend, the Aliomenti were sure to notice and come to investigate. Bullets weren’t Energy-cheap to shield, nor were cannon shells. Making the soldier’s good fortune seem a matter of luck made it all the more difficult to perform well.

Will closed his eyes, tuning out the distant rumble felt in the soles of his feet announcing the imminent arrival of thousands of soldiers. He ignored the stale air that would soon fill with the stench of gunpowder and blood and fear. He put aside, in his mind, the sounds of the screams he’d hear in mere hours, screams of men torn apart by bullets and cannonballs. In his mind, nothing existed but the flute-like sound of Hope’s Energy. He turned and faced the direction of the strongest signal and moved toward her.

Hope was invisible, floating above the Union troops gathered below, and within those throngs stood a man who would become the great-great-great grandfather of Will Stark. Will felt a chill; would there be a chance for him to meet that man, to see him, to truly know the horrors he’d experienced and survived, long enough to continue the line of descendants who would bring Will into the world? Will himself would live through it, though he’d know he was in no mortal danger, a sensation none of the soldiers marching here could claim. His cameras and microphones would capture the sights and sounds; one day, he hope, they’d develop a “camera” that could capture and record other sensory data. Even without that technology, Will’s footage would put the most expensive documentary or feature film to shame by comparison.

This wasn’t about competition, though. Will would win no awards, would set no box office records. He had little hope that these recordings would be experienced by more than a mere handful of the Alliance. He still believed it needed to be done.

Even so, it was secondary to his new primary mission this day. He couldn't risk losing her, any more than she could risk losing that single Union soldier. He phased into invisibility and floated his way to her. He couldn’t see her, but could track her location by the strength of the Energy she emanated retaining her invisibility. As he floated closer to her, she became aware of his presence even through her concentration on the safety a solider below.

Will? What are you doing here?

He sighed. She knew of his project, to use his knowledge gleaned from future history books to be on hand and record the most momentous events in history. This is a rather important battle.

Oh. She seemed to think about that for a time. Good thing I'm here to protect him, then.

He nodded, though she couldn't see him. Physical habits didn’t die when invisible. Which one is he?

He suspected she was pointing, even though she knew he couldn’t see the motion. After a brief pause, a small stream of Energy moved to touch one of the soldiers manning the cannon. The man’s head snapped up at the contact and he looked around, startled, but continued to help move the heavy load into place. Will was surprised. Most humans didn't sense Energy at all until those abilities were unlocked with zirple and morange. He paused, reliving memories of his time in the distant future with his children, who expressed a similar shock when he'd noticed Energy before his own Purge. Perhaps such sensitivity was a genetic trait?

Will studied the man, still struggling to believe that the youngster was his own great-great-great grandfather. The man was only eighteen years old, and his uniform and boots were dirty and ragged after the many long, aggressive marches demanded by the Union generals. But even behind the dirt, even under the sweltering heat of the day, even amidst the overwhelming odor of cannon shot, the soldier’s face was resolute. He believed in his cause, and his suffering was a small price to pay to ensure victory for his side. Will felt a swell of pride.

He turned in the direction Hope’s Energy, inwardly chuckling at the motion again. So how does this work in the field of battle?

It's been a while, actually, she confessed. Generally I shield them with Energy so that bullets or cannon skirt around them. They've occasionally suffered a broken bone or a concussion, but nothing fatal. I'll do that again here today.

I'm concerned that the Aliomenti are starting to reach a more critical mass in this country, Will replied. Be very careful with using a lot of Energy. Any usage could draw their—

His thoughts were cut off as a sudden movement in the trees distracted him. He squinted… and realized with horror that Sebastian had arrived in Gettysburg.

We have a problem. Sebastian just arrived.

He could feel the anger rise in her. Give me a sword and I'll take care of him.

Will chuckled. Much as I'd love to see that happen, we have to consider the big picture. The Aliomenti still don’t know you exist. Sebastian doesn’t know how to track you. The longer it takes for them to catch on, the better. Hope started to protest, but Will continued his though. It’s a positive thing for all of us, for the Alliance, to have someone as powerful as you able to operate without detection.

He could sense her dissatisfaction. So what do we do now, then? If I can’t use Energy, I can’t protect him.

We need to get you out of here and still protect him. And do that without you using Energy.

She snorted. In case you haven't noticed, my dear, I'm floating thirty feet in the air and invisible. It's a little late to be worried about using Energy.

He shuddered. She was right, which meant Sebastian might well realize another powerful non-Aliomenti Energy user was here. Could he mask Hope’s presence somehow? I think I can distract him. This may be a case where we need to use a bit more Energy to get out of this situation.

What are you proposing?

He thought quickly. I'll blast some Energy into the midst of the soldiers, just enough to add a little confusion there. That should get Sebastian's attention, and he’ll suspect the Energy he’s sensing has been mine all along. I’ll go engage him. As soon as I head toward him, you're going to need to teleport your charge out of here. He needs to remember something exploding and waking up a distance away, unharmed. Hopefully, Sebastian—and the other Aliomenti, if they arrive—focus on me and you can do that without drawing too much attention.

He could sense her resolve growing. All kinds of things could go wrong with that. But I've got nothing better to offer. Ready when you are.

Will aimed at a spot near where his ancestor marched with the other Union soldiers, and blasted a bolt of Energy in that direction. The blast was tinted with a memory he added; those affected by the “explosion” would swear later that a small bit of gunpowder had discharged, knocking several men down and dizzying them. Will let his Energy Shield drop and flew at high speed toward Sebastian, whose head had predictably snapped in the direction of the explosion. His eyes now followed the invisible Will, leaving the scene just as Hope moved to perform her role.

Will flew into the small grove of trees where Sebastian stood. The trees would hide the two Energy users from the thousands of troops marching by. He phased back to visibility just as he struck Sebastian at full speed. The two men flew through the air, landing some thirty feet away. Sebastian let out an audible exhalation of air as the wind was forced from his lungs, and Will rolled away and sprang to his feet. “Shouldn’t you be fetching Arthur’s slippers, Sebastian? This is straying rather far from home.”

“Stark, Stark,” Sebastian tsked. “You’re both a traitorous fool and behind the times.” Sebastian winced as he stood, and he took several gulps of air to refill his lungs. “I’m not called Sebastian anymore. My name is Porthos. And our Leader now has plenty of people serving him, grateful for the opportunities he provides. My job lies not in collecting footwear, but finding traitors.” His eyes darkened. “It seems I’m doing a fine job today, too, seeing as how you’re here in front of me.”

“Porthos?” Will tried to sound as if the name was a surprise. “What kind of a name is that?”

“We decided to change the names our human parents provided us so long ago. I located a work of fiction, and was drawn to the characters. They, too, are armed with swords and protect their Leader from danger from those who would do him harm. It's called—”

“The Three Musketeers,” Will replied. At Porthos’ look of surprise, Will snapped him a nasty grin. “I’ve heard of it. If your friends are copying your lead—and they must, being incapable of original thought, as they are—I suppose Victor is now called Athos, and Tacitus is now called Aramis. How’d I do?”

Porthos blinked. “How… how did you know?”

“I read, you old fool. Once you’d given me the idea, it wasn’t difficult to figure out which of you clowns fit each name. And Arthur’s just called Leader now? How modest of him… and how fiendishly unimaginative."

“The Leader,” Porthos hissed. “Show some respect to the man. There is only one.”

“We can all thank our lucky stars for that,” Will replied. The two men circled each other, wary, each with a different goal. Will merely wished to escape—or so Porthos thought. Porthos wanted to distract Will until his friends arrived. Will was happy to oblige, confident he’d be able to escape whatever the trio might throw his way. “So… what brings you here? Sightseeing, I suppose?”

Porthos edged closer. “I sensed a major Energy disturbance. I didn't recognize it, but it was powerful, the type of person I keep track of and hunt down. Alas, I supposed it was just you after all. But that’s okay. The Leader will be happy to see you imprisoned. I’ll put in a good word for you.” He paused a moment, as if deep in thought, and then shook his head. “Nah, scratch that. I’ll tell him you’ve broken a bunch of rules and maybe he’ll lengthen your sentence.”

“You seem to be forgetting something, Porthos,” Will sneered. “You have to catch me first.”

Porthos smiled, the sinister look traveling to his eyes. “Naturally.”

Will’s Energy senses detected the arrivals of the renamed Athos and Aramis in the woods before he saw them.

“Will Stark?” Aramis said; his eyes wide with surprise. He reached for the hat on his head and removed a battered collection of papers. "Oh, this is a sensational find, Porthos! Will Stark, Will Stark… I’m sure you’ve broken more rules than anyone. I’ll have to look them up just to be sure, however.”

“Put your hat back on, Aramis,” Athos snapped. “We don’t have time for that now. We need to subdue the traitor first, then pronounce the charges, remember? Subdue first. Especially this one. We need you for that more than list checking.”

Will feigned walking away. “If you guys don’t need me, I’ll just be going, then.”

Aramis rushed the papers back inside his hat and donned it once more, looking disappointed. “The party’s just started, Stark.” He smiled. “This won’t hurt a bit.”

He teleported to Will’s side, but Will moved two steps toward the spot Aramis had vacated, turned, and blasted Aramis with Energy. Aramis preferred to approach his victims from behind, and Will had used that knowledge against the man. “You’re right, Aramis. For once. I didn’t feel a thing.”

Aramis crashed into a tree and shouted in pain, but the sound was drowned out by the sounds erupting outside their grove of trees. The fight for Gettysburg had begun, and even in that secluded air the sounds of cannon and gunfire were deafening, the smoke and haze adding even more cover to the smaller battle off to the side. The air filled with the scent of gunpowder and blood and death.

Athos and Porthos, too close to their target to teleport, both dove for Will. Will leaped into the air, a jump aided by Energy, and watched the two men crash into each other. “You guys really aren’t very good at this, are you?” Will taunted. “How in the world do expect to catch anyone if you keep crashing into each other?” He glanced to the tree behind him, where Aramis was struggling to his feet. “Or getting thrown into trees? Not the brightest approach.”

Aramis shook himself off and teleported directly behind Will, and his now-adult hands seized Will around the neck. “This is how we catch criminals,” he hissed, squeezing.

Will felt the Damper start to take effect; felt the all-too-familiar sensation of having the wind knocked from his lungs spreading. But he knew that, to a degree, it was illusory. Aramis’ gift worked only the special Energy unleashed by the Aliomenti and Alliance; it had no actual effect on his body or his mind. Will reminded himself of this fact as he summoned the strength to reach up, seize Aramis' right forearm, and hurl the man over his shoulder to the ground. Aramis crumbled there, dazed after the second hard hit he’d suffered at Will’s hands. “Like I said,” Will said, his breathing steadying, his Energy surging back to normal levels. “You’re just not good enough.”

Athos and Porthos were beside him in an instant, each seizing an arm. Will phased out, losing his tangibility and with it, his captors. He elevated into the air, and then accelerated upward, soaring into the sky, past the cannon and guns and stench of death. The Aliomenti did not follow. Instead, it was Athos’ telepathic voice that chased him. The Hunters always get their man, Will Stark. You may run, you may fly, you may teleport far away… but you can't hide from us forever.

Will snorted, ensuring the sentiment transferred to Athos. I say you’re wrong.

He flew south at a high speed, landing several minutes later roughly ten miles from the field of battle. Even at this distance, he could still hear the sound of cannon firing, and winced. The bloodshed would be awful. His only relief was that his great-something grandfather and Hope were well away from the melee, and would avoid damage from the weapons operating with such horrific efficiency that day.

Will felt the burst of Energy as the three Hunters materialized out of the air near him, and Aramis managed to make contact before Will could react. Will didn't hesitate, teleporting away before the Damper had a chance to take full effect. He teleported back to the tree grove near the field of battle to get separation from the Hunters, and then soared back into the sky. At this point, he needed to get far enough away from the Hunters, needed to teleport somewhere they couldn't track him.

He thought for a moment, recalling Adam’s insights into the approach the Hunters took when tracking their victims. Adam had told him that the trio were specifically trained at long-range teleportation, and would track and teleport in hops after a suspect until their victim was too worn down to move further. Did they want to engage in a chase with Will using teleportation? He found the mere idea strange. The Hunters were fools, but they weren’t stupid; they knew they couldn’t travel as far as he could.

Perhaps, though, they weren’t planning to chase him at high speed. Teleportation used vast amounts of Energy, and left markers on both sides of the hop. Porthos could track those markers at his leisure, and the Hunters could rest themselves, progressing slowly, until Will stopped moving. They’d count on him thinking he was clear, and then appear without warning and try capturing him again. Would that be their approach for dealing with him?

The ability to track, regardless of the speed chosen for pursuit, could work to Will’s advantage. He had the ability to travel long distances, and quickly, without using Energy. But he could use his Energy to set a false trail as he’d done before.

Will encased himself in nanos and let the tiny devices handle flying duties, turning himself due west and accelerating until he was moving at hundreds of miles per hour. He let small bursts of Energy escape every five minutes or so, simulating a long series of teleportation hops moving away from Gettysburg and Hope, away from the Atlantic and the submarine he’d use to return to the Cavern. The bursts of Energy would give Porthos something to chase. After an hour, Will stopped and set foot near a stream. The air here was clear and fresh, with no hint of gunpowder or imminent death, and he relaxed for a moment, enjoying the peace, the tranquility, the safety.

He drank his fill of the fresh, clean water, allowing the cool water to chill his insides, and then he hopped into the stream with a splash, springing out a moment later with a gasp of laughter. He let forth a strong burst of Energy to dry his hair, skin, and clothes, and to leave Porthos a marker indicative of a massive teleportation effort hop. He then put up his Energy Shield, reassembled the nano-based flying suit, and soared once more into the air. Will veered northeast for fifteen minutes, ensuring there was no chance for visual contact with the Hunters, and then resumed his high speed flight back to the east. His Shield would ensure he’d be invisible to Porthos’ skill during that journey.

He flew until he reached the Atlantic, and then reoriented himself on Gettysburg. It was now twilight, and the sounds of the battle were gone, replaced by the stink of decay and death. Cannon and rifle smoke still littered the air with a hazy veil, as if begging him not to look at what men had done to each other on the ground below. But he did look. The dead littered the ground and the blood of the injured soaked the landscape. Will listened carefully, not with his ears, but with his Energy senses, listening for the flute-like sound of Hope's Energy. He walked around, unafraid of any Aliomenti presence. Discovery by the Hunters was a moot point now; his focus was solely on ensuring her safety.

Ten minutes later, he finally detected the sound he so longed to hear, only two miles from the battlefield. He found Hope there, alone and pacing, an anxious look on her face. Her expression turned to joy when she saw him appear next to her. She raced to embrace him.

“I was worried that they’d gotten you,” she whispered.

“I was worried that they’d gotten you,” he replied. In a sense, the words from both were lies; the telepathic bond between the two was far too strong for death or an injury to go unnoticed. It was part of the game they chose to play, part of pretending to be human to make living among humans easier. “There were more threats here than what I faced. Stray bullet, stray cannon shot, crazed lunatic with a bayonet…”

She smacked his arm. It hadn’t hurt, nor had she meant it to cause pain. “Not much of a gentleman, are you? Leaving while a war rages around me to take off on a pleasure flight…”

“It’s not like the company was pleasant. Thankfully, we didn’t get the chance to talk much.”

She laughed. “Where are they?”

“Chasing a shadow, but thankfully not the shadow. I’d recommend keeping the Energy use low for a while. I’m staying Energy silent until I get back to the submarine. I’m hoping they’ll think I vanished into nothingness, or that they’ll keep looking five hundred miles to the west. In either case, we’re likely to be gone from this place before they get back.”

She nodded. She needed to leave as well, to return home to her home Outside. “Your many-times grandfather was honorably discharged. The fake explosion cracked a few ribs, rendering him unfit for duty. He can’t lift the cannon shot, can’t help haul the device, so he’s useless as a soldier. He’ll be leaving for Boston in a few days once the pain lessens a bit. I'll follow him to be certain he arrives in no worse condition than what he’s suffering through now.”

“That’s a relief. Boston should be a safe place until the war winds down.”

She nodded, embraced him in a tight grip. “Take care of yourself. Sounds like they’re still eager to capture you.”

“I'm always careful,” he replied. “But they do outnumber me. Extra caution would be wise.” He stepped back to get a better look at her. “Do you have any idea when you’ll be able to return home?”

She shook her head, looking wistful at the thought of a return to the Cavern, a return to her current family. “If what you say is true, I’ll probably be able to come back in a year or so, once he gets healed up and settled back on his farm. While the diary isn’t always detailed, it usually gives me several years’ warning of critical events so that I’m in position to act. There’s nothing coming up after this. Nothing yet reported, at least.”

“I look forward to seeing you again, soon,” Will replied. “At home.” After an embrace and a kiss, they separated, and she walked away.

Will watched her walk away, until the haze and darkness combined to hide her from even his enhanced eyesight. Then he turned to walk in the other direction.

Adam stood there, staring at him. “Who was she?”

“What are you doing here?” Will asked. They weren’t due to speak for another year.

“We didn’t agree on a place to meet. I decided to track you down so we could correct that oversight.” Adam’s voice was tinged with sarcasm. “Who was she, Will?”

“Why are you here, Adam?”

“The Hunters contacted Headquarters. They said Porthos had detected an Energy surge, that Porthos couldn’t identify who’d generated it. Porthos later said it had been you all along, and that they were chasing you in an attempt to capture. I don’t think so, Will. Porthos isn’t capable of making that type of mistake. He wouldn’t misidentify a neophyte, let alone you. Someone else was here. Someone powerful. Someone Porthos doesn’t know. That means it’s not someone who escaped from the Aliomenti. And it’s someone you acted to protect. I can speculate as to who it is, Will, or you can just tell me.”

Will met Adam’s level gaze. “Speculate, then.”

“It might be a special young woman. One so mistreated in her youth by her own community that her very life was at stake. A young woman whose life was so important that it needed saving by any means necessary, by someone who knew her future importance.” Adam looked away. “In other words, the woman you protected from capture and identification earlier today was someone I knew as Elizabeth Lowell, wasn’t she?” He returned his steely gaze to Will. “You’ve been protecting her since you arrived at the North Village all those centuries ago. You knew she was important because her present was your past. You arrived in our midst from the future, didn’t you?” His last question was spoken with little evidence of a questioning tone.

Will studied Adam’s face, searching for any sign of doubt. He found nothing. “So you figured it out.”

Adam nodded. Will noted a slight indication of relief in the gesture. “Nobody can predict future events with that degree of accuracy, Will. After listening to those predictions and hearing about the technology your group is developing, after noticing how the innovations you offered seemed to show up in human society a few centuries after you’d helped bring them to life… it was the only conclusion possible. And I still struggle to believe it, even now, even as you refuse to deny the truth of my statement.”

Will looked away. “It’s true, Adam. Now that you know, the assistance I must ask of you will make sense. Or, at least, it will make more sense than it would have before you accepted the truth about my origin.”

Adam nodded. “Of course. What do you need me to do?”

Will gave his answer some thought before responding.

“I need you to ensure that my children are born, and that I live long enough to make that trip to the past.”

Adam hid any confusion about that statement as only a man nine centuries in age could. His face took on a somber look, but one of deep resolution as well. And he nodded his assent.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XIII

Control

 

1918 A.D.

Adam found the name of the Alliance headquarter city—the Cavern—to be ironic. He walked the streets, on his way to a meeting with Will and others. Sunlight brightened his path. A light breeze touched his youthful face, his appearance a mask for the centuries he’d lived. The sky overhead was a deep blue. Fluffy white clouds moved slowly toward the horizon. The air was fresh and clean, lacking the smoke and ash so common in the large human cities he frequented, and he found himself breathing more deeply than necessary for the sheer joy of air he could only describe as delicious.

He was walking outside on a beautiful spring day, yet he’d been told repeatedly that he was doing so miles underground.

Adam had willingly accepted the sleeping agents Will used for each of Adam’s visits to the Cavern. Adam’s restful trips to the Cavern every half-decade or so prevented him from revealing to Arthur and other Aliomenti the secret location. It was a secret Adam would never willingly share, yet in a world full of powerful telepaths, even a random stray thought could prove treacherous.

He glanced up at the “sky.” Will had explained that they’d created a special type of paint to cover the walls, a paint capable of trapping Energy inside the Cavern. Porthos himself could walk directly above the city and not sense their presence. Small devices capable of displaying mirrors gave the illusion of sky and moving clouds. Machines generated breezes. Other machines generated rainfall, roughly every other evening, when most residents were fast asleep; the water fed the abundant foliage and tree life underground. The sunlight wasn’t sunlight, but created by devices like the light bulb invented by Edison. All of these advances served to simulate a natural environment in a most unnatural locale.

Adam shook his head. The Aliomenti had advanced technology, relative to the general human population. But they had nothing that could compete with what Will and the Alliance had built here. He’d escaped death at the hands of the Aliomenti, and given birth to a city.

Adam reached the meeting room and stepped inside.

The Shadow sat at a table with Will, and both looked up as Adam entered. Adam gave a polite nod to both. Adam knew her true identity and name, but followed local custom and referred to her only as Shadow among the Alliance. He’d known since only weeks after Elizabeth Lowell’s alleged death that she’d survived; only her new name and location had been hidden. Adam knew those details now, and Will seemed unconcerned about betrayal of that secret. Adam had sworn that the Shadow’s identity was a secret he’d take to his grave. Will believed him. Adam and Hope bonded well; they shared stories of Eva, the few happy memories Hope had from her years in the North Village. Their efforts now, however, focused on preparing for the future.

“The Assassin—William—remains a variable we cannot control,” Hope said by way of introduction. She glanced at Will. “You’re certain I can’t simply teleport him out into the middle of the ocean?”

“As tempting as that would be, William has a role to play in the future,” Will replied.

Adam glanced at the stack of notes he’d made during their discussions. “It says here that he helps you escape Aliomenti Headquarters during your time in the distant future, during the time you’re away from me and the children.” He looked up. “No chance you can get free without his help?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He paused, stretching his mind back to an event that had occurred nine centuries before, in his memory, but one that would happen three centuries into the future in the lives of those around him. “They meant to execute me, even though I’d willingly given myself up to prevent them from using me to trace the others. Something made me change my mind, though; I think I found out about the fact that I wasn’t in the when I thought I was, and I felt betrayed, lied to. I wanted to face all of you again, understand why. In any event, if William wasn’t there… Arthur had mentioned that he’d replaced William with another Assassin, and having William there just seemed more appropriate since he was the one who had, in Arthur’s mind, executed my wife. Someone in the Alliance had altered William, though; he was there to help me the whole time, without seeming to help me.”

Adam shook his head. “That makes no sense. If William’s still around, why would they get another Assassin? They wanted to kill that many humans? And how would one of our people influence William in any event?”

“When you and the children come back to get me, you somehow wind up with William as well. Maybe Hope knocks him out without killing him, or otherwise injures him.” Hope nodded, looking pleased. “When you return to 2219 from 2030, you have me and William both in tow. So…”

“So, he was our prisoner,” Adam said, a grim smile on his face. Then he frowned. “So… he escaped?”

Will shook his head. “He knew he’d been… altered somehow. I suspect that when that alteration happened, we turned him loose, probably with a false story about being put to sleep for two centuries.” He thought for a moment. “In fact, I think Arthur or one of the Hunters said exactly, that, how I’d been put into a deep sleep, just like the Assassin, so that must mean all of them mustn’t think much of me. So, yes, we likely turned him loose so that he was there when I arrived.”

Hope sighed. “This is frustrating. I’m struggling to keep track of all of this.”

Adam put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to, remember?” He pointed to his stack of notes. “We’re getting down the key events first. After we do that, we can start the planning effort to make sure it all happens.”

Will nodded. “Right. There are three eras of time to consider. The distant future time I’m taken to by Adam and the children, which is the year 2219. The near future when the Hunters attack me and the Assassin attempts to execute Hope and Josh, and sets our home on fire. And the time we have left to plan for those distant future eras.”

Hope’s face fell. “He can only attempt to kill Josh if our son is actually born.”

Adam’s face was full of sympathy. "There's a lot of time left. Be patient and be confident. The answers will come.”

“I’ve been patient for almost nine centuries,” Hope snapped, “while we’ve shown the ability to invent all of this but not crack the mysteries of the ambrosia.” Hope waved her hand to indicate the marvels of the Cavern. Her face started to show signs of emotional fatigue. “We've used ninety percent of our time and have no hint of a cure. If we don’t find it, this entire long life has been meaningless.”

“I disagree,” Adam replied. “There have been countless lives improved by your existence, your presence, and your actions. And countless more whose lives have been touched by those you’ve directly helped. No, your life has been anything but meaningless.” He fixed Hope with a piercing stare. “And the answers to those questions will come.”

Hope sniffed as Will replied to Adam. “We must continue forward with the assumption that the solutions to the ambrosia issue will be resolved in time for the children to be born.” He forced himself to keep his voice calm, but in truth he was panicking himself. It was strange to view a century as a mere blink of an eye, a race against time. Yet after living for so long, it seemed they had mere days to deal with everything. “We do ourselves no favors to consider any alternative while we’re planning. Fair enough?” He glanced at Hope. She nodded, with reluctance.

Will took a deep breath and continued. “As I said, we have three eras of time to consider. Our goal is to try to make sure that everything plays out exactly as remembered. In even that latest stitch of time, Arthur, the Hunters, and William are all alive. That means that at no point could they die, as much as they might deserve to do so, and thus we cannot kill them. I’ve refrained for nine centuries, and I don’t want to change things up now. We don’t know what the repercussions might be.”

“But what if the repercussions are positive?” Adam asked. “What if the elimination of the Hunters and the Leader actually eliminated the need to worry about this? We just find the cure, the kids are born, and we all live happily ever after?”

“I’ve asked myself that same question—many, many times—and the honest answer is that we have no way to know what the repercussions would be,” Will replied. “But I suspect that if we change history as I remember it, we run the risk that the children aren’t born, that I don’t get sent back in time to Hope, and that we don’t come across the ambrosia and the other ingredients necessary to produce all of this. Perhaps even Arthur has something good to do in the future. We just don’t know.” He took a deep breath. “As noted, I’ve avoided taking that chance for nine centuries now. I don’t know that we want to change course, but I’m open to suggestions.”

Adam frowned, thought for a moment, and shook his head. “As satisfying as it would be for me personally, I agree that we don’t have much choice. We can’t change anything until you’ve been safely sent back in time.” He smiled, and the look was chilling. “In 2219, after we send young Will back to rescue Elizabeth from Arthur, we should rally the children and the rest of the Alliance and take them all down. What does your memory say about that plan?”

“Nothing,” Will replied. “There was no discussion about moving on the Elites and attacking while I was living there. To be honest, I don’t think I would have been involved in any discussions of that type. I wasn’t even told about the Cavern; I was led to believe that the Alliance might well have been down to the few dozen people living in that camp. I think that was a strategic decision, though, since you would know I was going to be taken to Aliomenti Headquarters and it would be advisable for me to think there were so few. Even if they knew there was more than that, I wouldn’t be able to help them confirm it.”

Hope and Adam both nodded agreement, and Adam started adding to his pile of notes. “I’ll make sure I make note of that. It’s a new detail we’d not mentioned before, and it’s something I’ll need to be sure is handled in the future.”

Will nodded. “We do need to discuss a more current issue as well, namely, the ever-growing control exerted by the Aliomenti on world governments. It’s a deeply concerning issue.”

As Will had suspected, the Aliomenti had moved into North America after establishing their Headquarters on a small island located in an area referred to as the Bermuda Triangle. Will suspected that the ships and, eventually, planes that went missing in the region weren’t lost due to some strange natural phenomenon. Using the island as a base, the Aliomenti had sent their membership into North America in large numbers. Once established, they’d begun maneuvering themselves into the larger business enterprises, wresting control and income streams from the giant trusts and corporations that had exploded upon the American landscape. The largest growth had come after Aliomenti control began. The Alliance countered that effort, pushing through legislation that enabled political leaders to break up the largest and most powerful of those conglomerations, especially those with heavy levels of Aliomenti infiltration. Will, a successful businessman in every era in which he'd lived, had bristled at those laws, but recognized that those organizations weren’t naturally-occurring growths of human enterprises; they were enhanced by Aliomenti intent upon using those structures to exert their control over yet another population of humans.

“We do have quite a few of our people acting as aides and staffers for key Representatives and Senators,” Hope said. “However, they’re distracted now by the Great War. We’ll not get much done until that ends.”

Adam nodded. “It’s working; the Aliomenti know it’s happening but they’re unable to figure out who is doing the influencing. They know it’s the Alliance; they just can’t target the correct people. The Assassin wants to take out the entire Congress, but cooler heads have prevailed.”

Will winced. “Okay. I guess there’s not much else we can do here. Are we having the same effect in Europe?”

“Yes,” Adam agreed. “The Great War was something the Aliomenti… didn’t discourage, and of course they’re profiting off of all the destruction. But the Alliance is doing an excellent job fighting back. I hope this War ends soon, and the humans don’t get maneuvered into anything like it ever again. The weapons they’ve built…” He shook his head.

“There will always be war,” Will said, his voice somber. “And the weaponry will become even more powerful.”

There was brief bit of silence as Hope and Adam absorbed those words. Will glanced around. “Should we get back to more local concerns, then? A quick review of what my feeble memory has helped document?” He smiled.

“I'll give it a shot," Hope said, as she shook herself of the thought of ongoing decades or centuries of human warfare. “What we know is this: Young Will and I will meet in the year 2020, when I will be eighteen years old.” Both men stifled laughs, and Hope shot them both a withering glare that didn’t travel to her face. “We will marry, and after some difficulty Josh will arrive in the year 2024. I will become pregnant with Angel in late December 2029 or early January 2030. On Will’s birthday, he will leave our home as he usually does, and when he returns, he will find evidence that something has gone terribly wrong and suspect someone has broken into our neighborhood and is on his way to kill me and Josh. He will make it to our home in time to see an explosion that sets our house on fire. While he is searching for a way inside to see if Josh or I have survived, the Hunters emerge, beat him, and eventually learn he has a son. By the Aliomenti Oaths, the latter is a death sentence for Will. But Adam and the children arrive in the basement in the time machine. They can’t teleport him away because Porthos would detect their presence and flash to the basement, spying the time machine. Adam, you and the children will develop a tunnel and will pull Will through, without using Energy, into the time machine, which will return the four of you and the Assassin to the year 2219. Over the course of two months, the children will mask their identities as Will’s adult children, while the three of you teach Young Will the basics of Energy use. He’ll draw the attention of the Hunters with his growing Energy, eventually give himself up to protect all of you from attack, and from the Hunters and Arthur will learn when he is. He’ll be offered the chance to use the time machine to return to the time of the fire to save me and Josh, and will be given cryptic warnings that are actually guiding messages for this entire thousand year journey.”

Will applauded quietly. “That’s an excellent summary.”

“Since I’ve summarized it so well, there’s no chance of anything going wrong, correct?”

Adam laughed. “Well, we could always have a few members of the Alliance hide in the trees and shoot them if needed.”

“Actually, we can’t,” Will replied, though he did offer a faint smile. “Porthos at one point made it clear that there was nobody else around. Well, besides Arthur.”

“You mean nobody he could detect, right? He never noticed me or Josh or Angel… or Hope. For all we know, there were other people around, ready to act if something unexpected happened.”

Will sighed, but he looked thoughtful. “I suppose that’s true. I wasn’t around long enough to see what happened to the Hunters after I was removed from the scene.”

“I think it would be wise to ensure we have backup support in place from some of our team,” Adam said, excited at the prospect. “We can plant them inside the forest and hide them before the events unfold. They’ll be there, ready to step in if needed. That means they can’t stop you from being injured, or stop the Assassin from lighting the house on fire. If the Hunters work too quickly, though, and we don’t have you pulled to safety, then they can act to protect you from death.”

Will nodded his consent to the plan. He didn’t like putting others at risk, but the stakes were too high not to take the risk. “I admit it does seem strange to talk about my injuries as a good thing.”

“It will take a huge amount of self-control for me not to destroy the Assassin when he’s in my house threatening me and my son,” Hope said, her voice approaching a snarl. “There’s quite a bit that will happen in the course of those few hours that will be difficult.” Her face tightened as she glanced at the two men. “Is he truly as awful as the reports suggest?”

Adam nodded, his face grim. “I’m afraid so. More and more of the Aliomenti are tiring of the lifestyle, and even Arthur’s embedded controls haven’t slowed down the exodus.” He paused and smiled. “They may have a bit of help in overcoming those controls, of course.” His face turned thoughtful. “They aren't coming here, unfortunately. Most of the Aliomenti haven't heard that the infamous Will Stark, a founder of the Aliomenti and the inventor of many of the core inventions that propelled the group to power and wealth, has an alternative group. These are people who are simply going on assignments for the various Aliomenti business interests… and simply disappearing. It’s not that difficult to track them down, but the sheer numbers mean that Arthur and the Hunters have to prioritize. They’ve started using computer chips to help.”

Will glanced up, startled, and blinked rapidly. “Computer chips?”

Adam nodded. “Arthur has started a process whereby every Aliomenti must come before him to retake their Oaths, something they need to do every three or four years. The process includes a visit with Aramis. Every one of them is drained as a means to remind them of the importance of obedience, of following the Oaths. While they’re unconscious from the Energy drain, doctors implant a computer chip coded to the individual that tracks them without using Energy; it’s not been lost on Arthur and the Hunters that they’ve struggled to find Alliance members.” He winced. “The chip can also do some nasty things to them from afar.”

“So the Aliomenti have invented GPS,” Will muttered. He’d built the forerunner of the system centuries earlier to enable the navigation and autopilot systems for the Nautilus; it seemed the Aliomenti were now catching up.

“Right” Adam agreed, though he looked a bit perplexed by the term. “If someone defects, especially someone powerful, and Porthos can't find them, they can use those chips to find them. They’ve implanted powerful drugs within the chips that can be triggered into the bloodstream remotely. One of those drugs knocks the person out for about twelve hours. That’s for people they want to retrieve. If they think you’re too far gone, if they think you’ve gone over to the dark side of Will Stark…” He let the implication hang in the air.

Will nodded, his face grim. “That’s not good. It’s not a surprise, though. Arthur’s not going to sit back and wait for people to leave; he’s going to do something with more permanence than the mental reprogramming. We need to make sure that information gets out to everyone so we don’t put our location at risk of exposure. Recruitment cannot involve bringing anyone back here until we’re sure those chips are removed. We’ll need to get our best surgeons to figure out how to determine where the chips are located, and then identify the best means to safely remove them.” He looked thoughtful. “They’ll need time to heal before we move them to the Cavern; traveling might cause a lot of discomfort.”

Adam nodded. “Agreed. I wrote some notes explaining my understanding about the chips in a bit more detail before my lengthy nap during the trip here.” As had become their custom, Adam was given a deep sleeping potion at an Alliance safe house only he used prior to boarding a submarine for transport to the cabin. He’d written his notes at the house before receiving his injection. “It’s by no means complete, but it should be a solid start to a process for detecting and removing the chips.” He rifled through the papers in his stack of notes before removing two pages filled with his tiny scrawl. Adam handed the pages to Will.

Will glanced at the notes and nodded. “That should work.” He handed the papers to Hope, who reviewed the writing and diagrams in more depth as Will continued speaking. “They’re getting more desperate to retain control of their own, but at the same time they’ve been far too successful at manipulating human events. You inferred earlier that the Great War was instigated through the Aliomenti. They were the ones who drove the assassination of the archduke, weren’t they?”

“Of course,” Adam replied. “They’re deeply entrenched in the companies that make materials of war. They’re also in control of the human public banks that loan money needed to buy everything. War is profitable on every level the Aliomenti desire; I dare say they’ll ensure that wars get bloodier, more expensive, and more frequent… just as you indicated they will.”

Will sighed. “Eventually they'll sell things they claim will prevent war.” He shook his head. “But people will just invent new ways to fight.” He looked up at Hope and Adam, took a sip of the sweet lemonade sitting on the table in front of him. “The more we can do to interrupt their plans, the better. Help release their people from their mental reprogramming, remove the tracking chips, help humanity take two steps forward for each step the Aliomenti push them back. If we do that—help humanity and reduce the Aliomenti numbers in a non-violent manner—the less evil they’ll be able to inflict on the world. So, we hide those the Aliomenti seek.”

“Agreed,” Adam said. “One of the people they seek is you. The work we’re doing to ensure you survive that encounter in the future when you’re not able to defend yourself? That’s part of that effort. It doesn’t lessen my motivation to know that saving you in the future means I’ll continue to exist today.” Will had explained that time worked in a loop, that any event that didn’t happen as it had before would have ripple effects they couldn’t anticipate. They needed to be certain that no detail drawn from Will's memory of their future changed… or in the next cycle of that time loop they might all cease to exist.

It was sufficient motivation for each to make their own sacrifices, in whatever form those sacrifices might take.

“We should have most memories of the future well-documented at this point,” Hope said. “We’re going to need to start figuring out what everyone needs to do. I need to make sure Will leaves the house that morning before the Hunters arrive, for example. We’ll also need to identify those who’ll hide near the house, ready to step in if needed, a year or more ahead of time.” Will glanced at her, confused. “If they need to move to the city to give the appearance of being a long-time resident, then we’ll need to make sure they arrive at the appropriate time.”

Will nodded his head in understanding.

“I’ll need to be the one to focus on that planning,” Adam said. “I’ll need to be the one dispassionately carrying out the behind-the-scenes activities, because both of you will be heavily occupied playing your roles during the first session of events. Hope, you’ll need to maintain an air of humanness throughout the entire process; we can’t have you arranging events when you'll need to be living them. And Will…” He broke off. Will had made it clear that the diary reported that there was no record of Will Stark starting a year or so before his recorded date of birth.

Will nodded; oddly dispassionate about the inference to his future disappearance… and possible death. “Most of the communication made it clear that the younger me never reappears after the events in 2030, and that the old me—this me—isn't around after the time just before my birth in 1995. I’ll do what I can as long as I'm around and able to do so.” He took a deep breath. “You’re right, Adam. It’s best to assume I’m not going to be able to provide any assistance in this form in the last thirty or forty years before the attack on my family and home.”

Hope turned away. She never liked hearing that, hearing that the man she’d spent knowing and loving the past nine centuries would be gone before this century ended. Her only consolation was that after that disappearance, she’d spend time meeting and falling in love with Young Will in the future, before he knew of Energy, nanos, time travel, and the Aliomenti, and she’d be able to help him like never before. “Let’s not forget that I will be around and I will be able to handle some tasks, and that I insist on doing as much as I can. My freedom of movement will be more limited than Adam’s, but I’ll be here.”

Adam took a deep breath and nodded, and it was clear the man felt like Atlas carrying the world on his shoulders. “I must get all of this right. I cannot make any mistakes.” He glanced at Hope, and then at Will. “The two of you have something else to occupy your attention. I’ll take care of this, and make sure that everything possible remains in our control when those events begin to unfold. There will be aspects of this that only Hope can do, but other than that I’ll do all of it. You have my word. I won’t fail you.” He glanced back at Hope. “I won’t fail either of you, or those future children of yours.” The emotion of his task took hold of him, and his face glistened. He hid it by burying his face in the pile of notes, rifling aimlessly through the papers, pretending to order all of the pages anew.

Will and Hope gave him the space he’d asked for wordlessly and left the room. The lack of attention outside their meeting room made the weight of their respective tasks seem all the greater, and the breeze seemed cooler and fresher by comparison. The air “outside” didn’t seem stale, weighted down by the pressure of planning events with so many parts, so many unknowns, involving places that didn’t yet exist.

They walked over a bridge and headed for the laboratories. Adam’s plan rested on one key assumption, one key factor without which everything else would be for naught.

If their efforts in the lab continued to fail, there would be no future children to protect.

And all of them would cease to exist.
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Harbor

 

1941 A.D.

Sunlight crept over the horizon and revealed a nearly clear sky, with only handfuls of clouds interrupting otherwise clear blue skies. Birds sang, and the gentle sounds of water lapping against the massive ships filling the harbor created an almost surreal sense of tranquility for Will. It was a perfectly beautiful morning near Honolulu, Hawaii. The only thing interfering with the image of an island paradise was the fleet of battleships moored here, the grease and oil of the engines overpowering the salty scent of the ocean.

Will checked his watch. It was 7:30 in the morning. It was Sunday. It was December 7th. In less than twenty minutes, the illusory peace and tranquility would be shattered as a massive air assault erupted.

He was prepared for this event, as much as one could be. It was one of the more momentous events in the history of his native land, an attack that would propel the nation into a global conflict. Will would serve as both eyewitness and recorder of the events of the day. His cameras were positioned to detect the fighter planes appearing on the horizon, set to film a wide view of the harbor. He would get footage of the devastation about to unfold, from every angle. Microphones would capture the sounds of bombs whistling down, the massive roars as battleships were hit and destroyed, screams as soldiers, sailors, and pilots lost their lives in the mayhem. Their most recent invention, a device able to record and play back scents and sensations, would provide full sensory immersion for those studying the event in the distant future. It would be the same as being there, without the risk of actual death.

Will glanced out at Battleship Row, where many of the ships were docked, and was filled with remorse. Not for the first time, Will wished he wasn't honor bound to protect the history he knew. His power now was such that he could alter this event in any number of ways. He could obliterate the Japanese fleet in the air. He could destroy the bombs as they fell, incinerating them with fierce Energy blasts before they could wreak havoc on the fleet below. He could fly toward the squadron of fighters travelling south toward the Harbor even now, and convince every pilot that they’d received orders to abort the mission and return to the half dozen aircraft carriers of origin—and could convince Admiral Yamamoto and Emperor Hirohito that they’d issued and approved the order.

He’d long since convinced himself of the need to avoid interference, even as he cursed himself now for condemning thousands this day to their deaths. How many thousands or millions of lives had been lost over the centuries, lives his knowledge of future history and power would have enabled him to preserve? There were no easy answers.

Galling as the loss of life had been, it was exacerbated by the knowledge that the Aliomenti were enhancing their power and wealth in the arena of war. Arthur was now known as The Leader to all Aliomenti, the title capitalized to ensure it was spoken with special reverence, a reminder that there was to be no questioning of the man’s absolute authority. That authority had seen Arthur encourage governments of the world into ever more costly and deadly warfare. The Aliomenti had perfected their scheme: incite conflicts, encourage governments to escalate rhetoric and talk themselves into declarations of war, loan them the money necessary to buy the machinery of death, manufactured by companies the Aliomenti, at some hidden level, owned and controlled. The only member of the Aliomenti complaining about the operation was The Assassin, who believed leaving any human alive was a failure. War between humans left too great an opportunity for survival. William would be satisfied only when the last human was sacrificed to his blade. Will knew Arthur would never let that happen; humans provided raw materials, entertainment, cheap labor, and the money Aliomenti could spend to acquire everything. Killing them all, taking all of their money, would deprive the Aliomenti of their source of leisure.

Will was disgusted by them. He hoped he survived to the year 2219, to the day after he’d be sent back in time. There would be no need to allow history to unfold. There would be complete freedom to act. And the annihilation of the Aliomenti Elites and their minions could commence in earnest.

Until then, he needed to survive. He needed Hope to survive. And he needed to help her in whatever manner possible in her mission to ensure that he would be born in a mere half century. That mission brought Hope here this day. His great-grandfather was stationed at Pearl Harbor, and Hope would ensure that he survived the attack, returned home, and two years hence, welcomed into the world a son who would become Will's grandfather. The Stark line would continue through Hope’s efforts.

“Something big about to happen around these parts?”

Will turned. Adam stood behind him, watching as Will gazed to the north, waiting for the first sign of the planes he knew to be approaching. Adam had seen the earlier videos Will had produced, and knew what Will’s presence could mean. “I’d stay as far from the Harbor as possible if I were you.”

“Advice noted. Is Hope here as well?”

Will nodded toward the fleet of battleships moored in the harbor. “She’s keeping an eye on things, and with any luck she'll be far away from the Harbor before… things get interesting.”

Adam started toward Battleship Row. “I’m going to go take a look and make sure she’s okay.”

Will glanced up at the sky to the north. “If you’re going to do that, Adam, I’d recommend moving quickly. The excitement should begin shortly.”

Adam grinned over his shoulder. “In case you’ve forgotten… I’m able to move at rather high rates of speed. Supernatural speeds, in fact.”

Will chuckled. “Stay safe, Adam.”

With Adam’s departure, Will began following his own advice, gradually moving away from the dry dock where the U.S.S. Pennsylvania was undergoing repairs. His diary had thoughtfully given him a few details about the attack, and he knew that the farther he stayed from the water and the airfields, the greater his level of safety. With Hope tracking his great-grandfather, though, he wouldn’t move too far away. She could protect herself from anything he could, but even the idea that he was abandoning her kept him rooted to the spot. Once his great-grandfather was safe, once she was safe, they’d move to his submarine hidden several miles off the coast, well away from the known paths the Japanese I-boats would take en route to their parts in the attack.

The telepathic message came through five minutes later. He's about to board the U.S.S. Pennsylvania with several others. I’m following him aboard.

Will shuddered in horror. Though undergoing repairs, the U.S.S. Pennsylvania was one the battleships due to be struck by a falling bomb. Though the damage and casualty tolls would be minor in comparison to other ships, it was far from being a shelter from the coming carnage. It did explain why Hope’s version of the diary had urged her here; his great-grandfather might well have been the sixteenth fatality of the Pennsylvania’s crew. I think he needs to think he's extremely sick and needs to return to his normal barracks.

Love the idea, but it’s not possible right now.

That was definitely not good. The ship is going to be hit by a bomb and flying debris in the course of the next thirty to sixty minutes. Take whatever precautions are necessary to protect both of you.

Well, I’m not visible or touchable right now, but I can't really help him at the moment. Any ideas?

She could remain invisible, phased into immateriality, but teleporting the man to safety would cause too much suspicion. Moving him wasn’t a possibility, so they’d need to protect him where he stood. I can use my advanced nanos to protect him. If you can send me a visual, I’ll send a large batch to shield him from injuries, and can send the internal healing nanos into him as well. That should protect him from bombs and flying debris, but if he hits the water…

I’ll make sure he stays afloat and breathing long enough to be rescued by humans. This is making me nervous, Will. I don’t think we’ve ever been in this much immediate danger of losing any of them. The weapons are such a horrible challenge to my mission.

The image of his great-grandfather appeared in his mind, at a mere twenty-two years of age. Will had only seen a few photographs of the man, where the man held Will’s newborn father. His great-grandfather had died not long after the picture had been taken; dying before he’d reached fifty years of age. He wondered what the man would think about the fact that his great-grandson was nearing a Methuselah-like age. Or, that said child was watching him this very day.

With the man’s face in his mind, Will directed the entirety of his healing nanos into the man’s body, and then directed half of his allotment of general nanos to form an invisible exoskeleton around the man. That second skin had protected Will and others from sword thrusts and beatings, and Will hoped it would suffice to deflect shrapnel. OK, he should be protected now. Stay safe, Hope.

In the distance, he could just make out the sound of aircraft engines. He felt a chill. The attack was about to commence in earnest.

Will! Adam’s voice rang in his telepathic ears. The Hunters are here. They’re flocking toward the U.S.S. Pennsylvania. Who’s in there using Energy?

It was the worst possible time for his enemies to make an appearance; their presence would limit Hope’s options for protecting herself and his great-grandfather. It’s Hope. She’s on the ship, protecting a very important human, and she’s going to need to keep using Energy to make sure he survives. Do you hear the planes?

A pause. I do. The concern in Adam’s voice was evident.

Those planes are going to drop bombs all over the Harbor, sinking or damaging a huge number of ships. The U.S.S. Pennsylvania will take a direct hit. Can you somehow distract the Hunters so that Hope can get the human out of harm’s way?

Not sure, Will. I’m in one of the barracks right now, and it’s emptying out quickly. I think the soldiers here have heard the engines as well because they’re running out of here quickly. Maybe I can draw the Hunters’ attention here.

It wasn’t ideal, but they didn’t have many options. OK, try that. I’ll start heading that way to help distract them, but I’ll need to travel there on foot.

Understood, Adam replied.

Will set off at a jog, his focus and calm a dramatic contrast to the unfolding chaos around him. The soldiers and sailors outside were watching the sky now, well aware of the noise, and more than a few were beginning to realize that the approaching planes weren’t friendly. The ground began to rumble, and sirens sounded. Will’s sensitive nose detected a rise in the fear levels around him, evidenced by the rapidly increasing levels of perspiration. Men began running in all directions, spilling out of barracks and buildings, many still pulling on clothes after the sirens sounded the alarm.

The first bombs started to drop from the sky just as Will reached the barracks. He entered, on high alert for any Energy presence, wary of the possibility that the Hunters might appear at any moment. He sensed nothing inside, and a quick visual scan revealed no sign of his friendly target. Adam! Where are you?

They weren’t coming after me, Will. They know who I am; my presence here wouldn’t be that surprising to them. They’re not going to pay attention to a supposedly loyal Aliomenti when a strong, unknown talent is out there. I’m headed toward the Pennsylvania now to try to intercept them before they find Hope.

Will’s insides chilled once more. They’d made it a point to prevent the Hunters from seeing and registering Hope’s presence until now, and he had no interest in having that streak interrupted. Not now, not when bombs were exploding around them, when Will’s own ancestor was in danger.

If they won’t be baited by your Energy, then we’ll have to use mine. Will dropped his Energy Shield, letting bits of Energy escape his body and seep into the surroundings. The leakage wouldn’t hurt him or drain him to an unhealthy degree, but it should be sufficient to attract the attention of Porthos, and lure the Hunters to him and away from Hope.

Nice try, Will. Porthos’ sneer came through his telepathic message. We’ll deal with you later. We’re tracking one of your people, one who’s been giving off some serious Energy. We’re going to have a… friendly chat with that person. The threatening laughter came through, piercing Will like a dagger.

Will roared. They were going after Hope. And they meant to hurt her.

He raced outside. The bombs were falling in rapid fashion now, and smoke from the burning ships watered his eyes, assaulting his nose with the smell of melting metal. The screams of terror and physical agony rose all around him, drowned out by the ground-shaking explosions as bombs found their targets. He sprinted for the dry dock, where the Pennsylvania rested, seeing even from a distance that the ship was in flames. He knew, without checking, that Hope was fine, but he had no read on whether his great-grandfather had survived. Perhaps his own continued existence proved that Hope had succeeded in her efforts to get the man to safety. He remembered that his general nanos each possessed a camera and microphone. He slowed just enough to view the images they transmitted to his mind, and the nanos interfacing with his brain assembled the transmissions to a single image like a television screen. The young man Hope had protected was swimming in the water of the Harbor, comfortably away from where the bombs continued to fall. Will ordered the nanos surrounding his great-grandfather to keep the man afloat; even if the man lost consciousness, he wouldn’t drown.

Now he needed to find Hope.

He took a step closer to the burning battleship and then froze.

The Hunters emerged from the Pennsylvania and headed for the dock, holding between them a slender figure wearing a hooded cloak. Hope's dark hair, part of the visage she wore in public, poked outside the hood. Aramis led the way down the plank to the dock, apparently convinced that the woman they’d captured was no threat to escape. If anyone had bothered paying attention as death rained down around them, they’d suspect that the Hunters had rescued a woman from the burning ship, covering her with a blanket to protect her from further harm from flying embers.

Will reached the dock just as the Hunters stepped on to the sturdy structure. The sailors parted before the Hunters, permitting the men and their captive to pass while failing to notice their very presence.

Porthos noticed Will and stopped moving as a sneer formed on his face. “Will! So nice to see you! Is this a friend of yours?” He shook Hope roughly as a look of recognition crossed his face. “Hey! I recognize her now. This is that human woman, the swordfighter, who had to protect you all those years ago, isn’t it? She seems to have developed into quite an Energy user since then.”

“Careful, Porthos,” Will snarled. “She might stab you while you’re running your mouth.”

“I rather doubt it,” Porthos replied. “But I must confess that I’m still a bit… offended at the outcome of that little fight all those years ago. You see, she had more weapons than I did…”

“There were two of you and one of her,” Will snapped out, continuing to advance on the group.

“…and that just doesn’t seem like a fair fight,” Porthos finished, ignoring Will. “Since she had one sword more than I, and one sword more than Athos, we'll reverse the odds this time.” Aramis stepped forward and seized her, and Will watched Hope experience the agony of the Damper, feeling the lifetime worth of Energy she’d generated crushed out of her. She sagged to the ground.

“Such a shame to waste so great a talent,” Athos said. “But her Energy skills condemn her as a recipient of Energy skill and knowledge through unlawful means. She learned it from you, didn’t she? She didn’t go to The Leader for that all-important information.”

“You do know the human penalty for being found in violation of an Oath, don’t you?” Aramis face was smug. Unconcerned about demonstrating his Energy abilities among the humans—who between the bombs, explosions, fires, smoke, and screams had enough to occupy their attention—he elevated Hope to a standing position, never breaking his contact with her. Porthos and Athos drew short swords from sheaths on their belts, the same swords they’d use to attack Will nine decades hence, and moved toward Hope, who looked to be nearly unconscious.

“No!” Will screamed. All caution was lost. He hurled his remaining nanos at Aramis, knocking the man aside, freeing Hope from the ravages of the Damper. Hope fell to the dock with a thud. She tried to move, tried to find the Energy to teleport, but her Energy stores needed more time to regenerate, and she struggled in her efforts to protect herself. Will teleported the last ten yards to her side and threw up a shield of nanos and Energy, diving atop her weakened form just as the two Hunters plunged their weapons toward her prone body.

Will started to turn, started to look up. He expected to see looks of surprise on the faces of the Hunters, stunned at their failed efforts to stab Hope. Instead, he felt something warm fall on him, something sticky. The warm substance dripped onto his cheek, and rolled down his face toward his nose and mouth. He smelled and tasted the iron and salt as he realized the nature of the substance dripping on him. Will twisted up and away from Hope and looked in the direction of the Hunters.

Their swords had penetrated Adam’s torso clear through. His blood dripped on the dock, and Will instinctively rolled Hope away from the blades, not trusting that Adam would continue standing upright and preventing the sharp points from continuing their killing arcs toward her.

The Hunters ripped their swords away. Adam fell heavily to the dock.

“You?” Athos shouted, his tone a mixture of anger and disbelief. Adam managed to crawl to his knees. "You’re the traitor? The Leader knew someone in his upper echelon was leaking secrets to Stark, but… you? You’d sacrifice your own life to aid this mere woman?”

“I… just… did, didn’t I?” Adam whispered. His teeth gritted together as he spoke, his voice full of obvious agony.

“Why?” Athos snarled. “Why did you betray us?” He whirled his bloodied sword around for another blow, and his fellow Hunters turned toward Hope and Will once more, similarly readying their weapons.

“Enough!” Will screamed. Subtlety no longer mattered; the Hunters had found them, the humans were too occupied with the falling bombs and sinking ships to notice anything he might do. He wrapped the Hunters in his Energy and teleported them all ninety miles away, dropping them in the middle of the ocean far from land. He knew they’d survive, though he didn’t much care about that detail at the moment.

He faced Hope, who was struggling to her feet. “I'm fine,” she snapped, standing and shaking herself. Her tone was strong once more. “We need to help Adam.”

Adam’s face was pale from the shock and blood loss. He looked at Hope, gazing deeply into her eyes, pausing for a moment before he spoke with some difficulty. “That man… that human man… he needs your help. Go… go to him.”

“But…”

“Go!” Adam's voice held the forcefulness of desperation.

Hope’s eyes filled with tears. She bent down, kissed Adam on the top of his head, and teleported away.

“We need to get you back to headquarters,” Will said. “My tools… they're gone right now, but if we can—”

“No, Will,” Adam whispered. “It’s too late for me, and I doubt even your little healing machines would help.” At Will’s look of surprise, he gave a weak smile. “Yes, I know about them. But they aren’t… important now. Now… you need to listen.”

“But—”

“No,” Adam said, louder this time. “I have little time left, and you must hear what I will tell you before… I… can no longer talk.”

Will opened his mouth to protest once more, but only nodded.

“First, you must take these.” Adam reached inside his shirt and pulled out a chain worn around his neck, a chain Will had never before noticed. At the end of the chain were small tubes, formed of a material Will couldn’t identify. Adam struggled and pulled the chain off his neck and handed it to Will. “Do not lose these. Ever. Guard them… with… your very life if… it comes to that. If you… if you lose them, your life won’t… be worth living… anyway.”

Will could only nod, baffled as to the meaning of the words. He put the chain around his neck and tucked the chain and the tubes inside his own shirt.

“Second, you must find… Eva… and tell her… what has happened… to me.”

Will blinked. “But… I haven’t seen Eva in centuries.”

Adam took several steadying breaths, clearly struggling to keep his eyes open. “She lives. Find her. It’s… the most… important thing… you can do. Even… more important… than your… research.”

Will nodded, his mind numb with the messages and Adam’s continued fade into the abyss. “I'll find her.”

“And… Will… you must promise me… promise me…”

“What?” Will asked. “What do you want me to promise?”

Adam’s eyes closed, and he took several rasping breaths, his skin pale and clammy to the touch.

“Adam?”

Adam’s eyes shot open, and he seized Will's shirt. “Promise me… that… you’ll… you’ll protect… him.”

Will blinked. “Who, Adam? Who do you want me to protect?”

Adam’s breathing was even more labored now. He looked as though he was trying to mouth the words, but was struggling to gather sufficient air and strength to utter even a single name.

Will leaned his ear down near Adam’s face. “Who, Adam? Who do you want me to protect?”

Adam inhaled the last breath of air his lungs would ever breathe, and as his last gasp exited him, he projected his final words to Will.

“My son.”
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Hope returned fifteen minutes later. A faint smile covered her face, signifying that she’d been successful in completing her mission. Will's great grandfather would live to continue the line leading to Will.

But the smile was short-lived. Her face fell as she saw Will kneeling next to Adam’s lifeless body. Will finally reached up to close Adam’s eyes. He felt as if he was closing the door on his future. Adam was the key, the lynchpin to the entire complex plan to make sure that he and Hope could be together those few short years, could bring their children into the world, could ensure that Will escaped the clutches of the Hunters to return to the distant past and continue the cycle of living just as before.

And now Adam was gone.

They’d failed.

Adam wouldn’t be there with his children in the time machine, wouldn’t teach him the basics of Energy usage, wouldn’t be the voice of calm reason against Fil’s feigned anger at Will’s very existence. He simply wouldn’t be. The cycle of time had changed, and the future he knew from memory was now uncertain.

Hope put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s… sort of a war zone here, Will. We need to get him—and ourselves—out of here.”

Will looked up, his human senses only just registering the chaos around him. It was the brief calm before the second storm. Battleships were ablaze and sinking in the distance, making the damage to the nearby Pennsylvania seem all the more minor, though in some ways she’d claimed her sixteenth fatality after all. Though the sounds of the Japanese fighter planes had faded, Will knew another attack wave was only moments away, preparing to finish anything the first wave failed to accomplish. He didn’t trust himself to speak, but he did manage a brief nod. He glanced around, though he knew none of the pilots or sailors would notice them, and touched Adam’s body before teleporting both of them back to the submarine. Hope appeared beside him an instant later.

“How can he be gone?” Will screamed to no one in particular. He didn’t expect an answer, yet the silence that greeted his question was like the piercing swords that had ended the life of the man lying dead on the floor before him.

Hope finally broke the silence. “I don’t know, Will. I do know this, though. We have almost ninety years to get a plan in place for the Hunters and Assassin. Someone else will help us. The Cavern is full of people who will—”

“No,” Will said, his voice laced with more anger than intended, and he shook his head. “Adam is dead because he tried to help us. How many others will die? We need to handle this alone.”

“We can't, Will.” Her tone was simple, sad, one that begged him to keep fighting. “You’ve said it yourself. History says you may not be around after 1995. I may not be around after the children reach adulthood. We need to entrust others with the truth about your past and our future, and the need to complete and carry out the plan Adam was creating. We still have to figure out the cure. We have to make sure that history—”

“But history—future history—has changed.” Will’s voice was quiet, and he spoke through clenched teeth. “Whatever history told us no longer matters. Adam was the one to do all of that. He was there in the distant future and he was there to rescue me in 2030. He can't be there now. He's dead, Hope.”

“That doesn’t mean we don’t bother to try to adapt, Will.” Her eyes were blazing, challenging him, daring him to quit, to use this setback as the excuse to walk away from nine centuries of trials and tribulations.

Will stood up. He began to pace around the cabin, hoping the movement would present the answers to his dilemma. After a few moments, he stopped and looked at Hope.

“I don’t know how this can be fixed,” he said, his voice soft but fraught with emotion. “But I can promise you this: I won’t quit until I’m as dead as Adam.”

Hope slapped him gently on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit! But no morbid talk, mister. We’re both going to live a very long time—”

“Um…” Will’s eyes twinkled. “I turned 958 earlier this year. What, exactly, would you classify as living a long time?”

She snorted. “We’re both going to live even longer than we already have. Better?”

“Very specific answer there.”

She smacked his arm again. “And not only that, we’re going to find the cure, our children will be born, and everything will work out just fine. We simply need to find someone else we can trust, someone powerful enough to handle anything that might happen, and bring them aboard. They’ll be our new Adam.”

Will, who had started to pace again during Hope’s speech—while playfully rubbing his arm in mock pain—suddenly stopped. “Eva.”

“What?” Hope was startled. “What makes you bring her name up? Have you… seen her?”

Will shook his head. “No. Not recently… not in the past nine hundred years or so. You’ve seen her more recently than I. No, I mentioned her name because of something Adam said, just before… well, before he… you know.” His face registered the raw pain and emotion once more, but he continued on. “He said that I needed to find Eva and that she was still alive. I guess he found her, which is strange, because after his attack on the original North Village I got the impression she was avoiding him.”

Hope frowned. “I did as well; she made it clear that it was best for both of us if we stayed away from him. But obviously I’ve not talked to her since I went off on my own, even though I’ve looked for her. I don’t know where she’s been hiding, but it’s a great hiding spot.”

“Adam seemed to have made the decision to stay away as well,” Will said, remembering their conversations. “He badgered me for months, demanding to know where you and Eva were, and then one day, very suddenly, he seemed to realize something… and he stopped asking. It was as if some major understanding came over him and whatever that understanding was, it caused him to stop asking where the two of you were.”

Hope frowned. “That makes no sense. I guess the only thing we can say is that, whatever their respective reasons for staying away from each other, at some point they made contact, and neither of us was aware of it. So the question is why would Adam tell us to find her?”

“Well, at a minimum, she’d want to know that he’s… no longer with us.” Will looked at the ground so Hope couldn’t see the tear dripping down his face, though he knew full well she knew that tear had fallen.

“That's true,” she said, frowning. “I suppose we should honor his last wishes, locate Eva, and let her know the news.”

“We need to return him to the Cavern first,” Will said. “It’s the appropriate place for him to be… laid to rest.” Will looked at the ground again, trying to avoid looking at the lifeless body nearby. “He lived with the Aliomenti, but his heart and home both resided with the Alliance. That’s what he’d want.”

Hope nodded her agreement. In reality, they had no other option for burial, save for a burial at sea. Neither of them would consider that option with any degree of seriousness. Will ordered the Nautilus to carry them to the Cavern. They spent the next two days generating sufficient ice to preserve the body as best they could inside a large wooden box Will had aboard from his last transport trip from Eden. This time, they would not come bearing treasure in that box, but tragedy.

They arrived at the entry tunnel to the Cavern several days later, parking the Nautilus at an empty berth of the underwater dock encircling the tunnel opening. After teleporting Adam aboard one of the shuttle pods, they spent the short ride to the Cavern in silence, reminiscing about fond memories of Adam, each wondering what they might have done differently to prevent the tragedy.

The pod came to rest near the beach, and the two of them teleported to the designated entry point for the pod, bringing with them the simple pine box holding Adam’s body. Passers-by waved cheerful greetings at the two of them, but paused at the looks of sadness and shock on the faces of Will and the Shadow.

It was only after seeing those looks that they realized what—and more importantly, who—was in the box beside them.

Death was an uncommon sight in this community. A small percentage opted out of the ambrosia, preferring to live mortal lives, but with the quality of nutrition and advances in medical science the Alliance had made, all still lived ninety years or more before succumbing. The immortals traveling outside would on rare occasions be caught by the Hunters and die in the ensuring battle. In those instances, the bodies would never be retrieved, for the Hunters would take the victims back to Aliomenti Headquarters as a warning to anyone thinking of defection.

The sight of Adam, still bearing the appearance of one in his early forties, widely known to be over nine hundred years old, was a tremendous shock. The gasps of those nearby were quickly repeated throughout the Cavern, and within moments the message went viral through the underground city of telepaths. The beach was soon crowded as the current population gathered around the beach, all asking the same question.

How had this happened?

“Adam did his job well,” Will told those assembled. “He built their confidence, argued for courses of action that were to our benefit, and brought us information available only to those operating at the very highest levels of the Aliomenti hierarchy. Such a course of action was filled with danger. If he ever slipped, ever thought of the benefits to us from his actions, his very life would be at risk. To the very end, he never betrayed his efforts on our behalf—until he threw himself in front of a sword meant for another, sacrificing his own life to save that of another.” He paused, looking at the ground, waiting for some of the fresh new emotion to pass, well aware that there were hundreds of moist faces nearby despite the moderate temperature inside the Cavern. He looked back up at those assembled, all standing in respectful silence. “Such sacrifice isn’t something the Aliomenti can understand. They live for themselves, for the moment. Adam, like each of us, understood that there are greater purposes and a higher good than simple temporary pleasures. When he saw that greater good threatened, he acted without hesitation. There are some changes we don’t want to see in the world, and it’s just as important to prevent those changes as it is to generate the positive changes we’ve all focused on. Adam understood that.” He paused and took a deep breath, choking back the emotion. “For that, he will have my eternal gratitude, admiration, and thanks. And I vow to you, Adam, that your sacrifice will not be in vain. We will one day see the scourge of the Aliomenti—their arrogance, their elitism—gone.”

He watched their faces. Faces filled with determination, with anger, with eagerness to do something. He could almost taste the eagerness in each of them, ready to do something to answer the travesty the Aliomenti had unleashed on them. Will had never specifically said that the Aliomenti had killed Adam, but they’d inferred the truth. If he gave the word at that moment to take to the flying craft and submarines for an invasion of Aliomenti Headquarters, they’d leave immediately. He could hear the gentle gurgling of the water in the artificial rivers feeding into the tunnel, surprised that so large a crowd could make so little noise.

There were at least ten thousand Aliomenti operating under Arthur’s heavy hand, most worked in plain sight as upper management in the hundreds of banks and other businesses the Aliomenti controlled. Only around one thousand worked at any given time on the island housing their Headquarters. That Headquarters served as the primary home for Arthur, and the Hunters and Assassin called it home between missions. The Alliance had perhaps two thousand, and many of those were operating in the field, all with access to either invisible flying craft or submarines. They’d be able to mass the entire Alliance population—including the fifty Alliance “babies” possessed of a level of Energy power even Will and Hope struggled to match—and assault the Headquarters before the overwhelming numbers of the Aliomenti could return for a defense.

It was a strategy that would work.

They could annihilate Aliomenti Headquarters with minimal loss of their own numbers and, just as important, minimal loss of life for the human population.

Arthur, the Hunters, and The Assassin would be gone.

Without Arthur, the remaining Aliomenti might well join them, and with triple their current numbers, they could well usher in a golden age for all humanity.

And yet it would also mean altering history. No future meeting of his younger self and Hope, no births of Josh and Angel. He’d never be sent back in time. Hope would die at the hands of Arthur’s gang before ever changing her name. The entirety of the Aliomenti movement might well vanish before Adam arrived in the North Village with the morange berries, before any of them mixed the Energy skills with the immortality of the ambrosia.

Would the world be a better place as a result?

He walked away, over the bridges spanning the small rivers and streams, heading toward the small building he called home. He had to leave before the emotion of the moment, the scent of anticipation from the battalion massed at the beach, caused him to say something he’d later regret.

He wasn’t sure if it would be a decision he’d regret. How much pain did everyone have to endure?

Will flung himself on his bed, letting the tears flow freely. He pulled the diary from his pocket, feeling the texture one more time. He unrolled the scroll and tapped the screen.

Stay the course.

He threw the computer against the wall and slept.

Will woke several hours later, refreshed sufficiently to move about the Cavern city. The normal buzz of the city had halted; everyone recognized that they’d suffered a great loss and all were participating in the preparations for Adam’s burial. There was a handful of carpenters living there; while few research or building projects required woodworking skills these days, many in the Alliance found working with wood a soothing hobby, and many residents enjoyed having at least one bit of solid wood furniture in their homes. Three of woodworkers set to work constructing a higher quality coffin for Adam, an act Will and Hope appreciated. Hope watched the transfer of the body from the simple pine box to the sculptured, engraved maple, stained to a beautiful finish. She watched as the transport box was moved back to the beach, clutching Will’s arm. He knew she was thinking about the last time she’d been witness to a body in such a simple structure. It had been during the subterfuge they’d used to spirit her from the North Village after she’d been beaten by the villagers for hiding her discoveries about Energy. Her injuries had been so severe that Will had convinced all present that Hope, then known as Elizabeth, had died. He’d used a combination of opium and Energy to keep her alive but unconscious, but the sealed coffin had been so well-constructed she’d nearly suffocated to death inside before he’d opened sufficient breathing vents with the nanos. It wasn’t an experience she’d ever forget, and even now her emotional state and memory of the experience was so powerful she wondered if Adam had lived in silence inside that wooden box after his apparent death, been buried alive inside the ice without any way to save himself.

Those charged with creating a tombstone asked Will if he knew Adam’s year of birth, and Will had to admit he didn’t know. They overcame that difficulty by noting the date of his death, a date that would live in infamy, a day that saw the loss of the timeless, ageless man known as Adam.

He slept fitfully that night. The nightmares still came. The bombs still fell, smoke still clouded his eyes, powder and fear still burned his nose. He felt the warm blood dripping on him and sat up in bed, breathing heavily, realizing that the dream had been a memory.

They buried Adam the next day.

It had been centuries since Will had been to a proper funeral. The cause of death in that one had been murder as well, but in that circumstance the participants in the funeral had been those responsible for the victim’s death. Here, he saw true grief expressed; faces moist with tears of sadness. The air in the Cavern felt heavy with the sorrow.

They gathered on the beach, the largest open space in the Cavern. Adam’s coffin sat atop a platform resting on the sand, the box open so that all of them might get one final glance at him, to sear his image into their memories. For Will, it was a painful reminder that the nightmares weren’t simply an overactive imagination.

Hope moved forward to speak. “This man was part of the world of the Aliomenti since their founding. He had access to wealth and power beyond the imagination of nearly all who have ever lived.” She glanced at his still form, and then back to the crowd. “Yet he chose to forego much of that, especially the ability to wield power and control over others. He chose instead to work with us and to further the mission we’ve given ourselves. When he saw another in danger, he did not hesitate to act. That’s all it would have taken to save his life: one moment of hesitation. I don’t know what might have happened. But I do know that when Adam saw two men try to kill me… he willingly took my place.” Her face moistened anew. “I wish he hadn’t. But I do know this. That was not the action of a member of the Aliomenti Elite. It was the action of a member of the Alliance. And it is for that reason that he will make his permanent home here, among his people, where he rightfully belongs.”

Hope moved to the open coffin and stood before it momentarily. She bent down, placing her hand on Adam’s chest, lowered her head, and kissed his forehead. Will saw her whisper the words “thank you” as she stepped away.

It took three hours for the Alliance to follow suit, each of them stopping to pay their final respects, before Will was there, the last in line. He didn’t know what to say. The two men had fought and argued and quarreled like brothers, but in the end Adam had acted to save the life of the woman Will loved—not knowing Will had already shielded her from harm. There was no greater gift he could be given. He bowed his head before Adam in silent thanks.

Then he closed the coffin. The lid made a deep sound that reverberated, seeming to Will to shake the entire Cavern. In many ways it was the closure Will needed. There would be no miracle cures as with Hope and Eva. Adam was truly gone.

They moved away from the beach, heading toward one of the indoor farms at the far end of the underground city. There, they found a hole already dug in the fresh earth, the tombstone installed beneath the branches of the largest ambrosia tree in the city. Adam, perhaps the oldest of the original Aliomenti, would forever rest beneath the trees which bore the fruit that granted him such a long life.

More tears were shed, and more stories were told. And then the members of the Alliance went about their normal business. New recruits began training in Energy, and researchers headed to their various labs to see what progress they might make for the remainder of the day. Others studied the regions they'd chosen as their base of operation in the world Outside, the place where they would make the world a better place, trying to understand the language, local customs, and deepest problems of the populace. A handful had just returned from such Outside missions; those spent their time relaxing, refreshing themselves with the pure air, the heady scent of the ambrosia trees, and the permission to openly use Energy at all times.

Will and Hope moved to their small home. Though they were rarely in the Cavern at the same time, they did allow themselves this singular acknowledgment of the closeness of their relationship. It allowed them the privacy to discuss their most private concerns, concerns that had reached new depths of despair with Adam’s passing.

“My last tests with the cells of the newcomers were inconclusive,” Will said. “Again.”

“More good news for the day,” Hope said. Her voice was quiet and quivering. It was so very unlike her, to be so distraught. While she’d have short bursts of despair or surprise—as when Will had first introduced her to the self-piloting submarine more than two centuries ago—she rarely stayed down or saddened. But she was clearly on the verge of breaking.

Will put an arm around her. “You said it yourself. The loss of Adam doesn’t give us permission to quit. It gives us permission to find a new answer, a new way through to the end.”

Hope nodded, her face still damp from the tears she’d cried. “I know that, truly I do. But he died trying to save me, Will. Why would he do that?”

“He thought you were worth saving. He’s not the first.” Eva had once attacked Arthur for striking Hope—then known as Elizabeth—and Will had worked feverishly to restore her health after the first residents at the Aliomenti North Village beat her nearly to death. Adam was only the latest to work to protect her, but was the first to give the ultimate sacrifice.

“Why, though? You had me protected. Right?”

Will nodded. “I threw nanos your way to shield you; it was a less conspicuous way to protect you from the swords. But in the instant I did that I also realized that nobody was watching us anyway, what with aerial bombing assault going on all around us. When I teleported to throw myself over you, he did the same, but he stood tall and took the blows meant for both of us.” He shook his head. “He was a brave man. He risked exposure and death every time he met with us. And he knew that the Aliomenti knew there was a traitor in their midst. Even if he’d survived, his appearance there meant he’d have a death sentence on his head for as long as he lived.”

“But—”

“Hope, listen to me,” Will said. “It’s so difficult to understand everything going on in someone else’s life. Adam did what he wanted to do. He believed that trading his life for yours was a sacrifice worth making, and he did so without complaint. I saw no sense of regret from him in those last few minutes. None. The best thing that can be done is to carry out the plan he worked with us to craft, and to make it work. I know that he’ll be helping us however he can.”

Hope took several steadying breaths. “There have been so many people who tried to give their lives for me, directly or indirectly. My mother and Adam are dead. Eva only just survived. You’re the only one who’s managed to avoid great physical harm in the process, and it’s not for lack of trying. But I will tell you this. I’m very tired of people attacking those I love for no crime other than being who they are. And if I’m still around when all of this planning, all of these memories of future history, all of these experiences we know or suspect will happen, when all of that is complete… I know exactly what I’m going to do. I’m going to do what our recently deceased friend chose not to do all those years ago.”

She took a deep breath, and her massive Energy stores crackled the very air around them with the intensity of her emotion. “I’m going to personally kill Arthur Lowell.”
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It was a conversation Will thought back on often, one he’d had with Hope five years after Adam’s death.

“What if she’s dead, Will? Perhaps that’s the reason we can’t find her.”

They’d learned that finding someone so proficient at hiding was no easy task. Will thought that the search would be straightforward. Eva would stay in one place long enough for them to locate her. Or perhaps she’d sense Adam’s loss and seek them out to get that confirmation. After nearly three decades of constant searching, though, they’d failed to find her.

Hope’s theory made sense. Eva had been alive as recently as the early 1940s, when Adam had died during the attack on Pearl Harbor, and Adam’s admonition to locate her had been made with that fact in mind. It wasn’t impossible to believe that Eva, like Adam, had met her demise in the intervening years.

“I don’t want to stop looking. Adam made it pretty clear to me that it was of utmost importance that we find her.”

Hope sighed. “I don’t want to give up, but if he just wanted us to know she was alive so we could let her know about his death… we don’t need to do that if she’s dead too, right?”

Will frowned, trying to connect several points of information. “I don’t think that’s the reason he wanted us to find her, though.” His voice trailed off as he struggled to articulate what was on his mind.

“What other reason could there be, though? Did he just want us to reunite after so many centuries apart? I’ve looked, Will. I looked for her before, and I’ve looked for her since. If she’s alive, she has no interest in being found.”

“He told me that finding Eva was the most important we could do.” He fixed Hope with a steady gaze. “He said that it was even more important than our research.”

Hope’s eyes widened and her face was touched with pain.

He’d tried to bring it up in the years since Adam’s death, but Hope’s sense of guilt over the nature of Adam’s sacrifice didn’t encourage conversation about his final moments, including the words he’d spoken. When Will had told Hope he was focusing his time Outside on looking for Eva, she’d asked why. But he’d never had the opportunity to discuss Adam’s other points; she’d ended the conversations.

The fact that he’d said it was more important than their research was difficult news to hear. The research had not gone well. What little progress they’d made was in identifying what the ambrosia did in terms of human reproduction. Will described it as the equivalent of reversing the polarity on magnets previously attracted. Rather than draw together, the ambrosia forced reproductive cells apart. They’d tried putting cells together outside the body to no avail.

Time was running short. Both of Will’s parents were now alive. Failure was becoming far too prominent a fact in their lives. The fact that Will was likely to vanish in some fashion in the next quarter century didn’t help.

“How could finding Eva help with our research?”

Will looked at the ground. “I think she found Ambrose before he died. And I think she found out his secret.” He reached inside his shirt. “Adam gave me these just before telling me to find Eva.” He pulled out the chain linking the small tubes and handed it to her.

Hope examined the chain and tubes. “I don’t recognize this material,” she murmured. She handed him the chain, which Will returned to its familiar spot around his neck. “But Will, that chain doesn’t mean Eva knew the secrets of ambrosia.”

“No, not by itself,” Will agreed. “But there’s logic to it, isn’t there? He knows the most critical thing we could learn over the next several decades was the secret of ambrosia. Especially if the secret cure requires a certain amount of time to implement.”

Hope shrugged. “I guess that’s a possible answer, but I’m not convinced.”

“He said finding Eva was the most important thing we could do, more important than even our research. Not more important than the cure itself, but the research for the cure. How could it be more important than the research for the cure? What if the time spent doing the research was keeping us from finding someone who already knew the answer?”

Hope’s face softened a bit.

“There’s one more thing he told me that day,” Will said. He watched her. Normally, when he tried to talk about what Adam had said, Hope would change the subject, and Will waited for her to do so now. But she said nothing, her face bearing a look of interest. “He made me promise to protect someone.” He took a deep breath. “His son.”

Hope gasped, her hand shooting to her mouth to cover her exhalation. “What?”

Will nodded. “That’s the last piece of the puzzle, isn’t it? Adam said he killed Ambrose because Arthur could use that knowledge as a weapon. That doesn’t mean that Eva didn’t get to Ambrose first and learn the secret before Adam made sure no one else did. She could have given him the cure and that’s how he was able to father a child. Those clues alone mean nothing, but taken together?” He shook his head. “I can’t see what else it could all mean.”

Hope shook herself, still feeling the shock of the news about Adam’s son. “I… can’t either, actually. But I’m still confused.”

“So am I. What are you confused about?”

“Why didn’t he tell us that he’d figured that out? Whether he knew the actual secret, or knew that Eva did… wouldn’t it make sense to tell us that he knew? How long ago might his son have been born before Adam told you? Years? Decades? Centuries? How much time have we lost and wasted?”

Will shook his head. He’d wondered that as well. “Perhaps he didn’t tell us because there was value in doing our research, even if it hasn’t—and never would—find the specific answer we sought.”

Hope scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Will glanced up. “In a few years, people—humans—will send something they’d built into space. They’ll soon follow up and send people into space. That research, completely focused on the goal of having people survive in an air vacuum and zero gravity, will spawn new products people will use in their daily lives. New technology, new ways to preserve and prepare food, improvements to air travel in general… none of those were specifically sought by the people who wanted to launch a person into space. But those advances will come anyway. And people’s lives will be vastly improved as a result.”

Hope wrinkled her nose. “You’re saying that happened with us as well? While we were trying to reverse the effects of ambrosia?”

Will nodded. “We wanted to be able to see inside cells, so we built better microscopes we’re now able to use to see inside the body and cells. We built machines that could travel into cells and see what was happening, and now we can use those machines to heal our new recruits of all manner of illnesses. We needed something on those machines that could take pictures and video of what was happening in those cells, and now we have miniature cameras and microphones and other sensory recorders that allow us to relive experiences in full detail.” He shook his head. “All of that was worth doing, but would we have pushed so hard to achieve those breakthroughs if we, and others, weren’t so desperate to find that cure? If we’d succeeded right away, what would we have failed to accomplish?” He shook his head. “I’m not saying I agree with his decision to withhold that knowledge from all of us, whether he knew it himself or just knew that Eva did. But a lot of good has come from his manipulation.”

He shuddered. Adam had manipulated him in the distant past of his memory, four centuries into the present future, and had done so even now.

And Will wouldn’t have changed a thing.

“I wish he’d told us Eva was still alive before now,” Hope said, her voice a whisper. “Even if he didn’t let us know she knew the secrets of ambrosia, just knowing she was around…” Her voice trailed off. “It’s been a long time since I looked with any great intensity. I think it was my way of admitting what I thought to be true, that Eva must surely be dead if neither of us had seen her in so long. But now I know I was wrong, and I want to find her more than anything else.”

They’d had that conversation years ago, and still Eva eluded them. The two of them had struggled on in private, working to decipher the notes and plans Adam had been preparing to deal with all of the events of the future. They quietly agreed to limit their efforts in searching for the ambrosia cure in the lab. The cure would be found when they located Eva.

She’d remained impossible to find.

Hope had at one point speculated that Eva might know where Adam’s son was living, a suggestion that added motivation to the search for Will. He was well aware that he was unable to fulfill his promise to protect if he couldn’t even find the one he was supposed to protect. At this point, even if the child had been born shortly before Adam’s death, he’d still be a man. He might be far older. For all he knew, the child had been born before they’d discovered and distributed ambrosia, meaning the “child” might be nearly as old as Will.

He didn’t even know his name. How could he find Adam’s son?

Hope was right. They needed to focus on finding Eva, and through her, find the “child” Will had promised to protect.

They’d both increased their travel Outside the Cavern. For Hope, the Shadow, that was the norm. For Will, it was a noticeable change; he traveled Outside only once every three or four years to recruit, and would usually only be gone a few weeks. He had adapted, spending months at a time away, focusing on looking for any sign of Eva, “listening” for the sound of her Energy.

He found nothing.

His father was born. Will wandered into the neighborhood periodically; trying to find the events that turned his father into the cold, distant man he’d known. But his father was a happy youngster. His mother was born a few years later. She learned to walk, giggling, pigtails highlighting her huge green eyes. Will remembered seeing the faded picture he watched his grandmother snap in the park. Hope was there, of course. Her mission was effectively complete. Now, she wanted to know as much as she could about his life before they’d meet in the twenty-first century. It would help her to help him heal from his childhood; prepare him for the massive responsibilities he’d face as the leading industrial figure of his era. And it would help him be prepared to deal with the world-altering events that would commence on the evening of his thirty-fifth birthday.

New recruits were found from the human world and were escorted to the Cavern for their education in the ways of the Alliance. They were still able to whittle away at the Aliomenti numbers, isolating and incapacitating Aliomenti just long enough to remove the tracking devices and internal mental programming implanted by Arthur. Most of those cured of those afflictions opted to join the Alliance, but not all did. Some went back to the comfortable and continued to act as if nothing had happened. A few brave souls returned to Headquarters to practice the techniques in-house, creating minor disruptions that occupied the Hunters’ time. Will wondered how many human lives were saved through their courageous acts.

As the Alliance numbers grew, their subtle influence spread, and technology began to advance. Humans no longer acknowledged previous barriers limiting their thinking. They began to seek new ways to use technology. They looked at aircraft and asked how they might be made safer, how they might travel farther and faster through the use of new types of engines. They looked at automobiles and asked how they might be made simpler and more convenient, and so they invented automatic transmissions and power steering and interstate highways.

They looked at the moon, and asked why they couldn't travel there as well.

Will was in Plymouth, England, monitoring the tourist town for potential recruits while remaining alert for any Aliomenti presence. His small personal submarine remained hidden at the bottom of the English Channel five miles offshore, and it boasted the invisible skin all Alliance craft boasted. Human radar and sonar sensors had improved, and the invisibility “skins” now included the ability to pass those frequencies through the craft. Will wore a small homing device on his arm he’d use to locate the submarine under the cover of darkness, when he’d use the nanos to transport himself through the water to the craft to avoid being seen.

Will turned his focus to the young man walking across the street. He’d studied the man on several previous trips to Plymouth, keeping his distance and using discrete bits of Energy to develop a character profile. That profile indicated a strong match to the ideal characteristics for members of the Alliance. Young. Idealistic. No familial attachments. Intelligent. Strong character. A willingness to suspend disbelief. The courage to stand by one's convictions in times of stress.

Today, Will would make contact.

He'd ensure the young man knew what Energy felt like, gauge his interest in moving far away and step out of the realm of humanity for many years. With the marvels of technological advancement in recent years, Will had expected Alliance recruiting efforts to meet more resistance, expected that people would see too much opportunity to see the amazing in their current existence, would see no need to risk a long journey with a complete stranger to experience what might well unfold right in front of them. But there was a deep, as-yet unvoiced sense of unease in the general population. It was a sense that an era of prosperity and progress was coming to an end, despite all the tremendous advances, a belief that their lives would become progressively worse over time. Will suspected that those beliefs were encouraged by broadcasts of empathic Energy by the Aliomenti, though he’d been unable to prove his theory. Regardless of the source, those negative emotions helped the recruitment efforts of the Alliance and the Aliomenti, who were able to cite the chance to improve health, develop skills, and amass wealth beyond their wildest dreams.

It was an opportunity few wanted to pass up, and a risk many were willing to take.

It wasn’t until he’d gotten within ten feet of his target that Will sensed the problem. The young man had already been claimed by the Aliomenti. He could sense the beginnings of Energy development, and could feel the taint of Energy from those Aliomenti who had initiated the youngster into the organization. Will was angry. This had happened before, and in each previous case he'd simply walked away and started looking for the next recruit. But something compelled him to refuse to let go. He wouldn't just walk away this time. He was determined to free the young man from the mental reprogramming he’d undergone.

The young neophyte moved toward an area known as Central Park and headed into a patch of trees. Will slipped in after the youth, sensing the welcome embrace of feedback Energy, feeling a slight breeze on his cheek as the temperature cooled and the direct sunlight was intercepted by the tree canopy.

“Why are you following me?”

“Because you’ve made a mistake, Dane,” Will replied, taking care to keep his voice calm.

“How do you know my name? And what do you mean I’ve made a mistake? Are you some kind of stalker?”

“They lied to you, Dane. They told you you’d be rich, didn’t they? Powerful? Almost a sorcerer?” Will took a step closer to Dane. “They did, didn’t they?”

Dane’s face betrayed the truth. “I… don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Stop trying to fool yourself, Dane. Let me tell you something you don’t know. Do you remember when they gave you that mixture and you went through the pain that followed, and you passed out and woke with that wonderful feeling of warmth?” Dane looked startled. “Of course you do. What you don’t know is that while you slept, your brain was rewired. You’re no longer your own person, no longer able to act of your own free will. You’ll always do what The Leader tells you to do, even if you know it’s wrong. Is that what you want from your life?”

“Who… who are you?” Dane asked. “Why are you telling me this? Are you one of the… the rebels?”

Will chuckled. “I’m just someone who’s interested in the truth, Dane. And the truth is that they’ve put something in you that will tell them exactly where you are, and if ever they decide that you’re not acting in their best interests, they can knock you out cold again… or kill you.” Dane’s eyes widened. “And it will all happen without you ever knowing the process had even started.”

Dane shook his head. “It’s a lie. They wouldn't do that.” He was trying to be brave; Will could see that. But Dane had seen enough inconsistencies that, out here, away from the rest of them, he could briefly admit to himself that what Will said just might be true.

“Are you sure?” Will asked. “Are you absolutely sure they wouldn’t jail you for going on a date, or kill you for wanting to have a child of your own some day? Don’t you remember those Oaths you swore to the Leader? Do you think only rebels would be punished for breaking the Oaths? Have you met Aramis, yet? Don’t you think he’ll find something you’ve done wrong, no matter how minor the infraction, if they decide you’re a risk to their plans?”

“He does seem a bit strange,” Dane muttered. “But, if what you say is true—and I’m not saying it is—how do I undo what they’ve done to me? I want to be able to make my own choices, and if I do what they command at least I’ll know I’m doing it because I agree to go along with their orders.”

Will nodded. Dane was proving to be a definite Alliance candidate. He valued his freedom, his ability to be of his own mind on critical decisions. “There’s a small chip inside you, about the size of your fingernail. That little chip transmits a signal that allows them to find you, much like Porthos can sense Energy. That chip also has two drugs inside it. One will knock you unconscious. One will kill you instantly.” Dane’s look of terror was genuine; he’d broken into a deep sweat, and Will could smell his fear. “We need to get that chip out of you first. Once that’s done, I can reverse the brain rewiring. You may not like me or trust me afterward, but at least you can know that your assessment is made without anything unnatural driving your decisions.”

Dane fixed Will with a shrewd look. “If you can fix all of that, how do I know you aren’t just going to change it so I do what you want me to do instead?”

“It’s wise to be skeptical,” Will said. “I could also be an agent of the Aliomenti sent to test your resolve, too.” Dane started to back away, but Will held up his hand. “You can scan me with your Energy and decide if I’m telling the truth. If you’re uncomfortable, I’ll leave right now. Just say the word and I'm gone.”

Dane watched him carefully, and Will stood still, waiting patiently. He knew Dane would be able to tell if Will was trying to influence him, and so he focused on one of the trees nearby. A few of the leaves had turned brown, possibly due to a lack of water. On instinct, Will released a trickle of Energy to the three, and the leaves started to regain their natural coloring.

After a moment, Dane nodded. “OK, I trust you. What do we do?”

“You need to stand still,” Will replied. “I need to get that chip out of you.”

Dane’s eyes widened. "You're going to do that now? Here?”

Will nodded. “If I take you someplace, they’ll be able to tell and track me with your chip. It’s best to handle it here. But you won’t feel a thing. And if you don’t want to go through with this, just say so and I’ll stop.”

Dane shook his head. “No, I trust you. It’s just… I guess I thought it would be… messier.” He closed his eyes, as if expecting to experience pain.

Will trickled a bit of Energy into Dane, using it to locate the chip inside the man’s body. The Aliomenti were risk takers; he found the chip implanted along Dane's spine, next to a major artery in his back. If they need to operate the remote sedative or poison, it would take little time for the substances to take effect.

“I found the chip. It’s in your back, next to your spine, right near the bottom of the ribcage. Do you still want me to take it out?”

Dane didn't respond.

Will released his focus on the chip and moved around to look at Dane’s face. “Are you okay with me taking the chip out?”

Dane’s eyes were wide open, as if he’d seen or experienced something terrifying. His hands went to his throat, signifying that he couldn’t breathe.

Will cursed. The Aliomenti had set the chip to detonate the enclosed poison if unknown Energy touched it in a prelude to teleporting the chip out of the body. It was a self-destruct mechanism the Alliance had never before encountered. The technology was new but effective. He needed to act quickly.

After moving the man to the ground, Will teleported the chip out of Dane’s body into his own pocket for later analysis. He used Energy to find the poison, and immediately started teleporting the substance from Dane’s body. He noticed Dane’s body relaxing out of the corner of his eye, but his focus remained on completing the job. The relaxation must mean that his body was recovering from the poison as the substance was removed.

With the last of the poison tracked and removed, Will turned to Dane to check his condition.

Dane’s eyes were wide and unseeing, and a quick check of his pulse revealed the awful truth.

Will stared at the young man. How was it possible? Will had accidentally triggered the poison, but he’d removed it before it should have had a chance to circulate far enough to cause death. Had the chip had triggered the poison even before he'd started his Energy surgery? If that was true, then the poison had operated longer than he’d realized. They’d need to examine the chip to figure out the truth. For Dane, though, it didn't matter. He was dead regardless of when the poisoning had started.

And Will had, unintentionally, been the one to trigger it.

His internal sense of alarm skyrocketed. If the chip had fired before Will had started the operation, before the Energy had triggered a response, it meant one of two things. The chips were sufficiently advanced to recognize when an Aliomenti had an extended conversation with a member of the Alliance. Or the Hunters and The Leader had known of Will’s interest in recruiting Dane and had triggered the poison long before it would otherwise be activated. Either way, it meant the same thing.

They knew he was here.

He pulled out the chip and dropped it on the ground. No sense letting them follow him through the GPS in Dane’s chip, or letting them trigger the sedative or any possible residual poison into him. They’d need to get a version of the newest chips another day.

Will threw up his Energy Shield, pulled the scutarium mask over his face, and triggered the button on his belt that activated the invisibility feature in his clothing. He wrapped his body with nanos and accelerated skyward. After hitting fifty feet in elevation, he stopped, rotated in the air toward the clearing, and watched.

Athos appeared a moment later, sword drawn, looking around for Will. He’d been correct: Dane was nothing but bait to lure him here. They’d captured a prime human target for recruitment, and set him loose upon the city, waiting for Will to take the bait. As soon as they’d heard Will’s voice, they’d triggered the poison and began travelling to the spot.

How many others were set out upon the world as nothing more than bait to capture him or other Alliance?

Will silently cursed himself as he watched Athos scour the area, looking for the missing Alliance leader. Dane had accepted his claims too easily. No Aliomenti programmed by Arthur for obedience would so readily agree to deprogramming. Will’s failure to notice that had caused a man's death. While his self-fury raged, Will let the nanos move him out over the English Channel, and let his mind go blank as the anger simmered. He knew that the anger was, in part, due to his string of failures. Adam’s death. The inability to find Eva. The long-lasting inability to find the cure to ambrosia.

An image flashed unbidden into his mind, an image from a long ago dream, a dream in which he’d realized that the inland valley lake on the island they’d named Atlantis had served as both stopper and drain for the excess waters that could flood that body of land. He remembered the platinum blond hair floating on the surface of the salty, inland lake.

Gasping at the realization, Will changed course and headed west, accelerating at top speed, his face and body protected from the brutal winds by a shield of nanos. It took just under twenty minutes to reach the rocky, inhospitable island of Atlantis.

Will landed next to the lake, grateful he'd not traveled here during a flood-inducing storm. The scent of salt and surf was overpowering here; the island regularly flooded with seawater that surged over the slight barriers the island brandished, onto the perimeter, before filling the deep valley comprising the interior. He walked to the lake, a body of water he’d thought of as nothing more than a means to get water to the elevated city they’d constructed here centuries earlier, a city they’d destroyed before moving on. Now he looked through the hazy, salty water to the depths of the lake with new understanding, and saw what he’d never noticed or comprehended before. The depths were formed of shards of rock that formed a jagged bottom floor of the lake, like three dimensional puzzle pieces. He squinted to better focus his eyes, and noticed that there were gaps between the rocks, which swayed as the lake moved with the inflow of new water from the inbound streams. He wondered where the water that trickled through those gaps went.

“There's an underwater river below, and the streams and lake above drop down to it. Rather amazing, is it not, Will?”

Will smiled at the sound of a voice he'd not heard for nine centuries, the voice of a tall, imposing woman with hair that looked nearly white.

He turned around and held his arms open. “It's good to see you again.”

Eva smiled, and moved forward to embrace him. “It is good to see you again as well, Will. And it is about time you got here. I was beginning to wonder if you would ever understand the messages I sent you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XVII

Secret

 

1969 A.D.

Will released Eva. “The dreams… those were from you?”

She nodded. “I apologize for the lack of direct communication.”

Will waved his hand, dismissing the concern. “I’m just sorry it took me so long to realize what it meant. I haven’t seen you in centuries, Eva. Where have you been?”

Eva sighed. “I fear the answer to that question is a very long story.”

Will chuckled. “As it turns out, I happen to have the time to listen to a long story today.”

Eva nodded. “Follow me, then, but stay close and do exactly what I do. We will travel to my home.” She nodded at the lake. “The salty water will sting your eyes for a few seconds, but it will pass quickly.”

She turned to the lake and dove in. Will dove in after her.

She was right: the salty water stung, and his eyes screamed in pain. He blinked quickly, and his eyes acclimated to the salty water. The water found minor cuts and abrasions in his skin, and the stinging sensation nearly caused him to shout in pain. Such a move would have resulted in him inhaling a lung full of water, and he managed to stop himself just in time.

Will watched as Eva moved to a pair of large rock shards at the bottom of the lake and she lifted the larger of the two as though it was a trapdoor. The opening it formed was sizable enough to admit large volumes of water—and adult humans. Eva disappeared into the gap, and the “door” fell back into the gap after her. Will swam over to repeat the process, lifting the rock “door” open and swimming into the darkness, wondering how much longer he’d need to hold his breath. His eyes had numbed to the effects of the salt, but still hurt, and he wanted nothing more than to get out of this water and clear them.

The water plunged downward, carrying him with it. His body passed through a substance that felt like gel, clearing away the salt and lake water debris coating his skin and clothing. He passed through the membrane and dropped a few more seconds before splashing into a stream. Instinctively, he stood up, and realized he was in an underground cavern, and the closing of the rock shard trapdoor had stopped the flow of water.

Will glanced up. He’d fallen roughly thirty feet since passing through the door, and landed in a stream about four feet deep. The gelatinous cleansing membrane had slowed his descent about halfway down, preventing the splash from being far more painful. He scrambled out of the water, breathing in the clean—if humid—air as he glanced around.

The stream flowed at the bottom of a tunnel about thirty feet in diameter, and Will realized that there must be some mechanism that opened the trapdoor when the island flooded. There were probably many of them, all dropping excess water down into this underground riverbed. He wondered where the tunnel led, but his first priority was locating Eva. He spotted her on the opposite side of the riverbed heading into a tunnel. He darted back into the stream, emerged on the opposite site, and entered the same tunnel. The path wound around for several hundred yards before it sloped sharply upward, and Will emerged into another underground cavern. The air here was much fresher and dryer than the air in the underground riverbed, and Will took a few deep breaths as Eva watched him.

“Are we under one of the hills?” he asked.

Eva nodded. “To be precise, we are presently under the hills at the north side of the island. I found these caves the first time I traveled here, shortly after the Aliomenti chose to leave. It was a perfect home for me. The Aliomenti were unlikely to return to a place they had abandoned, especially after going to the trouble to destroy the city they built.” Her face clouded. “It was also a place I knew Hope was unlikely to visit, and for both reasons a place you were unlikely to visit as well.”

Will nodded, but the sadness returned. “I’m glad I found you, Eva, but I have news that I need to pass along to you.” He took a deep breath. “Adam is… gone.”

She looked at him sharply. “I do hope he has not fallen victim to Arthur’s lies and given himself to the cause of the Aliomenti.”

Will shook his head. “No, it’s not that. I don’t think he could ever have done that. He’d never liked Arthur. No, I mean he’s gone. Permanently. Forever. I was there when it happened, and he demanded that I find you.” He paused, as Eva’s face registered understanding. “I’m sorry. He died nobly, protecting Hope from attack by Arthur's armed Hunters. It doesn’t make the loss any less, though. For any of us.”

Eva stared at him in horror, and for the first time since he’d known her, Will watched Eva cry. It was a strange sight to see from a woman who’d always been such a monument of strength and deep resolve. “He’s really gone, then?”

Will nodded, and held out his arms to her. She moved to him, burying her face on his shoulder as the tears came in silence. He held her until her eyes were dry and his shirt was drenched.

After a few moments, she composed herself and wiped the tears on her face with her sleeve. “I apologize. That was quite inappropriate of me.”

Will shook his head. “It's both appropriate and normal, Eva. It’s not every day that you learn your brother is dead. I wish there was something I could do or say to lessen the grief.” He gave her a friendly squeeze, and then released her.

Eva backed up a few paces, wiping the remaining moisture from her face. “Tell me what happened. You said he died protecting Elizabeth?”

Will nodded. “She goes by Hope now, actually.” Eva nodded, the look on her face suggesting she knew that detail, but had forgotten the name in the centuries of separation. “She was protecting someone, a human, and Arthur's men arrived because she'd used enough Energy to expose herself to their tracking. They captured her and tried to stab her to death, but Adam teleported between Hope and the Hunters and took the blows meant for her. He used himself as a shield. He died soon after from the wounds.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why he did that. She was safe. He had to know she was safe. She’d been drained of her Energy, but he had to know I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.”

“One moment, please,” Eva said, frowning. “What do you mean by saying that she was drained?”

“Oh, right.” Will paused, realizing that Eva was likely unfamiliar with the more recent Aliomenti. “There’s a member of the Aliomenti now named Aramis who can drain your Energy from your body if he touches you. He had hold of Hope and drained her until she fell to the ground. When he finished, he moved away so that the two men with him could kill her.”

A tear fell from Eva’s eye. “Adam would have chosen no other way to give his life, Will. He thought of you as he might a brother, and I know that he was exceptionally fond of Hope as well. He would not risk her life, even though he likely knew you had her protected. To protect her life, to enable the two of you to remain together… he would consider preserving that as something pure and noble. Few of us can choose our manner of death, Will, and fewer still can choose to give their lives preserving something they consider a greater good than themselves. Adam had that rare chance, and he took advantage of his opportunity. Never forget that.”

Will considered her words for a moment, and then nodded once. He envied Adam; he could only hope he’d have the same chance to choose how he’d go, the chance to preserve something greater than himself. “Before he died, he told me a few things.”

Eva tensed for a moment, but it was so brief a reaction that Will wondered if it was merely his imagination. “What did he say?”

“He told me to find you. I suspect that he wanted you to know that he was gone.”

Eva nodded slowly. “That was… thoughtful of him. I would suspect something a bit more dramatic from a deathbed confession, though. What else did he say?”

Will blinked at her reaction. “A deathbed confession? What would he need to confess to me I didn’t already know?” He paused a moment as the realization came. “He told me he killed Ambrose, but he committed that crime long before he died that day.”

“He told you that?” Eva asked, looking startled. “That… surprises me.”

Will shrugged. “He was working with me and with Hope. We’ve been trying to figure out how to reverse the effects of the ambrosia. We’d like to one day have a family of our own, and never got the chance to make that decision before that day so long ago. We have friends who did understand the consequences who have since met someone they’d like to start families with.”

“Did he tell you why he did it?” Eva asked. She spoke slowly, as if dreading asking the question.

Will nodded. “It was based on what Arthur might do. If Arthur ever figured out that Ambrose had the formula to reverse the effects of the ambrosia, he’d use it as a weapon. Reverse the immortality secretly and permanently, reverse the sterility so that potential threats became parents and therefore subject to their death penalty—”

“What?” Eva's voice was sharp. "What is this death penalty of which you speak?”

“They—the Aliomenti—they have a rule, somewhat moot though it may now be, that Aliomenti cannot have children under penalty of death. The argument is that children born to those who are Energy-trained will be too powerful to control, and they pose a unique threat to the anonymity the Aliomenti wish to preserve. Since ambrosia prevents that and they require all members to take ambrosia, it’s a pointless rule. I suppose it’s still there for the newest members who aren’t yet… impaired. They don’t want any new members to unlock their Energy and have children before the ambrosia takes effect.”

Eva looked thoughtful, processing this new information. “I have only seen Adam on a few occasions over the centuries, and our conversations have been brief. He has alluded to obscure rules the Aliomenti have devised and enforced among their membership. I struggled to accept that idea, for I could not see you allowing such rules to exist.”

“I argued against them,” Will said both in his own defense and in agreement. “Ideas of caution became rules which became Oaths made with a death penalty attached. But the larger issue the Oaths have revealed is this: Arthur has been brainwashing every new recruit since the beginning. They’re incapable of defying him, even if they know his orders and opinions are wrong. I cannot change people who are literally incapable of such change. I therefore left and started a new group, which is called the Alliance. There is no brainwashing. Children are encouraged for those who wish to be parents. The effects of morange, zirple, and ambrosia are fully explained before being administered, and you need not take any to remain part of the group. Roughly a quarter of our members choose to not take the ambrosia, and they are still members. About five percent choose not to take the morange and zirple. But they are all welcomed in our group. We look for good people and they elect the tools they’re most comfortable working with.”

Eva smiled. “That sounds much more like a group I would associate you with.” She paused. “Hope… is she still in hiding?”

“Somewhat, though not from me or the Alliance,” Will replied. “We reunited shortly before Ambrose’s death; she showed up just in time to save my life. The Hunters, the three men responsible for Adam’s death… were close to delivering the same end to me.” Will shook his head. “They aren’t very original. Drain your Energy. Stab you with a sword. We need to adapt to that strategy, teach our people to avoid that contact, maybe devise armor that can stop swords, and…”

“Hope?” Eva asked.

“What?” Will asked. He realized he’d started chasing a tangent on potential defensive technology to counter the Hunters’ tactics, rather than answering Eva’s question. “Sorry. Yes, Hope is fine. She’s part of the Alliance, where she’s known as The Shadow because she often wears a concealing cloak and comes and goes unexpectedly, typically staying away for years at a time. But we’re always in contact in now. She’s been looking for you as well. Has she… have you… noticed?”

“We have not spoken since that day,” Eva replied, and though she tried hard to conceal it the pain was evident. “I am happy to hear that she is doing well.”

“She’s not actively avoiding you, Eva,” Will said. “She and I have both been searching for you these past thirty years, and—”

“What about the centuries before that, Will?” Eva’s voice shook. “She searches for me now only because she needs me. You looked in the early days, with far more vigor than she did, and—”

“I wasn’t the one with a murdering maniac on my trail!” Will snapped. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten that she’d watched her own father allow her to be beaten by an out-of-control mob? She hasn’t forgotten. I don’t think she’ll ever forget it.”

“Perhaps you have forgotten, Will, that she chose to avoid me. And you. For centuries. She didn’t look for me. Even when she chose to reunite with you, she never looked for me. I would have known.”

Will paused. “I didn’t like it either, Eva. And I admit that the hurt I felt for so long has dissipated over the past few centuries. I know now why she left both of us, why she stayed so far away, and that’s helped. But after so long apart, with no idea where you might be… we also had no way to know if you were alive. I think she feared learning you were gone so much that she feared to search.”

Eva took several deep breaths. “I am happy to hear that she has explained her decision to you, Will, and to your satisfaction as well. But I have not yet been given that explanation. Perhaps she did not intend to stay away so long and hurt me so deeply. Yet she did, and she seemed very focused and determined when she left. I thought she would spend a few years away and return to our small island home in the Mediterranean. But she never did.”

“I know she wants to see you, and she didn’t leave to hurt you any more than she meant to hurt me,” Will replied. “But I think she’d want to explain everything to you herself.” He paused. “I can take you to see her.”

Eva's face lit up, then faded back into its usual mask of emotionless calm. “I am… not sure I can do that.”

Will shook his head. “Of course you can. There’s plenty of room where we live, and the people of the Alliance all know the story of the early days, the first people who ever unlocked their Energy. You’ll be respected and appreciated for who you are.”

“I… suppose that visiting is acceptable,” Eva said slowly. “But I cannot leave this place permanently.”

Will glanced around at the empty cavern. “Is this where you live?”

“Yes, for a goodly portion of each year. I travel quite a bit.”

Will arched an eyebrow, curious. “What do you do?”

She smiled. “We all fight Arthur in our own way, Will. I have found my own unique contribution to that cause. And I perform that role quite well.”

Will grinned. “That’s what the Alliance is all about, Eva. Whatever you’re doing, we’ll have lots of people who would love to help build upon it. So—”

“It is something only I can do, Will. It is better for you not to know.”

Will blinked, nettled at her unwillingness to share. He realized that her refusal might be of a similar vein to his telling Adam that Adam could never know the true location of the Alliance headquarters. Adam knew that information was being hidden from him, and eventually came to accept the decision as correct. Perhaps Eva’s role was of a similar level of sensitivity.

Still…

“I trust you on that, Eva. Is it safe for you to know where we’re based?”

Eva nodded. “Your secret is safe with me, Will. There is no risk that I could expose it to anyone in the Aliomenti organization, if that is your concern.” She paused. “What else did Adam tell you?”

Will recognized her effort to change the topic, but didn’t push. “He gave me something, and told me to guard it with my very life. I don’t know what it is, but perhaps you’ll know.” He reached inside his shirt, pulled out the chain with the mysterious vials, and handed it all to Eva.

She looked at the vials, puzzled, and then gasped. “Oh, my goodness, Will! This is… incredibly valuable. He was right to tell you to guard it with your very life.” She handed the chain back to Will. “Do not let anyone else touch that, and do not ever let it out of your sight.”

“What is it?” Will asked. “I have no clue what this is, or why it’s valuable.”

“I will explain when you take me to your hidden Alliance location.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “Bargaining with me, Eva? You always were quite good at that. But there’s no need. You’re welcome there at any time.”

“Your bargaining skills have diminished, Will,” Eva said, but there was humor in her voice. “Do not offer me everything I want without first getting something of value in return. But you misunderstand me. I am not using the information as a bargaining ploy. You are not the only one who needs to hear the answer.”

Will paused. Had Adam developed a weapon, one that could be used against the Aliomenti? Perhaps Eva needed to explain the usage to everyone at once. “I’m not sure I understand why others need to hear the answer, Eva, but… I trust you.”

Eva nodded. “It will make sense in due course. Was there anything else Adam told you?”

Will nodded, wondering what she expected to hear. Why did she keep asking what other secrets Adam had shared at the time of his death. “He… told me something that seems impossible.”

Eva tilted her head. “After everything that has happened to you, Will, after everything you have seen, after everything you have experienced… how can you possibly think anything is impossible?”

“I feel like I’ve had this conversation before,” Will muttered.

Eva shrugged. “Perhaps you have. But clearly you need to hear the words again, for you have failed to learn their lesson. So tell me. What impossible thing did Adam tell you?”

“He told me that he has a son.”

Eva looked thoughtful, as if she wanted to question the statement, but merely nodded instead. “And you consider that to be impossible?”

“He’s taken ambrosia, as have the rest of us. How could he have a son?”

“There are only three possibilities, Will. The first possibility is that Adam was lying to you when he provided you with that information.”

Will shook his head. “He was dying, Eva. He knew that he was dying. Why would he lie to me?”

“People lie all the time, Will, and for reasons we cannot always comprehend. So you must ask yourself if you truly believe Adam was telling you the truth.”

“Perhaps he was mistaken…”

Eva sighed. “Will Stark, you cannot truly believe that he would not know if that statement was true. Therefore, he was lying… or he was telling the truth. Which is it?”

“I can’t believe he’d lie, but it’s impossible for his statement to be true—”

“You speak that word again, Will. Impossible. When you were born, did you believe you would be talking to me in the year 1969?”

Will smiled. “No.” Eva didn’t realize that was because he wouldn't be born for another quarter century, but her question—and his answer—were still valid.

“Then, why is it impossible that Adam was telling the truth?”

“Because the ambrosia—”

“Stop, Will. If Adam was telling the truth, then the ambrosia did not stop him. Why?”

Will stared at her, remembering what Hope had hypothesized. “He had a son before he took the ambrosia? So his son is centuries old?”

Eva smiled. “An educated guess, Will. That is one possibility. And that possibility means that you do not have to dismiss Adam’s words on anything but their own merit. I can assure you, however, that Adam did not have a son prior to consuming the ambrosia.”

“But that means…”

Eva arched an eyebrow. “The fact that you do not want to accept the fact you are unwilling to speak does not make it any less true. Say the words, Will.”

Will was tormented with the realization. “He figured out how to reverse the effects of the ambrosia.”

Eva smiled. “That is partially correct. He was told how to reverse the effects.”

“So he got Ambrose to talk before he killed the man.”

“No, Will. I got Ambrose to talk, and told Adam my findings later. Adam later learned that Arthur was sending his minions to find and destroy all sources of ambrosia, morange, and zirple to prevent any competition. Adam realized the danger that posed. He could not stop that effort, and elected to kill Ambrose to protect the secret and prevent it from falling into Arthur's hands.”

Will winced and his face fell. “That sounds like Adam.” He paused, as the realization hit him. “But that means… he knew all along… and he didn’t tell us… but….”

“There was a good reason for him not to tell you, Will. But you are not ready to hear the answer.”

Will folded his arms and glared at Eva. “I’m tired of waiting, Eva, tired of being told I have to keep waiting, tired of watching the clock tick while the answers I need are dangled in front of me. I’m not playing the waiting game anymore! Tell me the truth!” He took a step forward, eyes blazing.

Will didn’t hear the sword being drawn, but he did feel the sudden pressure as the blade pressed against his throat. An arm wrapped around Will, pinning his arms to his side. “Your manners are appalling, stranger.”

Will teleported away from the blade to stand next to Eva, facing his attacker, and the voice he knew so well. But even when he saw the face before him, he could only stare in shock.

“Who are you?” the man demanded, holding the sword in front of him. “Why do you threaten her?”

Will could only whisper the name in reply. “Adam?”
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The man relaxed slightly. “How do you know my name, stranger?” As the words left his mouth, he regained his fighting stance.

“You… well… you look a lot like somebody that I used to know.” Will spoke slowly, the shock still slicking off him like rain from a storm. He wasn’t sure he’d blinked since he’d turned around.

The man’s eyes widened. “You knew my father?”

Will staggered back. “He… Adam… he was your father? Truly? But… how?”

The man gave a wry smile. “With all due respect, sir, you appear to be old enough to know the answer to that question.”

Will choked. “No, that’s not what I mean. I—”

“Will.” Eva's voice was gentle, but firm. “This is Adam’s son. He has been known by many names in his life, but only one name has held any deep meaning for him. With your news of his father’s death, he may now take that name as his own. That name is his father’s name, and he will be forever known as Adam.”

Will didn’t understand that; he’d known many fathers and sons to share the same first name. “But you look exactly like him. How can you not… be him?”

But even as he spoke the words, Will realized they weren’t true. There were subtle differences, a slight difference in the hue of his hair color, a slightly different angle to the nose, a modest difference in the way he pronounced words. This was not the Adam he'd known the past nine centuries.

It was the one he'd known those two months in the future.

What puzzled him was how he’d not realized that the two men with the same name were not, in fact, the same man. The Adam he’d first met was a calm, patient teacher; the one he’d met in the distant past more impetuous and impulsive. The mass execution of the original residents of the North Village was more shocking because the original Adam had never struck him as someone capable of such impulsive violence. He’d wondered what events and experiences had led to the change in personality.

It wasn’t a change in personality. It was a change in person.

Adam’s son, known forevermore as Adam, frowned. “I can’t be anybody but myself, sir. I must ask again: why were you issuing threats moments earlier?” He still held the sword, but seemed to have sensed there was no real danger present.

“They were not threats, Adam,” Eva replied. “Will is seeking answers to questions only I can provide, now that your father is gone. He is no threat to me or to you.”

“Will?” Adam, the son, turned to look at Will, his jaw slack. “You… you’re Will Stark?” He dropped his sword to the ground, stepped forward, and offered his hand. “Please, forgive my earlier attack. Had I realized who you were it would never have happened.”

Will took the offered hand and shook it. “No apology needed. I am in shock, though. It’s not every day that you meet a dead man’s twin and find out he’s his son.” He glanced at Eva. “Especially when the dead man wasn’t supposed to be able to have children.”

Adam inclined his head, ignoring the aside to Eva. “I understand.”

Eva glanced at Adam. “We need to travel with Will. I need to talk to him and to Hope, to share information your father and I have learned over the years. It is of vital importance.”

Adam nodded. “Of course. Where are we going?”

“We shall travel to the headquarters of the Alliance. That is the group Will started to fight the Aliomenti.”

Adam’s eyes widened with delight. “I’m ready to leave when you are.” He glanced at Will. “Do you have any form of transport to the location in question?” He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I’ve heard much about you from my father, and never thought I’d actually meet you in person. It is truly an honor.”

“The feeling of shock at our meeting is mutual,” Will replied. “I do have a means of transport to our destination, but we’ll need to wait a few hours before it’s available.” As Eva and Adam watched, he activated a voice transmitter worn on his wrist like a watch, and conversed with the Nautilus. The ship was able to identify his location through the GPS chip in the watch, and set a course toward the island of Atlantis. The submarine arrived ninety minutes later, and Will teleported the three of them aboard.

"This is amazing!” Adam exclaimed, looking around in awe. “I doubt the Aliomenti have something like this.” He glanced at Will. “How did you come to build this?”

“I didn't actually build this one,” Will admitted. “I built the first ship of this type centuries ago, continued to enhance it, and then others in the Alliance took over. They built another twenty ships of this type, of all different sizes, and continued to improve upon them. They rebuilt my original ship a few decades ago, which is stowed underwater far from here.”

Eva glanced around. “I do not see anyone piloting this vessel.”

“You won’t,” Will agreed. “The vessel drives itself.”

Adam’s eyes widened. “Incredible. And it will take us where we need to go?”

“It will,” Will replied. “The vessels are lined with materials which prevent Energy and other traceable signals from escaping, so we’re protected from detection by the Aliomenti here.”

They spent much of the two-day journey sleeping—Will and Adam slept on the floor while Eva took the single sleeping cot—and discussing how Eva and Adam had come to spend much of their time living on Atlantis. They’d needed a location near England to serve as a temporary residence, a spot where the Aliomenti wouldn’t think to look, and Eva believed that the site of an abandoned Aliomenti outpost was an ideal location, much as she’d explained to Will earlier. Exploration revealed the underground river and tunnels, and they were able to isolate themselves there when necessary as part of their work.

Will didn’t ask why their work required them to live in isolation, and in that specific spot. Eva wasn’t in a sharing mood.

They finally arrived at the dock outside the tunnel, and Will moved them aboard a pod shuttle for the final leg of the journey to the Cavern. He glanced at Adam. “You, in particular, will need to stay aboard this shuttle until I come for you.”

“Why?”

“At a glance, everyone there will assume you are your father, and since it’s well known that he’s dead… it would raise difficult questions. Let me spread the word first, to avoid the shock, and then I’ll come for you.”

Adam considered this and then nodded. “I understand.”

“Should I wait as well?” Eva asked.

Will shook his head. “No, there’s no need. We’ll go straight to Hope. Just remember: people here know her as the Shadow. We don’t want her real name—current or past—reaching Arthur’s ears.”

Will teleported the two of them to the beach while Adam waited inside. There were a few double takes, but no one thought anything of it. Visitors were assumed to be new recruits to the Alliance cause, and Eva’s appearance with Will gave the occasion added credibility. They walked over a pair of bridges and two of the rivers in the underground city. Will pointed out various features as they walked, and Eva marveled at the ingenuity of it all.

They finally reached the small dwelling that Will and Hope shared, and he stepped inside. Hope glanced up, smiling. “You're back.”

He nodded. “There’s someone here that I think you’d like to see.” He stepped aside, and Eva stepped into the room.

Hope’s eyes grew wide, and the silence was powerful. She finally rose from the desk she was sitting at, raced to Eva, and threw her arms around her mentor and friend, sobbing.

Eva, for only the second time since Will had known her, allowed the emotionless mask of her face to crack, and the tears rolled down her cheeks as well.

Will stepped out, leaving them alone. They had a lot of catching up to do.

Peter, one of the first members of the Alliance, walked by, a curious look on his face. “New recruit?”

Will could only nod. “Something like that. She’s someone I thought long dead, and I’m happy to find she’s alive. She was one of the first of the Aliomenti, long hidden from Arthur’s reaches.”

“Who is she?”

“It’s Eva.”

Peter’s eyes widened. “Really? But I thought she was… no, wait, forget what I thought. She’s alive? She’s here? That’s… that’s amazing!”

Will smiled. “It most certainly is. Can you help spread the word to meet at the beach? There’s something else I need to tell everyone, and it’s best if everyone hears it at the same time.”

Peter nodded. “Sure thing, Will. See you in bit.” He set off, pausing to chat with a few residents before he sent a broadcasted telepathic message to the entire Cavern. Will felt the Energy from the message wash over him.

The announcement would prove interesting.

Will walked back into his home, and found Eva and Hope sitting on a sofa together. Both sported red eyes from the tears that had been shed, but Will didn’t need his empathy skills to recognize what he was witnessing. Explanations had been provided, tensions had been released, sins forgiven, and the two were acting as if the past centuries hadn’t happened.

He cleared his throat to get their attention. “I wanted to let you know that I’ve called for a meeting at the beach with everyone here, but I wanted to tell Hope what I was going to say ahead of time. It might be better if you told her, Eva.”

Eva glanced at him, and then nodded. “Will has no doubt told you of the messages Adam delivered as he lay dying.”

Hope nodded. “Of course. He said to find you, gave Will a chain with some vials on it, and told Will he had a son.”

“Will succeeded in the first part, and I will tell both of you what those vials mean shortly. What Will plans to tell the group is that the third part is true. Adam does indeed have a son.”

Hope snorted. “That’s impossible.”

Eva glanced at Will. “It is clear that the two of you were meant for each other. I seem to recall having this conversation earlier.”

Will grinned at Eva, and then looked at Hope. “It’s true, Hope. Adam’s son—also called Adam—is in one of the pod shuttles. He looks just like his father. Strikingly so. I wanted to warn everyone before he came ashore and people wondered if Adam had returned from the dead. That’s what the meeting is about: letting everyone know about Adam the son and the reunion with Eva after too long a separation.”

Hope looked between Will and Eva, wondering if this was a joke. “You’re not kidding, are you?” Seeing nothing in either face to suggest anything other than complete honesty, she slumped back into the sofa. “So it’s true, then? I guess nothing is impossible, is it?”

“Indeed,” Eva replied. “Finally, someone understands.”

They spent the next fifteen minutes walking to the beach, and Will climbed atop a small box to address the crowd. “Thank you, all of you, for coming. I called this meeting to alert everyone to the arrival of two new members of our group. Like the Shadow, they will not reside here on a regular basis, as they will focus on continuing the good work they’ve been doing Outside over the past many years. But as one of them bears an uncanny resemblance to one of our number who has recently died, I wanted to be sure that all of you know that you aren’t seeing a ghost or someone returned from the dead.”

He gestured at Eva. “First, all of you have heard the story of the founding of the Aliomenti, of the first group who worked tirelessly to build the first fortunes, who sought without success to unlock the secrets of what we know today as Energy. A terrible tragedy occurred, and in the public version of the story, only three survived. As the Aliomenti tell the story, those three survivors were able to develop Energy skills and build the Aliomenti into an international commercial force. But the story isn’t accurate. What Arthur didn’t know is that a member of that first group, a woman he thought dead, actually survived and left before the tragedy occurred. We’d lost track of each other, and I long feared she was dead. I recently learned I was wrong in that belief, and I’m thrilled to report that after years apart, we were reunited only a few days ago. I’d like to present Eva to the group.”

There were gasps of shock. The history of the Aliomenti was studied by all members of the Alliance, and those studies included the “prehistory” tales of Will, Arthur, Adam, Eva, the Traders, and the lessons learned from their failed efforts to find and develop the mysterious Energy all Aliomenti and Alliance members used today. Eva was something of a folk hero; her trading techniques, which did not require Energy to work, were studied by those heading Outside for commercial sales roles. There was the legend of Eva standing up for the weak and oppressed, which many Alliance used as a metaphor for their own efforts to lift humanity to ever-greater heights.

The legend was real, and now she was here.

Cheers erupted from the group, and those standing nearby offered handshakes, friendly claps on the shoulder, and even a few hugs. Eva looked stunned. Her last association with a group of people had been nothing like this. She’d been ostracized, isolated, and banished. Arthur and his personal bodyguard, Maynard, had literally stabbed her in the back, leaving her for dead. Will had been able to intervene and save Eva’s life, but the experience had scarred and soured her. Her long isolation was quite understandable given that experience.

And yet for the third time in only a few days, Will watched Eva's eyes water once more. He wondered if the woman’s tough outer shell was finally cracking.

Once the crowd had finished their exuberant welcome for Eva, they turned back to Will, who held his hand up for quiet. “Nearly thirty years ago, the Shadow and I returned here to report a great tragedy. We had lost Adam, and buried him here in the Cavern the following day. It was a difficult time for all of us. As he was dying, Adam gave me two messages. He first told me to find Eva, and at long last we were able to do just that.” A cheer rose again, and Eva actually blushed. Will chuckled. Even in the memory of that sad day, they were finding the good news to cheer. “But Adam told me something else that day, something that was impossible. Stubborn though I might be, I think I’ve finally learned something these past few days. There is no such thing as impossible. You see, Adam told me that he had a son.”

Gasps of shock rose from the crowd. Many of them had children, but those children were born to those who had not yet consumed ambrosia when the children entered the world. Adam, a man over nine hundred years old, was not one who’d avoided ambrosia.

They’d all realized the implications, just as Will had when he actually met that son.

“I thought that was impossible. But that was before I actually met Adam’s son, who is also called Adam. I wanted to tell all of you this before he comes ashore, for I will tell you now that the resemblance between father and son is striking.” He watched the shocked faces for a moment. “Let me go get him now.”

Will teleported into the pod, where Adam stood waiting. “Ready to go meet everyone?”

Adam took a deep breath. “I suppose I am.”

Will put a hand on his shoulder and teleported them back to the beach.

The crowd gasped in shock once more, but once they’d collected themselves, the roaring welcome for young Adam was just as effusive as that for Eva. Adam looked uncomfortable with the attention.

The crowds dispersed a while later, and the four of them returned to Will and Hope’s home to talk.

Will glanced at Eva. “You’d mentioned that there were several things you would tell me when you could talk to both me and Hope at the same time. Something about this.” He tugged on the chain around his neck. “Can you tell us now?”

Eva nodded. “Centuries ago, during our long isolation from each other, I decided to return to the Ambrosia forest. We had figured out that he knew the secret to reverse the effects of ambrosia, at least temporarily, and I was determined to learn those secrets directly from the source. After a time, it became obvious to me that we were unlikely to find the answers on our own, and that such research was unnecessary when we knew of one who knew the answers we sought. When I arrived at the forest, I was not subtle. I entered the forest, located Ambrose, turned us both invisible, and floated both of us several hundred feet into the air. He was terrified. I told him that he needed to tell me the secrets of reversing the effects of the fruit. He was motivated to do so, and he did as I asked. The secret is blood.”

Will blinked. “Blood?” The words were a shock. They’d been looking for changes to the walls and structure of the cells forming the physical body. If the changes occurred to the blood of the body, their efforts would never reveal a cure.

Eva nodded. “You see, the fruit changes our blood, and the blood is responsible for delivering the nutrients to every cell in our body. When cells divide, they lose a little bit of life each time, and eventually that leads to aging and death. The fruit stops that loss and, as best I can determine, it can even repair what has been lost during the process in the past. That is why people who are older who take the fruit will start to look younger over time. That is how the fruit leads to immortality. When the fruit reaches reproductive cells, it causes the cells to repel each other. That is why the consumers of the fruit cannot reproduce.”

Will was stunned. It seemed so simple, and yet questions remained.

“How did he reverse it, though?” Hope asked. “I guess that makes sense, but I don’t understand how you undo the effects.”

“Blood remains the answer,” Eva replied. “You must replace the blood altered by the ambrosia with blood that is unaltered. But it cannot be just any blood. It must be the blood of a genetic match. The blood of one parent works well, the blood of both mixed together works best. Ambrose was able to use the blood of his parents for his first few outside excursions, for they were still alive at the time. But eventually his parents died; Ambrose, a selfish man, did not share the fruit with them once he realized the importance of keeping their blood pure. In later years, he found that the blood of one’s children could also work, though the process did not work with every child’s blood. Ambrose would obtain blood from his long-lost adult children to enable his next visit to a village to further continue his line, and would obtain that blood before introducing his progeny to the fruit. The system was self-perpetuating. It is the reason he continued to father more children through the centuries, for they provided him with continual supplies of pure blood.”

“That’s disgusting,” Hope whispered, and Will winced at the depravity of the man whose name adorned the fruit so many revered.

Will thought of something else. “How did he replace the blood in his body, though?”

Eva made a face. “He drank it.” She shivered, as did Will and Hope. “In this era, though, you would be able to do a transfusion instead.”

“So, we just need to get some of Arthur’s blood for Hope and we’re good to go, then?” Will was pleased. He himself didn’t need a cure because, despite his original beliefs, their issues in bringing Josh into the world were due to the ambrosia impacting Hope, not due to any problems with him. If they could get Arthur’s blood…

“That is not exactly correct,” Eva replied. “Ignoring the logistical challenges, Arthur’s blood wouldn’t work. You see…”

“Arthur’s blood is currently tainted by ambrosia,” Hope said, the sad realization dawning on her face. “Even if we got the blood… it wouldn’t do me any good. And since Mother is dead…”

“So we’re back to where we started, then?” Will felt his heart sink. They’d learned the secret, only to realize that the cure still wasn’t available to them. “And what do we tell all of the others? They’re likely in the same predicament. Parents won’t be alive to provide the blood for their children—or they took the ambrosia after their children were born, not realizing what they were doing.” He shook his head. “What can we do?”

“You have an eternity to answer that question,” Eva replied. “Ambrose figured out that dirty blood causes the effects, but the only method he knew to fix it was a replacement effort using clean blood from genetic matches. With the technology you have developed here, based upon the strange boat that piloted itself here with me inside… I suspect you can figure out a different way to make it work for everyone.”

Will glanced at Hope. “We don’t have an eternity to wait, though. If we don’t figure this out in the next half century or so, it won’t matter for us.”

Eva arched an eyebrow. “Predicting your own deaths, Will?”

Will shook his head. “No. Well, not exactly. Let’s just say that we have strong reasons to suspect that if we’re going to have children, the optimal time will occur in just over fifty years.”

Eva pointed at Will. “If that is true, I suggest you take a closer look at those vials Adam provided.”

Will frowned, but he pulled the chain off his neck and stared at the vials. The metal was smooth and cool, and he didn't recognize the material. But his closer examination of the vials did reveal something he’d not noticed before.

Several of the vials were marked with the letter E. The others were marked with the letter S.

“What do the letters mean?” Will asked.

“The vials are gifts from Adam,” Eva replied. “The letters represent the names of two people he wanted to help resolve the ambrosia issue. One of those people is his son.” She pointed at the vials labeled with the letter S. Young Adam’s eyes widened. “And the others are for a woman he always thought of as Elizabeth.” She indicated the vials with the letter E.

“But… what’s in the vials?”

“Blood,” Eva said. “Adam figured out an approach that got him clean blood he could use, and in that state, he fathered his son and saved his own clean blood to ensure his child would one day have that same chance.” She glanced at Hope. “And he also figured out a way to get blood that would enable the one he knew as Elizabeth to do the same.” She smiled at Hope, whose face morphed from shock to confusion to elation.

“Congratulations, Hope. Those vials mean that you will be able to have the child you have always desired. It was Adam’s final gift to both of you.”
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Will stared at Eva. Was it possible?

Hope’s eyes widened in shock. “But that’s… how… how did he…”

Eva smiled. “Adam was many things, but never one prone to sharing his secrets. I do not know how he got that clean blood, or what he needed to do to make sure it was what you needed. But I do know that he would not have given those vials to Will had he not been certain it would work for you.” She glanced at the younger Adam. “For both of you.”

Hope looked at Will, her face full of light. “That means we need to make sure we get blood from one of your parents, and then…”

Will shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary.” But his face fell at her words, deep in thought, a memory struggling to reach the surface of his mind.

Eva looked chagrined. “I do not believe we can do that, unfortunately. We are fortunate that Hope still has a living parent, but as for Will…” Her eyes fell.

Will and Hope looked at each other and laughed. Eva’s eyes snapped back to them, confusion covering her face.

“Sorry, Eva,” Will said, smiling. “But after everything we’ve gone through, that part of the process is actually the easiest part to accomplish.”

Eva and Adam exchanged glances. “Are you trying to say that one of your parents is still alive?” Adam asked. “How would we get clean blood from them? Surely they must be using ambrosia themselves if they’re still living after so many centuries.”

“They’re both very much alive,” Hope said, chuckling. “And I assure you, their blood is quite clean.”

“But how?” Eva said. “That seems… impossible.”

Will arched an eyebrow. “We’ve had this conversation many times in the past few days, Eva. That word is meaningless.”

To his surprise, Eva smiled and bowed. "Touché, Will. But I fear still do not understand, there is clearly a piece of this puzzle I do not yet possess. Are your parents both members of the Aliomenti? If so, how is it that their blood is clean? They must be incredibly old.”

“Not exactly,” Will said. “As of this moment, my father is four years old, and my mother just celebrated her first birthday.”

Eva looked at him sharply, and Will watched her piece it all together. Her face lit up with shock when she finally realized the truth.

And then she laughed.

“I still don’t understand,” Adam said. “How can you explain that? How can you be nine centuries old, yet your parents are young children? What am I missing?”

"At some point in the future, the Alliance will create a machine that travels in a very different way,” Will replied. “It will not travel from one location on the planet to another. It will travel to another time.” Will looked Adam in the eye, making certain that the son of the man he’d known so long knew that Will was telling the truth. He felt Adam’s Energy circling him, looking for empathic messages to suggest that this was a strange joke. Adam found nothing of the sort.

Adam looked away as the meaning of the words began to sink in. “You’re telling me that you’re not even born yet?”

Will nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. I was born on January 7th, 1995. When I was twenty-five years old, I met a beautiful young woman named Hope.” He glanced at Hope and arched an eyebrow. “She was actually a bit older than she let on.”

“A woman never reveals her age,” Hope said, deadpan, and the room erupted in laughter.

“Four years later, our son was born,” Will continued. “Six years after that, I was attacked by the Hunters and rescued by three people with a time machine. One was my adult son. One was my adult daughter, whom I'd never met, who I never even knew to be on the way. And one of them…” He hesitated.

But Adam picked up on the cue. “One of them was… me?”

Will nodded. “I thought that man was your father. Hope and I told him the truth about my origins, and he’d worked with us to start planning the work that needs to be done to ensure everything that day occurs as it must. You see, I spent time two centuries in the future, learning about Energy and some of the technological advances of the age. And then… I was sent back to the past. Hope needed me.”

Eva stared at Will. “I never figured that out, not in all of the time we spent together. Yet it explains your advanced Energy development when we first met, and how you were able to imagine and build so many of the innovations we have seen. They were memories for you, memories you introduced into that past.”

Will nodded. “I’m not that clever. I just had the advantage of a millennium of human advancements to draw from.”

Adam looked at Hope, and then back to Will. “If you thought the third person in that group was my father… I can’t imagine how devastating his death must have been.”

Will’s head dropped. “When your father died, I believed we’d failed in our mission. But when I met you… I realized I’d had the wrong man in mind the entire time.”

Hope nodded. “It was a terrible loss, on so many levels, not the least of which was that Adam had become a great friend. But we’ve also realized that neither of us can influence events on that day in the future. Adam had agreed to oversee everything.”

Adam looked puzzled. “Why can’t you influence everything? More to the point, why can’t you just stop everything?”

Will sighed. “My experiences before being sent to the past were designed to answer questions like that, even though I didn’t realize it for quite some time. If I’d been sent directly to the past and told my mission, I wouldn’t have been prepared for the challenges I’d face. They needed time to prepare me, and there was no better time than their present—my future—to instruct me. But they also allowed me to make mistakes, to help me learn the lessons I needed to learn. One of those mistakes led to me meeting Arthur, the Hunters, and the Assassin, all in that future. They needed me to meet them, to see them all still alive and functioning, because if I hadn’t, I most certainly would have had no qualms about eliminating all of them. For some reason, some crazy reason I don’t yet understand, it’s critical that those men survive. I needed to see that, and I was enabled to see that they lived.”

Eva nodded. “I wondered for years why you did not kill Arthur and take Hope from the village. But now I understand. That must have been very difficult for you.”

Will nodded. “When they attacked me, they had no idea of Hope’s true identity. I suspect that if they’d known she could have eliminated the Assassin without breaking a sweat, they might have planned things differently. But they didn’t. And so we’ve made sure that none of them know who she truly is. It’s why she’s known here as the Shadow. Keeping both her original and current names out of the minds of the Hunters will keep them ill-prepared to deal with her, and will prevent Arthur from launching a massive search effort to find her. They didn’t know who she was that day. In fact, in that even more distant future, they made comments leading me to believe she'd died that day. Which means…”

“Which means that Hope must play human during that time, and likely in the time leading up to those events,” Eva concluded. “And that means that as much as she might be able to help with the planning, at some point she will need to extricate herself from everything and react to events as they happen. As a human.”

Adam glanced at Will. “You mentioned that you can’t influence anything either. Why is that?”

Will glanced at the floor. “I was sent back in time with a bit of technology that displayed messages to me at certain key points in time. It wasn’t something that operated frequently; I was meant to live this life, not simply to follow a script. The entries have made it clear to me that they have no record of me existing—in this form, as the thousand year old Energy user—starting around the time I was originally born. I don’t know if I choose to go into hiding, if something prevents one person from existing twice in the same time, or if I will die or be killed. Whatever the reason, it’s clear to me that I cannot do it all. We must assume that, starting in 1995 at the very latest, I will not be able to do anything.”

It was a painful statement for Will to make, and he punched the table in frustration. His childhood had taught him that he couldn’t rely on anyone but himself, and even during the years he and Hope were married, he had trouble stepping aside and letting her take control of anything. She’d been patient, though, and he smiled at the thought now. After a thousand years, she knew him well, knew how to encourage him and soothe him, knew how to show him where he could let go. He wondered how close she’d come to giving him an Energy-based push in the right direction—and how often. He certainly wouldn't blame her if she had.

Eva shook her head. “This is a lot to process, Will.”

Hope nodded. “I’ve known for centuries, and it’s still a lot to process.” She glanced at Will. “And I’ve not even lived through all of it. Not yet, anyway.” She shook her head. “We’re trying to process all of this, but it’s so much worse for Will. Think of all of the tragedies he knew would come, tragedies he could have easily prevented, and yet for the sake of making sure that world he was born into came to exist, he had to stand down. Eva, you know Will, and Adam has probably heard stories about him. You both know how difficult that’s been. Perhaps it’s better not to know the truth. But I do, and I’m committed to making sure that everything comes to be exactly as it was meant to be.”

Eva paused for a moment. “I had not considered that part just yet, but I do understand. I know from my personal experience that the world, flawed though it may be, would have been far worse had Will not arrived at the North Village when he did. If I am to understand this revelation; if we do not ensure that the two of you meet in the future, marry, and bear your children, Will arriving will not happen. Please be assured that you will have my full support in making sure that happens.”

Will inclined his head in thanks, and Hope grasped and squeezed Eva’s hand.

Eva glanced at Adam. “I am assuming that you will assist as well?”

Adam frowned. “I… I’m not sure.” He shook his head. “This sounds complicated and dangerous. I… I’m just not sure.”

Will’s jaw dropped. Hope’s hand went to her mouth as her eyes widened. Eva stared at him. “How can you be unsure, Adam? This is the proper thing to do.”

Adam glared at her. “The success or failure of this mission has a very personal effect on the rest of you. If it fails, all of you die. There’s no such motivation for me. The only outcome resulting in my death comes if I participate.”

“That’s not true,” Hope said, startled. “If Will didn’t succeed, the three of us would never have located ambrosia, and your father would have died centuries ago, long before you were born.”

“That’s not the same thing,” Adam replied. “All of you were born independent of Will’s actions. His failure means that each of you dies a painful death or one of old age. Me? I might never have existed, but it’s not a painful end. And my father was born independent of all of this as well; there’s no proof he, as a Traveler in the original North Village, wouldn’t have come across the ambrosia anyway. If I go forward with this, and if something goes wrong? I die at the hands of those Hunters or that Assassin. If I do nothing and you fail?” He shrugged. “I just cease to be. It’s a painless end. And isn’t that what all of us want?”

Will stared at Adam, and shook his head in disgust. “When I first saw you, I confused you for your father. You look just like him, and you sound just like him. It goes to show how meaningless appearances are, though. You’re nothing like him, and I’m ashamed I ever thought the man I met in the past is the same one I knew in the future. You don’t deserve to be called his son. You’re nothing but a selfish coward.” Will turned and stormed from the room.

The fury he felt in that instant surprised him. As a man so used to doing everything himself, so unwilling to leave the key decisions to others, the idea that someone was backing out and leaving more of the work and planning in Will’s hands should have been welcome news. Will’s emotions were reeling, though. Over the course of two days he’d found Eva and Adam's son; he’d learned that the cure for ambrosia was known and that Adam’s son was living proof of that; the challenging half of the process of reversing ambrosia had been done for them. The good news was almost overwhelming. Adam’s death, what had seemed the death of their future, had neatly reconciled with known historical fact.

And then he’d learned that Adam’s son was a selfish coward. He’d floated into the air on a high of positive news, and young Adam had slammed him hard to the ground.

Why could nothing be simple and straightforward?

In all of the challenges he’d faced in his life, Will had rarely questioned the fairness of what happened to him. His childhood had been a difficult challenge; he’d used it as motivation. People had responded to his successes by trying to abduct or kill him; he’d responded by helping more people than ever. He’d been attacked for reasons he couldn’t possibly understand and sent without full understanding on a mission requiring him to live a thousand years to ensure that his wife would be around to meet him, and that his children—not just his son, but his daughter as well—would come into the world. He’d faced the challenges head on and without complaint. He’d felt anger in each of those circumstances, to be sure, but the true helplessness he felt now had been absent. They were so close to that key event in history, and so well-prepared to meet the obstacles that day would bring… and the single weak spot was a man he’d thought would be their strength, the glue to bind everything together.

Will sat on the ground. He wasn’t much of a crier, but if he was, if he truly knew how, this would be the time. Instead, he closed his eyes and pounded the ground.

He sensed Hope walking toward him, and sitting down next to him. “Eva’s talking to him privately. She asked me to come find you while she does that. I know you’re frustrated, Will, and I am as well. I can’t deny it. But as strange as it seems, we have a lot of time. We don’t know how long it took Adam to come around to our cause in the history you remember; for all we know, it took him a decade. But we’re still left with plenty of time to bring him on board. And there’s plenty that we can do in the interim.”

Will looked at her, his face and mood sullen. “I struggle to believe the man I just witnessed will provide the input and action required to match what I remember. Perhaps I’m remembering a history where the original Adam survived after all.” He pulled his knees to his chin and wrapped his arms around his legs. “Perhaps his death really was that major change we couldn’t anticipate that changes everything.”

Hope leaned in closer. “We don’t know that, though. We've not gotten anything from either diary to indicate what happened in the past, to tell us if this is what happened the last time.”

“But the lack of information from the diaries doesn’t tell us anything. If this is what happened, telling us that the original Adam’s death was what had always happened, telling us to expect his son’s intransigence… knowing that is hardly going to motivate us right now, is it? And if the original Adam didn’t die, they’d have no reason to bring it up. Whether this is what happened or it isn’t, we’re not going to be told about it from the future.”

Hope put her hand on his arm. “All I’m saying is this: Let’s give Eva some time to work on him, Will. You might recall that she can be very persuasive when she wishes.”

Will gave her a faint smile. “What’s being asked of Adam isn’t something I’d want taken on by a man who has to be sold on the mission. If it’s not something he wants to do, something he demands to do; then what happens when the going gets tough? What happens when he has to do something difficult, or make a difficult decision? He can’t run to Eva to complain and have her sell him once more on the need to continue. If that’s his motivation, those continual pep talks? It only takes Eva failing once for everything to fall apart. We can’t trust this to someone likely to wilt under pressure.”

Hope sighed. “I’m electing to be patient now, Will, just as we did when we buried the original Adam years ago. We still have too much to do, regardless of the younger Adam’s choices. I’m not giving up. Not until they bury me.”

“I guess I need to get some more patience. Maybe I used it all up over the past nine centuries.” He sighed, and offered her a faint smile. “Got any extra you can sell me?”

Hope shook her head. “I’m afraid I need all the patience I have to deal with the stubborn men in my life.” She gave him a playful punch in the arm. Will winced in pain, but she’d managed to break his sour mood, at least enough to get him motivated to move again.”

Peter walked by, spotted them, and trotted over. “So, lots of us have been talking about the new people here, and want to know if we’ve understood everything correctly. This new Adam’s existence means that reversing the ambrosia is definitely possible? And that we now have an understanding of the approach?”

Hope nodded. “Yes. We were just discussing it, because it’s not an easy solution, and right now it still wouldn’t be available to everyone… perhaps not to anyone. But we’ll have enough information that we can work on fixing that, rather than the previous research that looked in the wrong places.” She thought for a moment. “Our newest recruits will have any easier time of it, so we’ll start setting up meetings about the approach soon to walk through everything.”

Hope glanced at Will, who had resumed his gloomy expression, and poked at him. He frowned, and glanced at Peter. “Hope’s right. They talked to us first since they knew us best, but we’ll start to get the word out. Most people won’t be able to use the technique right away, though. It’s going to take a lot of time to really get this to work for everyone.” He frowned.

“Ah, but I suspect that there’s a technology we can develop to work out those kinks, right?” Peter grinned. “And time is something we’ve all got in spades. We’re not shooting in the dark now, and that’s what’s important.” He started backing away. “I’m going to go let everyone know. Can’t wait to hear how this will work!” He bounded off.

Will watched him leave. “I’d argue that Peter is the first Aliomenti child since Elizabeth.” He couldn't help but laugh.

“Will?”

He spun around. Adam stood there, with Eva at his side. She wore her usual expressionless face. Adam, in contrast, wore the expression of someone who had seen a new reality, whose life has changed in one transcendent instant. Will was familiar with that expression; he’d seen it hundreds of times with each new recruit as they felt their Energy flow for the first time. Life truly would never be the same for them.

“I came to apologize, Will.” Adam said. He shook his head, eyes downcast. Will’s empathy picked up only one emotion: shame. “Everything that you and Hope told me… it was overwhelming, and it seemed like such an immense amount of work and catching up to do that… well, it scared me.”

“That’s understandable,” Hope said her voice soothing and calm. “When I learned that truth, I was absolutely terrified. And I had nearly a thousand years to live before any of this planning needed to happen.”

Adam’s eyes flicked toward Hope before his gaze returned to the ground. “That’s a generous attitude. Was my reaction understandable? Yes. But was it acceptable? No. You were right, Will. My father would have been ashamed of me for even suggesting that I might not be part of this. He told me about you, told me about Hope, and made it clear to me that the greatest thing anyone can be involved in is something both of you are pursuing with a passion. I shouldn’t have been terrified. No, I should have been honored to be asked to be part of this, to be trusted with your secret, Will.” He glanced at Eva. “My motivation, my courage to act, has always been there. Sometimes, though, you need a reminder, not of the what, but of the why. Thankfully, she provided that reminder, one I’ll never need to hear again.” He nodded at Eva before returning his gaze to Will. “My father promised to help you see this through, and he was willing to die to make sure both of you lived. It would be an insult to his memory for his death to have been in vain. I owe it to him, and to both of you, to give this my all.”

He held out his hand to Will. “Partners?”

Will hesitated.

Was this the same man who had shrunk before this duty just moments earlier? He spoke of courage and motivation, and used the memory of his father as his cause to fight through. Was that enough? Will thought of his own father, and wondered if he’d believe in a cause so strongly because that man had done so. He doubted it. But his disappointment with his upbringing had been the fire he’d needed to transform his life, and those of others. Perhaps, just perhaps, the reference to young Adam as a coward who had shamed his own father’s memory had been the similar spark.

He looked deep into Adam’s eyes, listened to the emotions his empathic Energy received. He saw nothing but determination and fearlessness, a belief in a greater good even Will couldn’t see. This man in front of him was, finally, the man he’d meet again in the future.

And that was the man he needed.

Will clasped Adam's hand the two men shook.

“Partners.”
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“The Assassin does not waste movement when provided with a kill assignment,” Eva said. The Cavern engineering team watched as she sketched a conceptual diagram on the holographic display behind her. “With the assistance of the Hunters he locates his target, with his well-developed empathic push Energy skills lures them somewhere he cannot be seen, and then inflicts the killing wound immediately. Once isolated, we believe that his empathy push turns to a sensation of overwhelming terror, which has the effect of keeping the victim from crying out. The kill stroke is always the same: a straight thrust with a sword no more than two feet in length, directly into the vital organ region of the torso.” She paused. “We do not believe he taunts or tortures his victims while they live, but we do have reason to believe that he may elect to watch them die before he departs the premises.”

Will spoke. “The Assassin does do his victims the… courtesy… of looking them in the eye when he stabs them. He’s a more civilized killer than those from bygone days.”

Eva looked up from the holographic design board, surprised to see that Will had joined their discussion. The labs were large, open rooms inside one of the largest buildings within the Cavern, and the design encouraged mingling and sharing of ideas and insights. The air was chilled, both to cool the ever-growing amount of electronic and computer equipment, and to aid the researchers in staying awake and focused as they worked to solve complex problems. The building possessed a curious combination of odors: soldering guns burning, formaldehyde preserving cells, refrigerant used to chill the blood used to research ambrosia cleansing techniques, and the sweat of researchers frustrated in the pursuit of their goals.

This meeting room boasted one of their more advanced design tools: a holographic screen that allowed researchers to draw concepts, move them around, and add three dimensions to their conceptual pictures. It was in high demand, and though everyone enjoyed playing with the technology, all had made a concerted effort to keep time in the design room to a minimum. They’d considered deploying the technology through the research labs, but most of the resident researchers admitted that having a single system of this sort forced them to focus and avoid distractions.

Will looked more closely at the images Eva had been discussing. “That looks like body armor.”

Eva nodded. “That is correct, Will.” She gave a faint smile. “The designs do account for the possibility that cowards like Arthur Lowell choose to bloody their own hands, though we know that has a low likelihood of occurrence.”

Eva and Adam—young Adam, the son—were spending additional time in the Cavern, far more than Will suspected either had ever intended. Though far younger then Eva, Adam was still older than the members of the Alliance. He also had absorbed significant amounts of intelligence and insight about the Aliomenti elites from his father, who’d been part of their inner circle before being confirmed a traitor and killed. Eva had known Arthur even long than Will, since he’d been a very human youth. She’d captured her personal observations on Arthur, as well as the significant intelligence on the Hunters and the Assassin that witnesses and the few survivors were able to provide, to devise defensive technologies designed to increase odds of survival in the event of an attack. Since she'd nearly died in a manner reminiscent of the Assassin’s preferred method of execution, she was well-suited and highly motivated to provide insights and ideas to counter those efforts.

Will, who himself had survived—or would survive—just such an attack, was interested in their approaches as well. He gestured at the hologram. “Please continue. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“As I was noting to the team, Will, we do have an advantage in that we know how the Assassin and, where necessary, the Hunters choose to kill. They use blades and stab through the torso. They do not use firearms, and they do not aim for killing strikes below the waist or above the shoulders. Our intent is to build some type of body armor that looks like regular clothing. That armor will feature advanced technology that can protect the wearer in the event the Aliomenti attempt to inflict fatal wounds. There are recent human innovations which provided us with the initial basis of the idea.”

Will nodded. “So, it’s something like a bulletproof vest, then?” The Alliance had made it a point to remain aware of news events and, more critically, innovations in the human world. They had no issue with borrowing ideas from humans, any more than they had concerns with sharing their own advances in their subtle manner.

The Aliomenti would accept no such two-way innovation.

“It is similar, but not exactly the same. You see, we want the attacker to believe that the murder attempt was successful. Creating a vest which would cause the blade to bounce away would be simple. However, if that happened, the Assassin would respond by going after the legs or, worse, the neck and head. We want them to believe that the stabbing effort produced the desired effect to discourage those extra efforts.”

Will frowned. “I’m not sure I follow. How can you make that work? Some type of illusion?”

Eva shook her head. “This team has created a new technology for working with metal. Historically, you heat the necessary quantity of metal until it is in liquid form. You then transfer that molten metal to a form, a substance able to withstand the temperatures. The mold provides shape to the liquid as it cools. This has been the approach for centuries. However, we are working with something that does not require all of those steps. Rather than heating metal and shaping it while it is hot and malleable, this technology allows them to create a mold for the metal which accepts room temperature metal directly. When this metal is pushed into the special molds, it shapes the metal just as though the metal had been heated until in a liquid state. The technique does not use heat, and would thus be safe to wear. It works by tearing the inserted metal apart at an atomic level and allows the atoms to reform themselves into the shape provided by the mold.”

Will considered this. “So… basically this material will… eat the sword if the Assassin tries to stab you?”

Eva smiled, and several of the engineers watching the exchange laughed. “That is not quite the analogy I would use, but it is accurate as it goes. The challenge we face is not the… consumption of the sword. We are able to do that today. The challenge comes from having the sword emerge on the opposite side in the correct shape and at the correct angle relative to where it entered.” Seeing Will’s confusion, she continued. “If the Assassin stabs you such that his entire sword enters your body in the area of the stomach, for example, it will enter at a certain angle. If the blow is delivered with sufficient force, as the Assassin seems wont to do, the point should emerge on the opposite side at a location and angle consistent with the entry. If the sword vanishes, he will become suspicious.”

She pointed to the diagram. “We are attempting to turn this technology into a sword splitting vest. The vest would be one of the specialized forms worn as a thin layer of clothing outside the intended victim’s body. The first phase of the development of the product will be used to ensure that the vest will, as you eloquently put it, 'eat' the sword. The second phase involves making the sword point reemerge through the back, but always from the same spot. Our hope in that version is that the Assassin would be disinterested in the difference between the angle of entry and the angle of exit. And the third and final phase would further expand the technology such that the sword reemerges exactly where it should. If the Assassin stabs you through the heart, the point should emerge at a different location than if he stabs you in the lower regions of the abdomen. We can put these into the field at any point, though we suspect they would prove most effective when the second phase is complete. We suspect it will take thirty years before we advance the technology through the third phase of testing, however.”

Will thought through that, and then nodded. “That’s absolutely brilliant. Will the material reform the sword when he pulls it back out of the victim?”

Eva’s face clouded. “I do not understand.”

“Typically, if one kills in battle with a sword, they will remove the weapon from the victim’s body. The sword would be soaked with blood and other bodily material. You would remove the sword from the victim so that you can use the weapon to kill again. What am I asking is whether the sword that is split to avoid actual damage will reform when the killer pulls it out of the victim’s body?”

Eva’s face fell, as did the faces of the engineers on the team. “We… I fear we had not considered that detail. This will prove to be a setback. I fear we have failed with this effort.”

Will shook his head. “I disagree. The most advanced phase of the technology is one we’d need to put on the intended human victims of the Assassin because he won’t expect them to be able to defend themselves. For Aliomenti caught in a fight, however, even the first phase of the technology would provide a tremendous advantage. The Aliomenti expect a fight from the Alliance; they’ll think we’ve just figured out how to use Energy to grab and hold swords. The sword eating version would be fantastic for us for just that reason.” Seeing the looks of confusion, Will explained. “If the Assassin watches one of us survive when his sword goes in and comes out the other side, they’ll realized we have advanced technology able to protect ourselves and humans. If our people sport sword eaters, they’ll assume it’s an Energy trick and won’t think to adapt their killing strategies for the humans, whom we’ll protect with the more advanced technology. It’s deception.” He grinned. “Plus, the sword eating technology would actually disarm those trying to stab us.”

Eva chuckled. “Now that could prove entertaining. I would enjoy seeing the faces of the Hunters or Assassin when they find themselves disarmed in such a fashion. I do suspect that our people would ensure they depart from a fight long before a sword could hit them.”

Will shrugged. “You can never be too sure. All variations of this technology will save lives. And with the uptick in Aliomenti abductions via the Hunters and executions by the Assassin… we need this technology.” He glanced at the engineering team. “Good work, everyone.”

They nodded, their faces showing their eagerness to move forward, and Will left the room.

The Hunters had grown more aggressive over the past few decades. That was, in part, because they’d become more aware that the Alliance was “stealing” their people away—and Arthur wanted his minions back. After a decade or more inside the Cavern—after first being carefully and safely separated from their tracking chips on the Outside—the escapees would go Outside in Alliance-style roles in human communities. They’d be spotted there by Aliomenti spies. The spies would report their findings to the Elites, and Arthur would direct the Hunters to set up reconnaissance. All of their best efforts to protect the escapees from recapture were thwarted; the defectors would inevitably be seized by the Hunters and taken to the new Aliomenti Headquarters building located on a private island inside the Bermuda Triangle.

To address the ongoing efforts by the Aliomenti to enslave those freed, and to murder innocent victims in the process, Will had suggested the idea of an Alliance force to counter the Hunters. The Hunters weren’t capable of identifying all Alliance members, just those who’d defected. Porthos was frighteningly accurate tracking defectors when prompted. But he didn’t seem to be able to identify and track direct Alliance recruits. Their strategy from the very beginning—having new recruits remain in the safety of the Cavern until they were able to Shield the Energy from any detectable emissions—was proving sound. Will wanted to use a team of direct recruits to monitor the defectors sent back outside for a period of years, standing ready to defend them from Hunter attacks—but more critically, to defend the innocent humans targeted for execution through their association with the defectors.

Will was somewhat surprised when Eva insisted upon leading that group. She’d been working on recruiting field agents for the team, and spent much of her time in the Cavern talking with top Alliance researchers about technology to enhance their ability to succeed in the mission. The sword eating technology was the latest idea in that effort.

Will had resisted the idea of Eva leading the team, primarily for selfish reasons. Eva’s work planning the necessary tasks for the next five decades was critical to the overall survival of the people most dear to him… including Eva herself. In the end, he’d relented, not that Eva had waited for his approval before seizing the role. But Will had no memory of direct encounters with Eva in his time in the distant future, and had seen no reference to her by his children, the future Adam, or in the communication from the diaries. It was entirely possible that Eva had taken on this warrior’s role… and suffered the same fate as her brother.

In the end, though, it was her choice to make.

The formation of the defense squad had an unexpected but positive impact. Eva and Adam had significantly increased the amount of time they spent in the Cavern. In the first two years after their reunion, the two had visited roughly every three months, and would stay for about a week before returning to their other tasks and activities. The approach left Will feeling anxious. Their schedule wasn’t terribly different than most of the Alliance members; few cleared for Outside work stayed in the Cavern full time, including both Hope and Will. But Will had a general idea of what everyone else was doing in their time Outside. Not so with Eva and Adam. When he pressed them, both stayed silent. He’d learned to stop pushing, struggling to trust that their secrets were kept for the good of everyone.

With their more frequent stays, Adam and Eva had moved some of their belongings into the Cavern and taken up more permanent lodging. Adam applied himself with great fervor to the task of planning the future. His efforts had shamed what Will and Hope had done, scribbling down ideas in bits and pieces as they’d thought of them. The elder Adam had sought to compile the notes into something of a diary, mapping dates and the known events that would occur.

The younger Adam took a far more thorough approach. The walls of his Cavern room were covered with timelines, identifying where each of the key figures of the future events were at each moment. He highlighted what he dubbed "assurance gaps," where there were unknown factors at play that might prevent necessary actions from happening as remembered. From all of this, he kept a list of the vast amount of preparatory work that needed to be done. Those tasks were separately collated by decade, by year, by month, and by day, depending on the proximity to the actual event and the amount of time needed to complete the task. By the time they reached Will’s thirty-fifth birthday, the nexus of all of the activity, tasks were grouped by the minute.

Will was happy they had over half a century left until it all happened.

Adam had made it a point to include the names of the humans likely to be caught in the crosshairs. Will, searching his memory, struggled to pull out the names of those who would be so greatly impacted. He knew there were two guards on duty at the time; one was engaged and one was married with a young child. He remembered an elderly neighbor being injured, but couldn’t recall who it was or whether the injury was the direct result of the Hunters’ actions or an unrelated accident. And he wasn’t certain what would happen after his removal from the twenty-first century. Others might be affected afterward, people whose names and roles he couldn’t recall.

Adam called the quartet together to summarize what he’d compiled. “This will be an immense undertaking, and what I need to understand from this group are parameters. What’s acceptable? What’s not acceptable?” At the blank looks, Adam elaborated. “Our primary focus is to ensure that Will is captured by the Hunters but not killed. Hope must be attacked, Josh must be attacked, the house must be set ablaze, but they must not be grievously injured. We cannot alter those parameters to this effort. What I need to understand is this: how many other people are we required to protect? For each additional person we try to save from the direct attack and the aftermath, we’ll need to involve additional members of the Alliance. Each additional person we involve is one more person who will know the secret of your origin, Will, and one more person who might reveal that secret to the Aliomenti. In order to plan all of this out, I need to know who else, outside of Will, Hope, and Josh, I need to account for.”

Will cringed. What Adam was asking, in reality, was who he was allowed to sacrifice to the cause. They couldn’t save everyone. And he hated the fact that he knew it was true.

Wincing, Will replied. “I’d really like to make sure that the humans directly in harm’s way are protected in some fashion. But in some cases, I know they weren’t. At least not that I could tell.” At the looks of confusion, Will elaborated. “The two guards on duty were dead when I arrived at the front gate of the neighborhood. That means, in my memory, we didn’t save their lives. That doesn’t mean we didn’t, it just means that I know there were two dead bodies there.” He shook his head. “I’d like us to protect their families, though.”

Hope glanced at Eva, puzzled by the comment.

“OK. We will make sure that the humans are unaffected, where possible, without affecting the overall mission, realizing that the two guards are unlikely to be protectable.” Adam jotted down a note. “Understood. There are the two guards—who we suspect we will lose—along with the injured neighbor, and then the fiancee, wife, and child of the two guards.”

“What?” Hope looked startled. “I don’t understand. If they aren’t even there that day, why would we need to protect them?”

“The Aliomenti are very thorough,” Eva replied. “Adam’s right. We must assume that they will decide that those assigned to protect Will at his home could be aware of his true identity. Any of those individuals or relatives could be located and executed. Or they may go after none of them. We cannot know for certain, but we can watch.”

Hope shook her head.

“For that matter, we’d need to watch all of the neighbors as well,” Will added. “The Hunters can’t be expected to know—or care—that Hope and I had little association with the other residents, so they may choose to think I’d slipped at some point, or tried to recruit some of them.”

“Just a thought,” Hope said. “But could the neighbors be Alliance members? There’s nothing that says that the people living there aren't part of the Alliance.” She looked thoughtful. “That’s a win for us—we don’t need to assign Alliance members to protect them, and they can help out as well.”

Will closed his eyes, trying to remember. “If they were part of the Alliance, they were very well disguised. My memories, faint though they are at this point, tell me that all of our neighbors were quite old—”

Hope snorted, and Will chuckled. “Okay, okay. All of our neighbors looked quite old. Not the usual appearance for Aliomenti or Alliance. That doesn’t mean that we won’t have Alliance members there, however. I wasn’t in a position to recognize the tell-tale signs when all of this happened to me the first time.”

Adam nodded. “Those are helpful points and excellent ideas to get me started. I suspect I’ll have more questions as I start to add more detail to the plan. I’ll start looking for volunteers to move to that area of the country. If there’s interest, they’ll need to start becoming successful business people, let themselves visibly age in the process, and make sure that they’re in position to live in the neighborhood. By the way, did any of the neighbors have any children?”

Will thought again. “I don’t think so, though we weren’t close with any of them. I guess that means we can’t rule out a neighborhood full of the Alliance, can we?”

“No, we can’t,” Adam agreed. “It just means that we’ll need to be sure that we either own and occupy those homes, or that we’re in position to watch them.”

“Along with the homes of the other humans directly involved, and their families," Hope added as a reminder. She nodded at Adam. “May I suggest adding a note to ask Will to try to remember names once a year until he’s successful? If it doesn’t happen, we’ll start watching those who move in or are hired near the neighborhood to figure who is at risk. One way or another, we need to be sure that we take care of everyone. Or as many as we possibly can.”

Will nodded, but he felt useless. He needed his memory sharp, but it was failing him. He understood that the human brain wasn’t meant to recall memories from nine hundred years earlier, but it didn’t lessen the regret he felt over his inability to name the people involved. That failure would delay Adam’s ability to protect them, and it might mean people that could be saved—not counting the two guards—would perish as a result.

Eva headed out to work with her defense squad members, mentioning that they were going to interview three people who had witnessed Hunter attacks during their last journey Outside. All three were direct recruits from the human population, and they’d been uncertain how to react when the Hunters and Assassin began the process of abducting and executing a combined dozen people. Eva’s team wanted to understand the tactics that were employed to track and subdue the defectors. They could analyze the approaches used by the Hunters and Assassin, look for weaknesses to exploit, and devise training and technology—like the sword splitter—to help Alliance members thwart those efforts.

If they could thwart detection efforts, they could save the lives of countless innocent humans caught in the crosshairs.

Will sulked for a moment, feeling sorry for himself over his inability to contribute, and then stood and left the room. Adam followed. The men heard a commotion near the beach, and walked in that direction.

Peter was there with a new recruit, one he’d brought to the Cavern direct from the human world based upon her lack of Energy. Peter escorted her through the crowds there to relax on the sand, stopping to greet friends and introduce the newcomer. The pair eventually met up with Will and Adam.

“Maria, I’d like to introduce you to Will and Adam,” Peter said, nodding at each man in turn. “Gentlemen, meet Maria. She’s a new recruit, and just finished her first voyage here to the Cavern.”

Adam shook her hand. “Welcome home, Maria.”

Will shook Maria’s hand in greeting as well, smiling. While he was happy that Peter had found yet another new recruit, he was struck by the emotional force of Adam’s greeting. He’d not said “home” in reference to the Cavern to represent Maria’s new perspective. Adam had long thought of the Cavern as a place to work; Atlantis was his home. But there was a powerful shift in his emotional attachment to the Cavern implicit in his words. To Adam, the Cavern had now become home. It was the place where the people he cared about, the people he loved, all lived. It was the place where he spent his most meaningful time.

The Cavern was no mere work location for Adam now. It was the place he’d defend above all others.

And those who lived there, his new family, were people he’d defend at all costs as well.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XXI

Memories

 

1977 A.D.

Will wriggled his toes to make certain he wasn’t completely immobilized. The chair felt coffin-like, like a dentist’s chair that wrapped him in a cocoon. Graham had explained that they needed to reduce current sensory stimuli for the machine to work at an optimal level. They’d already checked it for soundproofing, and Will had determined that white noise was piped in that drowned out even the sounds of his own breathing. The chair, when closed up, shut off all light save for the screens positioned in front of his face.

They hadn’t done anything with his sense of taste, though. He could still taste his lunch. He hung on to that as his last bit of humanity.

The narrow cocoon provided him only a slight glimpse of the rest of the room at the moment. The others in the room were seated around a large wooden table. Viewscreens were positioned in front of each chair. Will could feel the cool breeze piped into the room to maintain temperature control. 

Graham leaned over the narrow opening, checking the leads taped to Will’s head. “Are you comfortable?”

“Would it matter if I said no?”

Graham blanched. “There are limitations to what we can do. I realize it’s not the most… luxurious seating, but—”

“I’ll be okay, Graham.”

Graham nodded, nervous. “I’m going to close it up now. We’re monitoring your vitals, of course.”

Will nodded. Graham swung the panel around and it closed with an audible click, plunging Will into full sensory deprivation. His mind flashed back to his first visit to the Cavern, when he’d teleported into an airless void. He thought about Hope, who as Elizabeth Lowell had suffered through encasement in a true coffin, having nothing with her inside that simple pine box but the trust that Will would keep her alive.

A slight wisp of air tickled his skin, the pure oxygen that enabled him to breathe. He wiggled his toes, and they felt like they were miles away.

Seconds later, the lower screen in front of him burst forth with light, and Will was forced to blink to allow his eyes to adjust.

“Will! Are you okay? Your pulse just shot up.” Graham’s voice was in his ear, and quite loud. Will’s adjusted eyes detected his frantic face in the screen that had lit up.

“Bright light from the screen in the pitch black startled my eyes. Maybe let it turn on gradually, or just have it on when you close the door on this contraption?”

“Oh. Sorry, Will.” Graham’s face flushed on the screen. “I’ll make a note about that. I’m hoping we can turn this into a simple helmet in the future, but… that should be an easy temporary fix. How are you feeling?”

“I think we lost all of my limbs but other than that, I’m OK. Can you drop the volume in here? The speaker is right next to my ear.”

A pause. “That better?”

“Very much so.”

He could hear Hope’s voice in his ear, and her face, sporting her dark-haired appearance, appeared on the lower screen. “Graham, is there a more traditional camera in there? I want a picture of Will with everything sticking out of his hair.”

There was the sound of laughter. “Ha. Ha,” Will grumped. “I’d stick out my tongue but I’d just end up licking the screen.”

“That’s gross.”

“If I lose sensation in my mouth I might be desperate enough to give it a taste.”

“Will, if you’re truly that uncomfortable we can—”

Will chuckled. “I’m okay, Graham. It’s just a strange sensation. Are we ready?”

Graham cleared his throat. “Before we do, I just want to make sure you’re comfortable with what’s going to happen. This is, by its very nature, a very invasive technology. People might see things you’d rather they didn’t.”

Will tried to shrug, but failed. “I’m living in a community of powerful telepaths who could see what they wanted to see in the right circumstances anyway. And this is important.”

Graham nodded. “Is everyone else ready?” On the screen, Graham’s head turned side-to-side. He received nods, for he nodded once. “Okay, Will. It’s your show now. We’ll be quiet and turn off the exterior monitor.”

The lower screen blinked out, and Will was once more plunged into darkness.

Graham’s invention purported to project the images and sounds from the subject’s memory. The idea was that conscious recollections of events were tainted by beliefs and where one’s conscious focus might exist at a time. Will might be in a room and notice only Hope, but his mind would record the physical details of the room and other people there. It would also accurately remember words spoken and sounds generated. If Graham’s invention worked, Will could direct his thought to the memories of future events, and those images and sounds could be recorded for study by Adam and others involved in the efforts relating to 2030.

With his body sealed in a cocoon-like structure and all external mental stimuli extinguished, Will did as Graham had directed. He focused on the events of the day he’d been attacked, trying to force his mind to pull up as many sensory images as it could. He kept his eyes on the screen directly in front of him, ignoring the lower screen where the faces of those outside had appeared a moment earlier.

The screen remained blank. Will considered for a moment, and then closed his eyes. Though he couldn’t see anything in the total darkness, the fact that his eyes remained open provided him a lesser focus on the images in his mind than he’d experienced with his eyes closed.

He could see the walls surrounding his neighborhood. He could hear the water trickling along in the moat. He could feel the mid-winter chill of the frosty air. The smell of a distant wood fire pleased his olfactory sensibilities. Will was out of his car, walking toward the guard tower, feeling the heavy, polished black shoes on his feet. He could feel himself tighten the overcoat to help lessen the chill in the air.

He could hear gasps, and realized that those sounds weren’t coming from his memory. They were coming from the microphones of the others in the room, piped into his cocoon and projected by the microphone near his ear. With great caution, he opened his eyes.

The neighborhood was on the screen, the walls slanting up and out, the moat with the water he’d hinted might be poisoned, the barbed wire on top of the walls, the huge trees they’d left almost entirely undisturbed as they’d built it all. As the image moved, showing a slight bounce as one would see while walking along, he was able to make out the words on a sign ahead.

De Gray Estates.

“I remember,” he whispered. He felt a chill inside, not one driven by the cool oxygen pumped into the cocoon. It was the chill of recognition, the anticipation of what he’d seen and experienced that day so long ago.

He saw the guard station on his left, empty, and the forty-foot-tall guard tower to the right. A police car sat on the right hand side of the driveway, lights flashing, siren silenced, parked behind a limousine. An older man with hair of silver stood near the opened rear door of the limousine, fanning an elderly woman inside.

“Myra,” Will said. “The woman’s name is Myra. She lived in the neighborhood.”

The images shifted again. Will was walking toward the police officer, noting the heavy overcoat the man wore. The chill in the air added a slightly rosy tint to the man’s deep ebony cheeks.

“Michael… Cook? I can’t remember his last name. It’s something like Cook, but that’s not it. He’s involved somehow… more with something that would happen after this. I can’t remember that part right now, though.”

He heard himself engage the officer, inquire about the elderly woman’s condition, and then examine the buildings. He could feel a sense of pride at the security the walls provided. He’d wanted more people on the job, but the laws of the time wouldn’t allow him to purchase the weaponry needed. Instead, he’d made the fortress itself as impregnable as possible, rendering the lack of weaponry and limited number moot. If someone had the resources to scale the walls, destroy the walls, or threaten the guards into allowing them inside? Such people would have the resources to invade anything. The guards provided a human touch, a means of monitoring entry to the community. The technology was likely sufficient, but the residents enjoyed the fact that the “guards” knew them by name and could wave them in. Will winced. Those unarmed men had faced the Hunters and the Assassin.

He wanted to tell Adam that they needed to protect them, somehow.

His view panned up, taking in the brick tower up the sides until it stopped on the all-glass walls of the guard’s quarters at the top. The clear walls, constructed of bullet-proof glass, provided a panoramic view of the neighborhood and its surroundings. Will’s onscreen memory showed the huge, gaping hole in the wall nearest the driveway, shattered by an incredible force.

“The guard… the one in the tower… the Assassin killed him, threw his body through the glass and into the other building… that guard’s name was something with a D.”

The view panned to shards of glass lying on the ground. The shards looked like pieces of ice at first, but Will remembered now: there had been no precipitation that year, no moisture on the ground that could freeze. His gaze, and the onscreen view, panned to the smaller building to his left, to the massive hole in the roof where the guard’s body had entered from above. Will watched his view switch to the police officer, and the man had moved to the window offering a view into the building. The officer had stepped to the side and vomited after viewing the interior. The officer’s voice came across the speakers for all of them to hear. Two fatalities. Suspect or suspects at large. Will had known then, with no less certainty than he did now, that whoever had committed those murders was after Hope and Josh.

The vision of the officer viewing the carnage inside the guard station triggered more memories in Will. “The other guard… a name with a G. Wait… no, the woman, his wife or fiancé… hers was the name with the G. Gena? Yes, that's it, Gena. She was very young, too. His was a name with an M. Michael? No, that was officer. Matthew? That’s not right either. I’ll think of it. Definitely an M name, though.”

The view panned to the concrete gate, to the still-reeling police officer, and back to the gate. They watched from Will’s point of view as he’d tried to scramble up and over the gate, and failed. Will heard himself shout to the police officer, asking the man for help, and heard the officer refuse to help or hinder Will’s efforts. Will looked at the shorter building, to a drainage pipe on the side. They watched as Will used the pipe to scramble up to the roof of that building, and then he dropped to the ground with a brief exclamation of pain. Will winced inside the cocoon, remembering the shooting agony in his ankle and his efforts to stand. He looked toward a fleet of golf carts nearby, but all of them were in flames, and….

The screen in front of him lifted, and Graham’s ebullient face was there. Will blinked at the greater amount of light, felt the fresher air from the outside flood into the cocoon. Graham pulled the leads off Will’s head, and Will felt the moisture in his hair trickle down his face. He could hear the exterior latches being undone, and the sides of the cocoon were pulled away. Cool air bathed his body, and Will realized that he’d been sweating profusely, muscles tensing. Was it because of nerves from being in the cocoon, or from reliving those memories in such a vivid fashion? He was aware of his limbs once more, and bent his arms and legs to restore feeling and help regain his bearings. Graham offered him a hand, and Will accepted the assistance as Graham hauled Will back to his feet.

The others sat around the table, their faces ashen. Hope’s eyes were wide in shock. Adam leaned forward, scribbling furiously on a pad of paper, as if afraid that he'd forget some critical detail. Eva’s fingers were steepled in front of her face, her eyes closed as if in deep thought.

“That. Was. Amazing!” Graham exclaimed. “It worked so much better than I could ever have hoped. It was as if we were all there, living through that experience! What a thrill!”

Will turned a weary gaze toward the younger man. “Two good men were lying dead after dying in gruesome fashion in the lower building, and the Assassin was probably already in my house, preparing to set the building on fire, and readying himself to kill Hope. Thrill isn’t exactly the word I’d use to describe the situation.”

Graham’s brow furrowed. “Sorry. I hadn’t realized… wait a minute. When did the Assassin try to kill Hope? Who’s Hope?”

Will opened his mouth to reply, and then stopped. They'd kept the secret of Will's origins to just the four of them thus far.

Eva opened her eyes and her hands moved to the table. “First of all, the recordings were successful. We will be able to watch the footage at our leisure time and hear your commentary as we do, Will. Secondly, Graham needs to know what he just saw. Or didn’t you notice?”

Will looked at her, confused. “Notice what?”

“The man we saw near the car, caring for the older woman. He looked to be an older man, but there is no mistaking the face, the eyes, or mannerisms. I heard the voice as well. That man is an older-looking Graham. Graham will be there, Will. He is part of the team that executes this entire plan.”

Adam and Hope looked at each other, startled. Will gaped at Eva. He’d never made the connection… until now.

“Wait.” Graham looked around the table. “What do you mean, the older man we saw was me? How can an old man in a replay of a memory of Will’s be… me?”

Hope sighed, glanced around the table, and saw the looks of agreement. “The answer to that question is the same as the explanation for why you’ve never heard of an attack on me by the Assassin. You’ve just witnessed Will's memory of an event that won’t happen for another half century. January 7, 2030, to be exact.” She smiled. “With the proper technique, you can visibly age quite a bit in that amount of time. Trust me, I know.”

“How can Will have a memory of a future event, though?” Graham asked. “Wouldn't that be a vision, a precognition, or something like that?”

Eva shook her head. “No, it is no prediction, Graham, but a memory. To Will, that event happened centuries ago, on his thirty-fifth birthday. If we’d continued, you would have seen Adam and two others rescue Will from an attack by the Hunters.”

Graham snorted. “Will wouldn’t need rescuing by the Hunters.” Then he frowned. “How could an event in the year 2030 happen on Will's thirty-fifth birthday? He was centuries old when I met him… and that happened a few centuries ago.”

“Because I was born in the year 1995,” Will replied. “I won’t be born for another twenty years. When Adam and the others rescued me, they saved a man who had never heard of the Aliomenti, who didn’t know what Energy was, and who was very much at the mercy of the Hunters that day. The rescue was performed using a time machine that eventually deposited me in the past, outside the old Aliomenti North Village. Before I was sent back in time, Adam and two others taught me Energy and gave me other bits of guidance. I’ve been living my way back to my own birthday ever since, with complete knowledge of the advances, innovations, and key historical events that would unfold before me.”

Graham looked at all of them, looked for any tell-tale signs that he was the victim of an elaborate hoax, tested the Energy of the room for the revelation of an emotion of humor at his expense. He found none. “Clearly, all of you believe this, but…”

Will shrugged. “If your machine can only project memories, and not current ideas, then it’s easy enough to check. Look at the police car and the limousine in those images. Look at the dashboard of the car I’m driving and climb out of right at the start, how much more advanced it is than anything else you could find in the human world today. I’m living in the open in the human world in that memory, decades from now. Why? Because I had no idea there was anything else.”

Graham looked at all of them again. Then he looked at the ground and started pacing. “We’ve long been told that Will Stark, even when he was with the original Aliomenti, always had ideas that were far more advanced than anything others at the time had seen or imagined. That submarine you used to bring the first of us here so long ago… that’s something I’ll bet the Aliomenti still don’t have. And more to the point…” He paused, and looked up at Will. “You’ve never lied to me about anything. That’s got to count for something. So… as difficult as it may be to wrap my mind around it just yet, I'm just going to have to accept that what you’ve told me is true.” He shrugged. “It will take some getting used to, though.”

Eva gave Will a gentle punch in the shoulder. “See? Why can you not be more like Graham? He never used the word impossible.”

“But he thought it.”

“How would you know?”

“I'm fairly decent at telepathy.”

Adam laughed, and Hope rolled her eyes.

Graham looked thoughtful again. “If the memory we were just watching is from the future, it must be fairly important. We’ll need to keep going, but let’s give your mind a few days to rest first while I make a few of the minor adjustments you suggested earlier. Also… did you mention a time machine? Do you still have it somewhere, stowed away?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t. It… disintegrated when it took me to the past. But we won’t need it to be finished for another few centuries. Why do you ask?”

Graham stared at him. “Why do I ask? It’s a time machine! I’d love to see it. I’d love to help build it. We know time travel’s possible, because that machine put you back in the past. That means that you probably have some clues from the operation as to the design, and—”

Will chuckled, and put a hand on the man’s arm. “Slow down a bit.”

Hope nodded. “Graham, we need to put that aside for the time being, no pun intended. I’m not exaggerating when I say that ensuring that what we saw in Will’s memories happens exactly like it did on that screen earlier is of critical importance. If those events don’t happen, then none of us would be here right now, including you. Including everyone else in the Alliance. And yes, everyone in the Aliomenti as well.”

Graham looked at Will. “If you came from the future, you were probably rescued by members of the Alliance, right? And they gave you the Purge and taught you how to use Energy?”

Will shuddered. That memory of the Purge, unfortunately, wouldn’t bury itself deep in his mind. “That’s correct.”

“Why not just take out Arthur right away? We don’t need him for this all to be successful. And it would save a huge amount of grief.”

Will sighed. “Among other reasons: I promised I wouldn’t. Before I left, the Alliance members who rescued me asked me seemingly innocuous questions designed to ensure I wouldn’t do anything to disrupt the time stream. If I’d killed Arthur right away—and I could have done so—history would have unfolded far differently. I can say with near certainty that we would never have found ambrosia if that had happened. We would have died of old age, and I would have wondered what went wrong. Yes, I would have ended the life of an evil man but, in the process, ended the lives of so many innocents.”

Graham’s eyes widened as he realized the implications. “Wow. I can’t imagine the self-control it would take to let that man live. Wait… you met him in the future, didn’t you? When the Hunters came to your house? So you knew he was still alive then and you had to let him live in the past?"

Will nodded. “Over time, I watched the Hunters join the Aliomenti, and watched a man undergo a horrible ordeal that turned him into the Assassin. I knew that I could influence them, change their destinies… but my memories of them in the future told me I wouldn’t. I don’t know everything that happened or will happen, so my rule is that I won’t kill anyone. I can try to save as many people from death as possible, though. That’s why I’m so excited about Eva’s Defense Squad and the work they’re doing. We’ve saved a lot of people from certain death at the hands of the Assassin, and even if that means we’ve altered the time stream, I’m okay with it happening because we erred on the side of saving a life rather than taking one. And that’s just my nature. I have to believe that in every cycle of the time stream, I’ve tried to do that and encouraged other people. I suspect the lives we’ve saved aren’t altering the time stream at all.”

“One more question, for now at least,” Graham said. “How can I help with all of this?”

Will smiled. “Help me record my memories of that day in the future, of the days in the far distant future. Adam has taken it upon himself to plan in detail everything we need to do now and over the next half century to try to limit the damage, and to make sure that those who need to act a certain way will know to do so and be in position to do so. Help him carry out that plan as best you can. We’re keeping the whole time travel thing quiet for a bit longer, simply because we don’t have answers to all of the questions people will have. And we don’t want a lot of people going Outside with that knowledge; there’s too much risk that any of them could be captured by the Hunters, questioned, and unintentionally reveal that secret.”

Graham nodded. “I can do that. I think we’ll need to run through the sequence several times, because each time you watch your own memory on the screen, your mind should be able to remember just a bit more.”

“And I’d like to see those memories,” Hope said quietly. “Especially those from the more distant future.”

Will nodded. She wanted to see her children, grown to adulthood. She had no way of knowing how much time she’d have with them.

“And then I’ll need to prepare for my next trip to the Outside," Graham said, his voice resolute. “It appears that I’m going to need to learn how to drive a limousine.”

Will cocked his head. “Why do you say that?”

Graham pointed at the screen. “That's what your memories say I should be doing. And that's what I choose to do.”
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Members of the Alliance had, following Will’s guidance and example, eschewed the frequent use of their most noticeable abilities. The Aliomenti had long flaunted their abilities when inside designated outposts and, they suspected, were rather blatant about everything when on the string of islands in the Bermuda Triangle where they’d built their Headquarters. Over the centuries, Will had found that those who most frequently used those skills for daily tasks tended to see themselves as something other than human, something better than human. It led to the easy adoption of an attitude that saw the elimination of human life to preserve the Aliomenti’s privacy as no cause for moral concern. To the long-term Aliomenti, so enamored of their own skill and wealth, killing a few humans for the crime of possibly knowing of the existence of the Aliomenti was the equivalent of swatting a fly for creating an annoying buzzing sound.

Attitudes and thought processes would be altered. Will noted that there was an adage that said if you are a hammer, every problem looks like a nail. If you are accustomed to traveling everywhere through teleportation, you don’t see the travel challenges to a human unable to move about in that fashion. If you are able to fetch anything you need through telekinesis, you don’t recognize the challenges that humans might face in fetching objects in difficult or far-off locations. If you routinely scanned people’s thoughts and emotions to understand them as friend or foe, you didn’t understand that a human being didn’t have those tools to make a decision about who might help them and who might hurt them. Given that the purpose of those in the Alliance was to “be the change you want in the world” through the subtle improvement in the lives of the general population, it was critical that they not lose sight of their own humanity to such a degree that they forgot what it meant to be human. Losing their own humanity would prevent them from seeing and finding those incremental changes and adjustments their work required. Losing their humanity, too, could have the impact of turning them toward the Aliomenti Elites and away from the Alliance.

On a more practical level, the Aliomenti were also looking for the Alliance, and wanted nothing more than to find the mythical Alliance headquarters. Their overwhelming numbers could be brought to bear, eliminating the Alliance threat with swift finality. The more frequent the use of Energy in the Cavern, the more habitual would be its use Outside, and the greater the risk of eventual exposure of more Alliance members and the ultimate exposure of the Cavern’s location.

With all of those lessons learned, long-range teleportation was something few Alliance members ever performed. No activity used more Energy than teleportation, and the amount required grew with the distance traveled. They had the ability to compute just how far everyone could travel. Distances calculated include a “safe limit” which would leave them with at least some Energy remaining, and an “absolute maximum” distance that would leave them fully drained when the teleportation hop ended. You only wanted to do that if you knew you’d land in the company of friends, because the first person to find you in that state could capture or injure you without any difficulty. The situations which warranted the use of absolute maximum teleportation were thus exceedingly rare.

Judith’s situation was one of those rare exceptions where such absolute maximum teleportation would literally mean the difference between life and death.

Eva’s Defense Squad had detected Judith’s communication and acted quickly. They’d established various safe houses throughout the world, positioned to maximize the number of Alliance members they could reach quickly in the event of emergencies. Judith had spoken the code word to activate her invisible hands-free communication link, reporting that the Hunters had located her and were engaging her in battle.

Eva’s teams typically received adequate notification of problems. Alliance members would recognize through their Energy bands that they’d emitted enough for detection and speak to the Defense Squad, noting humans likely to be targeted by the Assassin. The Defense Squad would secure the humans away and encourage them to forget the time isolated away. They’d use scutarium clothing able to deflect Aramis’ Damper and visible body armor designed to deflect interest in sword fights. Where the Squad arrived in time, the Hunters had learned to leave and fight another day.

In Judith’s case, though, the call came in too late.

They reached her after she’d performed multiple teleportation hops, engaging the Hunters in swordplay each time. The fighting and teleportation had both taken their toll on her. When Eva and her team arrived, decked out in their armor and ready to fight, Judith was down, bloodied, and suffering the devastation of the Damper.

They were able to extract Judith from Aramis’ Damper through a bit of remote teleportation, and then chased the Hunters away. The Hunters would never admit defeat, telling anyone who listened—namely, Arthur Lowell—that they always got their target. Eva bristled at this statement, primarily because it was true. Captures were delayed, never permanently thwarted.

Once the Hunters had gone, the Squad assessed the situation. Judith was rapidly losing consciousness, but did relay to them that the Assassin had executed two humans in the area before the Hunters had set upon her. She had several gaping wounds near vital organs and was bleeding profusely. Her right arm dangled at a gruesome angle, held together by a single tendon that had survived the severing slash from a Hunter’s sword. Eva marveled that she’d managed to teleport away at all, in her condition.

The stark reality now, though, was that Judith needed immediate, massive medical intervention to survive. And the closest facility they could use was farther away than they could move her in the minutes she had left to live.

Eva muttered her code word, activating her comm link. “This is Eva. I need to do a long range teleport to our outpost on South Beach.” South Beach was the code name for a small island uninhabitable by humans, located off the southern tip of South America. It was one of their ports providing underwater Alliance transport to and from the Cavern, joined by similar ports off the southern coasts of Africa ("Sahara Beach") and Australia ("Coral Beach"). The underwater docks for the submarines featured Cavern-like cities on a smaller scale, akin to resort hotels, with temporary lodging, and restaurants. More critically for Eva’s purposes, they also boasted medical facilities that would be able to save Judith’s life.

“Confirmed. Red room.”

“Negative,” Eva replied. “I have a severely injured Outsider coming with me.”

“Affirmative. Green room will suffice for two people.”

“Eva out.” The teleportation rooms were simple rooms lined with scutarium inside and out, and allowed Alliance members to teleport to or from the ports without leaving a traceable Energy signature on the port side. All traveling Outside would visit one of the rooms at the port nearest their final destination and memorize the room. There were several rooms at each port of identical design, save for the wall color. The operators would ensure that only one person teleported into any given room, much like air traffic controllers ensured planes avoided collisions in the air. Rooms were intended to be used by a single person, which would be a problem in Eva’s case. The green rooms, meant to allow Outsiders to bring recruits into port, were larger, and that was a fit for Eva’s situation. She also wanted the operator to know she was bringing an injured person requiring medical attention.

Eva knew the distance to the green room, roughly half her maximum teleportation distance. But she’d need to move Judith as well, requiring Energy expenditure at her absolute maximum. Eva knew she needed to move quickly, but coming up short would be disastrous for both of them. She spent a moment concentrating, letting her Energy stores replenish from the brief fight with the Hunters.

She glanced at the members of her Squad. “I’ll see you back home. You might want to stand clear.”

They nodded. Long-range teleportation of the sort she’d try was rare, and the Energy burst would be much as if she’d set off a bomb. They moved well away, far enough to avoid injury from the upcoming explosion, but near enough to act if the Hunters were to make a surprise return.

Once her team was clear, Eva seized Judith healthy arm, pictured the green room, flooded both of them with equal amounts of Energy, and teleported them.

The familiar displacement, normally just a brief sensation, lasted a noticeable amount of time. The exhaustion from the effort was overwhelming. Eva only had enough time to recognize that they’d made it to the green room, to stretch out and push the door open, before she lapsed into unconsciousness.

The teleportation rooms opened into a central space where new arrivals would congregate before walking down to the undersea port complex. Two members of the Alliance were on duty at all times, handling incoming communication, requests for usage of each teleportation room, and to handle any emergencies that might arise. Archibald, an Alliance member for a mere seven years, had taken Eva’s call and watched the door of the green room, waiting for her arrival. She’d spoken of bringing an injured person with her, and he wanted to be prepared to assist if necessary.

He watched the door to the green room open. But no one emerged. He heard no sound within the room. Concern seized him. How badly hurt was the person Eva brought with her? Was Eva injured as well?

“Got me covered, Ash?”

Ashley, on shift with him, glanced up and nodded. “Sure thing, Archie. Something come up?”

“Eva reported that she would be teleporting an injury victim to the green room. The door just opened, but nobody came out. I’m wondering how serious it is and want to go check it out.”

“It’s probably nothing, but it can’t hurt to check, can it?”

Archibald rose from his chair and moved toward the green room. The light was on, indicating that someone had arrived. He frowned. Why hadn’t Eva left the room?

Then he saw the two women lying immobile on the floor, blood pooling beneath them. “Oh, no,” he whispered. He whirled around and raised his voice. “Ashley! Call the medics! We need them here immediately! Two women are unconscious in the green room, and at least one of them is bleeding very badly!” He raced to the green room while Ashley scrambled to contact the medical team about the situation.

Archibald dropped to the floor as he entered the room. Eva was unconscious and pale, but was breathing regularly. He checked for a pulse, noting with relief that it was still quite strong. “Energy fatigue,” he muttered. Energy fatigue was a term used to describe the effect of having one’s Energy stores fully drained. Archibald hadn’t experienced Energy fatigue himself just yet, but had heard enough to understand that though it was terribly uncomfortable, Energy fatigue was not fatal. Eva wasn’t injured. She was simply exhausted, and needed nothing more than rest.

The second woman, however, was a mess. Archibald quickly identified the source of the blood: the severed right arm. He tore off his shirt and wrapped it around the arm as a tourniquet, using it to staunch the flow of blood. He realized it was likely too late, that any damage and blood loss had already occurred, but didn’t want to stand around doing nothing. He directed Energy at the injured woman, bathing her in a steady stream, willing it to help her body to halt its decline and begin the healing process.

The medical team arrived only a moment later, and quickly transported Judith to the miniature hospital within the underground port city. The last medic to leave glanced at Eva, then at Archibald. “She just needs food and rest. It’s safe to move her or carry her.” He shook his head. “As powerful as she is, she must have teleported an enormous distance to be so thoroughly drained. If Judith had arrived here even five minutes after she did…” He shook his head. “When she wakes up, tell her she's a hero. The early prognosis is good for Judith. She’ll live.”

Archibald nodded. “I’ll tell her.”

Once the medic departed, Archibald gently scooped the unconscious Eva into his arms and walked out into the central room. Ashley was standing away from her desk, watching the entire scene unfold. “I'm guessing I need to keep covering for you?” she asked.

Archibald nodded. “I’d appreciate that. This woman is a hero. She drained herself teleporting an unconscious injury victim here in time to save that woman’s life. I want to make sure she’s well cared for.”

Ashley nodded. “Take your time. I doubt—and severely hope—that nothing quite so exciting will happen until you get back.”

He marched down the hall, oblivious to Ashley’s appraising and approving glance.

He found the main desk for the port, where those entering and leaving submarines for transport to and from the Cavern and elsewhere made arrangements. The staff found his shirtless appearance amusing, but identified an empty room for Eva.

“Can someone check on her every few hours? She did a max teleport and saved a woman’s life after an attack by the Hunters. Totally drained herself to do it. She’s a hero, and—”

“We’ll take care of her, Archie. But you’ll need to find your own shirt.”

Archibald grinned weakly. He carried Eva to her assigned room and ensured she was sleeping comfortably on the bed. After a short trip to his own room to retrieve a fresh shirt, he returned to his post.

Ashley smiled at him. Archibald blinked. “What? Did I do something?”

Ashley lowered her eyes back to the desk, but her smile remained. “I liked your outfit better when you left.”

Archibald blushed.

 

●●●

 

Eva woke several hours later, uncertain as to where she was. She found a warm plate of food and, sensing no hostile Energy around, ate her fill. She was momentarily surprised to find blood on her clothing… and then she remembered Judith. Realization dawned. She’d made it to the green room, but had lost consciousness due to the immense expenditure of Energy required to complete the dual teleportation effort.

That meant Judith should be here as well.

Eva opened the door to the bathroom and found fresh clothing. A note near the clothing confirmed that Judith had arrived in time for life-saving surgery and blood transfusion. Relieved, she took a long, hot shower, donned the fresh clothing provided for her, and tossed the bloodied outfit into the trash chute. Refreshed and cleaned, she walked out, got directions to the hospital wing, and headed that way.

The hospital wing was structured in a fashion similar to the teleportation wing, but on a large scale. Rooms for patients ringed a central hub area with a desk, where trained Alliance healers milled about.

One of the healers looked up and spotted Eva, and a smile crossed her face. “Hello, Eva.”

Eva nodded by way of greeting. "How is Judith?”

“Alive, thanks to you. If you’d gotten her here even ten minutes later… I’m not sure we’d be making that statement.” She nodded toward a room to Eva's right. “She should be awake. Go on in.”

Eva felt a wave of relief wash over her. She walked into Judith’s room and came to a sudden stop. Judith looked up with a weak smile. Her coloring had returned, she was clean, and her Energy levels were strong once more.

But the lower portion of her right arm was gone.

Judith noticed Eva’s stare. “It’s gone," she said simply. “It had been severed so completely that there was nothing they could do to save it.”

“I wasn’t fast enough,” whispered Eva. “I should have gotten you here sooner. I—”

“You saved my life.” Judith's voice was stern. “Do not start doubting yourself, Eva. I’m alive today because you did act quickly. You drained yourself to get me here, risking your life to save mine on a max teleport. They told me they’d never seen anyone that empty before. And the healers… they told me my arm was gone as soon as Athos’ sword cut through it.”

Eva looked away. Knowing Judith was right and feeling she was right were two very different things. She’d wonder about what she could have done differently for a very long time.

“I’m able to leave in a couple of hours and hop the next submarine back to the Cavern. Would you go with me? I’d like to have a familiar face with me when I arrive there with… well, you know.” She glanced down at the stub of her arm.

Eva nodded. “Absolutely. Let me send a quick message to my team.”

The conversation with the Squad that had been on location to rescue Judith was hurried and tearful. All were thrilled that Judith had survived, aghast that the amputation had been unsalvageable, and awed at Eva’s max teleport efforts. One of the Squad members told her the human television stations had reported a small earthquake where she’d teleported, and several trees had bent nearly forty-five degrees away from the impact point.

Yet more reasons to avoid doing what she’d done except in extreme emergencies.

“I’m escorting Judith back to the Cavern to help her get settled there, and then I’ll be back for our debriefing.”

“We’ve got things under control here. Take your time.”

The submarine was only partially filled, containing only three other passengers. They had returned at their planned times from long-term Outside missions, and had stowed numerous pieces of luggage within the storage bays. They couldn’t help but notice Judith's injury, and came over to offer their sympathies and words of encouragement. As one of the Firsts, Judith was known by all members of the Alliance, and held a special place of well-earned reverence. Judith accepted their words with thanks, but Eva could sense the discomfort the woman felt with her injury. In a society where perfect health and eternal youth were both the norm, a woman missing half her arm would stand out. While Eva doubted she’d be shunned or otherwise shamed through word or deed, excessive sympathy would be nearly as painful for the proud woman… and much harder to stop.

The submarine berthed at the dock outside the tunnel, and the passengers aboard the submarine teleported to the shuttle pod waiting nearby. That short hop was a far less strenuous effort than Eva’s last teleportation effort, and it was a relief to exit the displacement at her desired location and remain conscious in the process. The five rode the remainder of the way to the Cavern in silence. Eva watched Judith, who looked out the clear walls of the pod, looking at the neon lighting of the tracks that had served Alliance members for centuries. A small waft of air pushed a lock of Judith’s hair to the side, and Eva saw the single tear rolling down the woman’s cheek.

When the pod stopped, they waited until the other passengers left before teleporting to the sandy beach. Judith looked around, as if she’d never been to the Cavern before. Eva watched as Judith looked at the artificial rivers, felt the cool, fragrant breeze brush her skin. Eva wondered if the Cavern seemed different to Judith now, as foreign a place as the original near-empty cave would seem now to those looking at the Cavern today. Judith glanced at Eva, and they began the walk to Judith’s home.

Will spotted them and walked briskly toward the two women. “Judith! I’ve been waiting for you!”

Judith stopped. “Waiting for me? Why?” She tried to tuck the stump under her other arm.

“I heard what happened.” Will’s face filled with concern; he knew injuries and deaths would happen in the natural course of events, and would happen even without the Hunters’ and Assassin’s efforts. Seeing his long-time friend maimed was a clear cause of pain for Will. “We’ve got something in the lab that I think you’ll want to see.” His face broke into a wide grin, and Judith felt his contagious enthusiasm.

Judith shrugged. “I guess it can’t hurt to take a short detour.”

The trio headed to the research labs dominating the rear third of the Cavern's space, and Will led them to a room near the back. Aaron stood waiting in the lab, and his face broke into a grim smile as Judith entered. “I’m glad to see you, Judith. When we heard happened… we feared we might never see you again.”

Judith nodded once. “Thank you for your concern. I’ll… I’ll manage, I suppose.”

Aaron nodded, and then grinned. “We’ve just completed testing a new process that I think you’ll appreciate.”

Judith looked somewhat miffed, glancing down at her amputated limb. “Oh? Is it something I can do? Still?”

Aaron nodded. “We’ve been able to clone human cells, and we’re able to regrow vital organs, repair skin lost to burns… and regrow limbs.”

Judith stared at him. “Wait. You mean… I can get the rest of my arm back? And my hand?”

Aaron nodded, and his contagious smile brought out similar looks of happiness on the faces of the two women. “That’s exactly what I mean. We have the technology to do that, and we finished testing it out just a week or so ago. I hoped we wouldn’t need to use it for a long time, but when word came in about what had happened, I realized we’d have a chance to use it to do some good right away.” He arched an eyebrow. “Interested?”

Judith stared at him. “Are you kidding? How… when… what do I need to do?”

Aaron gestured at a body-sized tube. “That container analyzes your body structure to identify anything that might need repair, and will then ask to take key cell samples—totally painless, by the way—and then use the cell samples to build copies it uses to repair the injury. It will basically regrow your arm from the… current end point outward to your hand and fingers. It will use measurements from your other arm to ensure everything is the proper length, though the coding in your cellular DNA will explain the correct length to the machine even without that data.”

Judith's eyes were wide, but it was not a look of fear this time. It was one of wonder.

Eva spoke up. “How long does it take?”

Aaron looked thoughtful. “I suspect it will take somewhere between four and six hours. It may take more time, but we don’t have a lot of usage yet to help us measure time. That’s a good thing, though. Anyway, if you need to get something to eat first, a book to read, or—”

“I’m ready now,” Judith replied. And she stepped forward into the body pod, ensuring that her head, arms, and legs fit into the appropriate slots. The cover closed upon her, a clear glass that enabled her to see out… and for those in the room to see in.

Flashing diagrams revealed the computer’s accurate diagnosis of Judith’s major injury, and after a gentle scraping of the skin near the point of the amputation, they were able to watch with deep fascination as the arm began to grow back, one fractional inch at a time.

They saw Judith’s eyes widen and then her face broke out into a grin. “It tickles!”

Will glanced at Eva. He knew the woman well enough to know she’d feel responsible about the loss of the limb. It was something Will himself would have felt in that circumstance. The look of genuine relief on her face was priceless.

He was struck by a thought and turned his attention to Aaron. “So, what are the practical limitations of this technology?”

“Meaning…”

“Meaning… how much of someone’s body would you need to start with to make them whole? And how much could you regrow?”

Aaron thought for a moment. “Right now? Judith’s injury is probably at the outer limits of our capability. Eventually, though, with the right catalog of base cells from a person, we could rebuild any part of them. Actually… we could rebuild all of them.”

Will considered that. “All of them? Like… you could scrape a few cells and make a complete copy of them? Would the copy be exactly like the original? Same memories, same personality…”

“I’m not sure,” Aaron admitted. “We’ve not considered taking it to that extreme, to be honest. We’re mostly interested in fixing situations like Judith’s. Is there actual interest in creating full copies of living people?”

“I’m… not sure, not yet,” Will admitted. “But I have something coming up where that ability would be useful. If your schedule permits, could you look into testing it out?”

Aaron nodded slowly. “I’ll see what I can do, but I don’t know how long it will take to get to that level of sophistication.” He paused for a moment. “If I may ask… what situation might you be in where you’d need copies of living people?”

Will’s face was grim. “One where we’d need to fool people into believing they were seeing something they weren’t.”

Aaron’s look of confusion failed to elicit any further elaboration on the topic from Will. Sensing he’d get nothing further, Aaron turned and joined Will and Eva in watching the miracle unfold before them. Judith’s arm would be as good as new in just a few hours.
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For all of its successes, the Defense Squad had proved to be of limited long-term value. As Eva noted on a regular basis, the Squads stationed throughout the world had to win the battle every time. The Hunters only had to win once. If the Defense Squad won, the Hunters would try again. If the Hunters won? Their target was lost to them forever.

Or were they?

“What I’m saying is that their patterns of behavior before and after capture are standardized,” Adam said. “We should use that predictability against them. That’s the best way to make this work.” Adam folded his arms and glanced around the table, trying to ascertain the level of interest in his plan.

“This would be exceptionally risky,” Will said.

“But there’s quite a bit of merit to it, and much we’d all gain from a successful implementation,” Hope added, drumming her fingers on the table.

“I suspect your father would have approved.” Eva’s face was expressionless as always, but Will thought he could detect a hint of pride in her voice at Adam’s idea.

“Actually… my father was the inspiration of the idea,” Adam admitted.

“Oh?” Will’s question was accompanied by his standard eyebrow arch.

Adam nodded. “He was part of the Aliomenti’s deepest ranks of leadership, knew all of their secrets. That means he was probably always under suspicion: Tyrants like Arthur are always suspicious of anyone who’s free to roam around with that level of access. They fear that type of freedom. I suspect Arthur was even more suspicious of his upper echelon when he realized secrets were being leaked to us.” He glanced around the table. “That’s why I think they wouldn’t bother themselves about their prisoners. How could prisoners, locked up in those Energy-deprivation cells, find Aliomenti secrets and get them back to the Alliance? Or more to the point, how could some prisoners be responsible for the escapes of other prisoners?”

“I don’t know if a lot of people would be willing to do this,” Will warned.

“We don’t need many,” Adam replied. “As few as three to five people can make a huge impact. I’d spread them out so that they go in over the next few decades.”

Silence descended upon the room as they considered Adam’s idea.

Adam had proposed something radically different. They would intentionally draw the Hunters’ attention to specific members of the Alliance. Those individuals would be fitted with some of their latest technologies, and with that technological edge they’d be able to free many of the Alliance members who’d been long-term captives of the Aliomenti and uncover Aliomenti secrets and weaknesses.

From inside Aliomenti Headquarters.

"So… these volunteers… they’d remain prisoners of the Aliomenti forever?” Hope asked. “That’s an enormous sacrifice to ask of anyone.”

Adam considered that. “That’s one of the advantages of planting someone of our choosing within their Headquarters and staggering when we send them out. When the second person goes, they’ll make it a priority to release their predecessor, as will each volunteer thereafter. Yes, they’ll be there for a number of years, but it won’t be the centuries some have already suffered through. Some of those long-term captives are especially well-loved here. We’ll probably have more volunteers than we can handle because it will mean the chance to free those held in bondage.”

Eva frowned. “We still have the issue of the killing of humans. If we do this, I’m concerned that the breakouts and second defections will accelerate the intensity and frequency of Hunts.”

Will nodded in agreement. “I find the idea of planting our people on the inside to initiate escapes appealing in and of itself, but would like to understand how we can address Eva’s concern. I’m also interested in the technology used to counter the restraints the Aliomenti have in place to imprison our people.”

“As to the technology, our lab guys have been working on several of these items for quite some time. They’ve studied how scutarium works and have, of course, managed to create similar artificial effects in our labs; that's how we've had enough to line the inside of so many of our facilities and safe houses throughout the world, and how we’ve built clothing used to mask Energy outside those safe places. They’ve also managed to replicate the materials the Aliomenti use in their cells, a material which is a non-human version of what Aramis does.”

“Aramis is human?” Hope quipped, eliciting chuckles around the table.

Adam smiled. “In other words, we’re familiar with the approaches used to control Energy’s movement. We asked a different question: how could you use that knowledge to reverse the effects of any of those materials within a confined space? That is, if you were in the Cavern, how could you still leak Energy out?”

“I hope we’ve not spent a lot of time testing that here," Will said.

“We have, actually,” Adam replied, meeting Will’s gaze. Will frowned. “Understand, Will, that’s the best way to learn where the weaknesses in our system are found. Knowing how to break through the lining goes a long way to helping us find the weak spots and to shore those up. It’s a technological version of the Machiavelli quote about keeping your friends close but your enemies closer. We have to try to break our own defenses to prepare ourselves for what the Aliomenti are going to try to do if they ever find us. We don’t know that they’re aware of scutarium, for example, but eventually they’re going to realize that our people have an uncanny ability to ‘go dark’ on the Energy front. They’ll ask why. Perhaps it’s not a huge concern right now; they aren’t lacking for Alliance members who make mistakes and reveal themselves sufficiently to be Hunted. If that well runs dry, however, they will wonder. They will ask questions, especially of any Alliance prisoners. They will figure it out. It may not be today. It may take centuries. But at some point… well, it’s best to be prepared.”

Will nodded slowly. “I’d never thought about that, but it’s something my company’s security expert always taught me as well. Think like your opponent, identify how they’ll try to break you, and then counter their action before they execute. I like the thinking. But… I’d advise setting up isolated test locations. We don’t want the Cavern, ports, or safe houses compromised.” He paused. “What were the other interesting questions asked?”

“To the point of this conversation: if someone was caught inside one of those dampering prison cells, how could we counter the effects so that they could rebuild their Energy and escape? The scutarium is only effective on areas it covers, and since our people do need to breathe and eat, there will always be openings in a scutarium suit. That’s all it takes for a dampering cell to work. Which means…”

“Which means you need to attack the dampering material itself,” Eva finished, and Adam nodded agreement.

“It would have to be fairly invisible and small, though,” Hope observed. “I have to assume the Hunters and guards search new prisoners for contraband. If it’s large enough for them to see, they'll confiscate it. And they’ll figure out how it works and build their own countermeasures.”

Adam nodded again. “Exactly. We’ve brainstormed a number of ideas, but those which would be obvious in their implementation have been shelved for now. But… we’re rather close on something we think will prove highly effective.” He glanced at Will. “It’s based upon the tiny microscopes you built years ago while we were trying to unlock the secrets of ambrosia.”

Will perked up. “How so?”

“The research had gotten to the point where tiny, invisible machines could be navigated into cells to take pictures. In our minds, that’s a delivery mechanism. With sufficient numbers of those robots, lined with the material in question, we could pilot them to travel to a dampering cell and cover the inside walls.”

“Or they could cover the person themselves,” Will noted.

“Also a possibility,” Adam agreed. “With sufficient time, perhaps a decade, we’re hoping to be able to sew tiny vials of these machines into the clothing of our people. They’ll be able to release their own vials of these machines and feel the effects—or, more accurately, the lack of effects—on themselves inside the dampering cells. Anyone freed of the dampering effect of the cells would eventually regain enough Energy to escape. Teleportation is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?”

Will shook his head. “One problem. Your strategy calls for them to be there for several years and spring others, before our next spy comes along to let them out. If they start using Energy inside their cell when it’s not time for them to escape… the Aliomenti will notice.”

Adam's face fell.

“But,” Will continued, “I do think you’ve outlined the correct basic approach. If those tiny machines can be trained to locate the cells of specific captives, our spy could travel with vials of those machines on them. The vials would activate on specific dates. They wouldn’t know who they would free, or when it would happen. The containers themselves could hide in the spy’s cell, waiting, leaving the new captive’s clothing upon arrival. Once those key dates are hit, the transport devices move to the correct cell, unleash the tiny machines, our people secretly regain their Energy, and then are able to teleport out.”

Adam stroked his chin. “Interesting. We’d have to figure out a way to get those transport vials to find their targets. The lab guys would enjoy that type of challenge.”

“Problem there,” Hope said. “Where are they going to teleport? Our understanding is that the prison cells are on that island. Most of our people won’t be able to teleport far enough to reach the closest safe houses. There are probably only five or six Alliance members who could make that type of jump.”

Will frowned, thinking hard. “That's why we need to schedule the times when the machines stop the dampering effects. We need a second person there to help complete the escape, someone who knows where an escape sub is located, someone who can get the escapee on board quickly, before Aliomenti security can engage and try to recapture them.”

“I suspect that outdoor security on the Headquarters island is not extensive, and may not exist,” Eva said. “The Aliomenti do not believe we would attack there, and they do not fear human interference. Once outside the prison building, there should be little resistance. Sending in a second person with one of our invisible flying craft should be sufficient to extract the escapee and return them safely to the Cavern.”

Will eyed Eva, wondering how she’d surmised the lack of security on Headquarters island. Had they recorded his memories of his time there already? He couldn’t remember. “Intriguing. Last question then. How do we communicate with the people to be released? They’ll wonder why they’re feeling stronger after decades or centuries of feeling weak. How do we tell them that they need to teleport outside to a specific spot and look for their Alliance colleague?”

The room was silent for a moment. Then Hope spoke up. “The machines that can display our thoughts and memories on a screen… can those be altered to project images and sounds back into someone’s head?”

Adam drummed his fingers on the table. “I see where you’re going with that idea. If we can miniaturize those machines until they’re the size of the rest of those tiny machines… I would think we could code an image and instructions to send to the captive, telling them where to go and what to expect.” He stopped drumming. “I’ll need to talk to the people in the labs and see what we can do.”

“Let me talk to them,” Will replied. “You’ve been handling more than your share of the research and planning for the future Hunter and Assassin attack.”

Adam glanced at him, and then nodded. “Fair enough.”

“One other point to consider, based upon various comments we’ve heard here,” Hope said. “We’ve talked about intentionally sending people in and randomizing who is freed and when. Adam noted earlier that we have to assume that the Aliomenti aren’t stupid; eventually, they’re going to figure out that the escapes are not an accident. Would they be able to plant something on the escapees to try to trace them back here?”

“That is an excellent point,” Eva replied. “We will need to consider the possibility of having surgical extraction teams in place to receive the escapees, then, rather than just one person. We have become quite skilled at removing the chips the Aliomenti implant in their people. I do believe we would be able to detect and extract such devices in transit off Headquarters Island.”

“We can’t assume that they’ll use the same technology on prisoners that they use to track their own people,” Hope noted. “Even if they did, they will still eventually try to adapt, and may do so in ways we can’t—or won’t—consider.”

“Such as…” Adam asked.

“What if they realize we’re planting people for them to capture? What if they stop trying to capture those people and elect to try to execute them instead?”

A collective shudder went through the room. “That’s… difficult to contemplate,” Will said, shuddering once more. “It becomes an escalating battle of moves and countermoves over time. If we provide our targets with armor, the Aliomenti will have access to that technology with a successful capture… or kill. If we send a squad in to hide at the rendezvous point to make sure that our targets aren’t victims of execution attempts? They’ll eventually figure out how to detect those squads, and either avoid the capture altogether or try to attack everyone present. Or… they’ll take the person captive and execute them on the flight to Headquarters.”

Eva shook her head. “Nothing is without risk, though. We are all aware of this. We are fighting an enemy who does not follow the rules we follow. That is why we exist in the first place. The potential for failure does not mean we should not make this effort. Each person freed from captivity has a new chance to be a positive change in the world. Many here will see the opportunity to free others as the change they wish to create. As with many things, what is important is that we make ourselves aware of those risks, and make the decision if we are willing to face them. I have yet to see anyone in this organization hide to avoid risk, and I do not think that will change now.”

Will nodded. “Agreed. Are we finished, then?”

Those around the table nodded. Will pressed a button, and the lights in the amphitheater came back on. The Alliance had made it a point to ensure that secrets weren’t kept. Most organizations would keep conversations such as the one just held under the tightest security, to keep it from becoming the subject of rumor and misinformation. Anyone in the Alliance who wished to hold a conversation about an idea or strategy they might pursue was able to announce a meeting within the amphitheater and designate those they wished to include in the direct discussions. Those participants would sit around a well-lit table, with sound-proofing to retain the illusion that they were the only ones speaking, an illusion designed to encourage open and direct discussion. In reality, any who wished to come could watch and listen to the entire proceedings. Once the direct participants finished their discussion, the illusion would end. The entire facility would be bathed in light and the soundproofing removed. Open questions could then be asked of the participants.

Adam had made a point of noting that the meeting would be about a way to take the attack to the Aliomenti, and the first few questions asked for clarification since there was nothing in the discussion about an actual attack.

“That was admittedly a poor choice of words,” Adam replied. “My intent, which I suspect is now obvious, is to figure out how to proactively improve our situation against the Aliomenti. We’re quite the pacifists overall; we fight back in a literal sense only when attacked, and even then we seek to inflict the least amount of damage possible. My thinking is that the best way to both improve our position and reduce the effectiveness of the Aliomenti, is to free as many of our people as possible. It will lower their morale to see their inescapable prison cells proved to be anything but.”

“There was quite a bit of talk about the risk to those who choose to take part in this. What about the risk to those left waiting in those cells until we can free them?”

“Until we implement this plan, there should be no direct risk to those still imprisoned… beyond what they already face,” Will replied. “Afterward? We simply don’t know what the Aliomenti will elect to do to those they’ve captured, regardless of how long they’ve held those individuals. My personal hope is that we are able to free everyone before the Aliomenti wise up and start taking more drastic action.”

“Why not simply plan and execute a military-style assault on their Headquarters and reclaim our people, then?” the questioner asked. “That’s my point. Sneaking around, stealth… this is not how our enemy operates. You mentioned Machiavelli in your meeting… would Machiavelli recommend hiding in the shadows?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask him when I talked to him a few centuries ago,” Will replied. Nervous chuckles filled the amphitheater. “A physical battle is not one we can win right now. We are significantly outnumbered by the Aliomenti. I am personally not willing to suffer civilian casualties; humans work at Aliomenti Headquarters too, remember. And my personal goal is not conquest; it is reconciliation.”

“While you spout those platitudes, our friends sit in agony, deprived of their Energy and their freedom,” the speaker retorted. “This technology sounds fascinating, but we don’t yet have it, and it will be additional years or decades until we do. What are we going to do for our people until then?”

“If you were in that cell, what would you want us to do?” Will asked. “Would you want us to kill the humans working in the building who don’t know you’re there? How many people here would you want to sacrifice their lives to save yours?”

“You’re one to talk about sacrifice,” the speaker snapped. “Those dangerous roles you’re sitting there proposing, giving yourself up to the Aliomenti in the hope of being rescued later… I’m sure it will be one of the people there on the stage taking on those tasks, right? No, it won’t be you. You’ll be sitting here where it’s safe, while someone else risks their life to do what you won’t.”

Will sought the man’s name via telepathy. “Clint, I will tell you this right now. When the technology is ready… I will be the first person they capture.”

Hope snapped her head to look at him, but Will stared at no one but the speaker who’d challenged his willingness to sacrifice everything for others.

“And I will be part of the crew that goes in to help those whose Will’s efforts will spring from captivity,” Eva added.

Clint, his verbal bluster blunted, sat back down. “I… I didn’t mean… it just seems like…”

“Like I sit back calling the shots? Like Arthur, The Leader of the Aliomenti?” Will asked. He shrugged. “I sincerely hope that’s not the impression I’ve given of my operating approach in my life. I’m nothing like him. And I’m willing to take on any risk to make sure that my friends are able to live in freedom.”

The meeting ended shortly thereafter. Quite a few people remained behind, offering to be part of the escape team; others wanted to be the person sent in after Will, wanting to be the one to help Will escape.

Clint, though, did not remain behind. He left as soon as the meeting was finished.

Few noticed the smirk on his face as he left.
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The shuttle pod slowed as it neared the beach, and Will teleported to the sandy shore before the craft came to a stop. He took a deep breath of the purified air wafting through the underground city, felt the breeze on his skin, listened to the murmur of conversation and flowing rivers. The artificial light was fading, indicating that it was approaching dusk in Cavern time.

Will smiled. It was good to be home.

He’d been Outside for two months, following up on recruiting leads in India. The recruits seemed promising, and he expected he’d make direct contact and speak about the Alliance on his next trip. He moved through the sand and crossed the bridge heading “east” toward his home. They had, by convention, designated the beach as the northernmost tip of the Cavern; moving left from the beach would correspond to traveling east. He watched as a couple ordered dinner, and passed a green space where two ten-year members romped in the grass with their two year old daughter. As he watched, the little girl giggled and floated toward the “sky.” “Look, Mommy! I’m a birdie!”

Will rubbed his sleeve across his eyes where moisture had suddenly gathered.

He reached the southeastern bridge a few minutes later and headed for the house he shared with Hope. But she stepped outside before he reached the building.

Her face told him what had happened a moment before the emotion overwhelmed his empathy senses. “What happened?”

“They found Jordan, Will.”

Will sucked in his breath. Jordan had established a residence and school for homeless children, and she’d been using the platform to meld her students’ minds to be accepting of the truths the Alliance taught, to be open to the idea of some greater existence. Even on a human level, the impact had been felt, as children expected to have no futures started scoring well above average on standardized testing, and her earliest graduates were earning college scholarships.

But the Hunters had found her. “How… how bad?”

A tear fell down Hope’s cheek. “Jordan suffered rather severe injuries because she stayed to protect her students. She’ll live. The Assassin… before the Squad showed up and drove him off… he… we took the survivors to South Beach and will bring them here. It was awful, Will.”

Will fell to the ground and pounded the street in fury and frustration. He then stood and stormed back toward the center of the Cavern. “This can't keep happening, Hope. It just can’t.”

“Will! Will, slow down!” Hope increased her pace to keep up with him. “We can’t be everywhere at once.”

Will stopped, and Hope nearly ran into him. “I know that. It doesn’t make the reality any easier to accept.”

“We don’t have to accept that it will continue, Will,” Hope said. She wiped her eyes dry. “The Hunters and the Assassin are very good at their jobs. We can’t have every person Outside protected by a private Defense Squad, ready to swoop in and hide the humans and pull our people to safety. It would limit the number of people we can help if we have five people guarding each person working in the open. And that says nothing about operating the ports and keeping things operational here.”

“I know,” Will replied. He sighed. “And I know that over the past twenty years or so it’s taking far more attempts for the Hunters to complete their Hunts. The Assassin’s kill rate has dropped because we’ve interrupted him before he can finish. In terms of percentages, we’re thwarting them. But in the end… through sheer persistence they always find the people we save. And humans keep dying. Our people go Outside knowing the risks, but the humans? They’re innocent, they don’t know they’re in danger, and yet they’re the ones losing their lives.”

That’s what bothered him most of all. Each time he went Outside, looking to recruit, he knew he was at risk of capture or execution. The same applied for each person in the Cavern. This was their sanctuary, their Oasis, the only place in the world where true safety existed for them. Each day, Alliance members returned from the Outside after spending time influencing innovations in technology, encouraging advances in medicine, or simply helping those who’d lost all hope regain it. As some returned, others headed out to a chosen location to help create the change they wanted to see in the world, in whatever form they wanted that change to take. Some stayed Outside for a year or two; others stayed decades. All came back pleased with their impacts, small though those might be. All wanted to go back out. All had heard the stories of Hunts, stories that made them careful about using Energy, about keeping their Energy Shields up at all times.

Those precautions weren’t taken just to protect themselves. Each person whose life they impacted was, without realizing it, at risk of attack by the Assassin. Arthur would claim that the Assassin’s executions of humans were to protect the Aliomenti from possible exposure and potential attacks and murders, much like what had happened at the Watt outpost centuries earlier. So intense was the human attack that a good-natured young man named William had morphed into a red-eyed killer. But the reality was that the Aliomenti weren’t being noticed or targeted for attack. The members of the Alliance were the ones at risk. The Assassin’s executions weren’t performed to prevent Aliomenti exposure; they were performed to thwart human progress, eliminating those most likely to have grown under subtle Alliance tutelage. The Alliance was winning in the long term; for technology, medical care, literacy… all were slowly improving through the hidden influence this organization exerted on the human population.

The Hunters and Assassin won battles, but the Alliance was winning the war. Will had vowed he’d prevent others from suffering at the hands of the Hunters after being saved from their attack in the year 2030. He'd failed.

Clint’s words from several years ago echoed in his mind once more. Why couldn’t they launch a full-scale assault on the Aliomenti Headquarters? Outside his concerns of altering the future he knew must come to pass, he was gravely concerned about the potential for such an attack to cause harm to innocents. The Headquarters building and surrounding island were heavily populated with humans who handled the daily tasks involved in a major international banking enterprise. They were brainwashed to ensure they didn’t recognize the impossible acts often performed around them. The humans worked aboveground. The Aliomenti lived and worked primarily underground. Attacks would inevitably lead to heavy damage to the building and injury to the humans working there before they’d be able to get to the levels below.

Will scowled. Knowing Arthur, those risks were the reason humans were so prominently employed within the building. He knew Will would never condone or allow a physical assault if innocent human lives might be put at risk.

Guilty as charged.

“Where is Jordan now?” Will asked.

“She’s still at South Beach,” Hope replied. “She’s well enough to travel back here, but refuses to leave until all of the kids are judged healthy enough to travel. She feels horrible about having to evacuate them, but the reports are that the Assassin has been staying in the area of assigned kills when the Defense Squad drives him off before he finishes. He’ll wait as long as necessary to finish the job. Those kids would never have a moment’s peace if she’d left them behind.”

“I know,” Will said.

But even as he spoke, his mind began to spin. Could they use their technology, and the Assassin’s obsession, to their advantage?

Hope, still watching him, recognized the look. “What’s going in your head, Will Stark? I know that look. Should I take a look inside?” By mutual agreement, members of the Alliance never probed the thoughts of others as a sign of respect and as a means of preserving privacy. They could do so only in cases of consent or where it was reasonably determined that such an intrusion was a matter of life or death.

“We need to create an illusion.”

Hope’s face showed her confusion. “Come again?”

“For the humans. We need to create an illusion to confuse the Assassin.”

Eva walked toward them. “I recognize that face, Will. What are you imagining now?”

“Something about illusions and humans,” Hope volunteered.

“He is putting on a magic show? He will need very little sleight of hand to succeed.”

Hope snorted.

“Ha. Ha.” Will smiled. “We—the members of the Alliance—we choose to risk our freedom to the Hunters. Humans don’t. The challenge is that the punishment of the Assassin is irreversible, and he won’t stop until he finishes carrying out that punishment. That’s where the illusion comes into play. How can we make the Assassin think he’s killed someone—so that he stops his pursuit—when he actually hasn’t?”

“I can’t believe he’d be easily fooled, though,” Hope replied. “What can we do? Create blood bags that rupture when contacted by the Assassin’s sword, and instruct the humans to pretend to be dead?”

“Once that sword splitter is working?” Will cocked his head, thinking. “Possibly. But I’m thinking of something else in this case.” He turned his gaze to Eva. “Judith.”

Eva blinked. “What about Judith? She is Outside at the moment.”

“Remember what happened to her about a decade ago?”

“Of course. She lost her arm. And then…” Eva’s face grew thoughtful. “And then that arm was regrown.”

“I think I see where you’re going with this,” Hope said. “Didn’t you ask Aaron if he’d be able to clone an entire person, not just regrow limbs and organs?”

“I did, as I recall,” Will said. “I don’t remember what prompted me to ask him at the time; perhaps it was something like this. But now…” He took a deep breath. “What if we clone the humans under assault, hide the… originals, and then let the Assassin kill the copy?”

Hope winced. “That sounds… cold.”

Will nodded. “I know it does. I can’t say I like the idea. But I like the idea of the Assassin truly eliminating a human being forever even less.”

Eva turned. “We should talk to Aaron, then. Cloning was his project, was it not?”

The trio headed toward the research complex at the “southern” end of the Cavern. When they arrived, they entered the building through sliding doors that whisked open in near silence. The interior of the building was kept much cooler than the rest of the Cavern, as a means of protecting the extensive electrical equipment stored inside. Will could hear the hum of the machines around them, could smell the refrigerant in the air. He shivered involuntarily.

They asked the people inside for directions to Aaron’s research room. When they arrived, Will knocked on the door, and Aaron opened it just a crack, his face registering surprise. “Will? Eva? Shadow? What… what brings the three of you here?”

“Hello, Aaron. How goes the cloning experiment?” Will asked.

“Cloning?” Aaron’s face fell. “Oh. Well… we’ve repaired quite a few damaged body parts, and have regrown some limbs that have been lost in fights with the Hunters' swords, that sort of thing.”

Will shook his head. “Not that, Aaron. I’m curious about any ongoing efforts in more… thorough clonings.” Will arched an eyebrow. “Have you attempted to take the technology further?”

“Well…” Aaron’s eyes shifted around. “Yes, but… it doesn’t seem to work very well.”

“May we come in?” Hope asked. “We think cloning may help us in our efforts to protect humans against the Assassin. Whatever progress you’ve made can help in that effort and save lives.”

Aaron hesitated again, and then opened the door slightly, allowing them to squeeze through into the room. Will wondered why Aaron was behaving in such a skittish fashion, but had his answer when Aaron shut the door.

A perfect replica of Aaron sat in a chair pushed up against the wall, hidden by the opening door. The clone wore a vacant expression. Will wondered if the man was tired.

“So… yes, I’ve experimented, as you can see.” Aaron nodded at his clone. “But it’s not working well. The clones can talk, but they have no depth of mind for intense conversation. They can follow precise directions, but struggle to follow subjective instruction or understand figures of speech.” He shrugged, glancing at his mirror image. “He’s pretty much useless.”

“But he’s… alive, right?” Hope asked.

Aaron shrugged. “Sure. He breathes, sleeps, and eats. No real control of bodily functions. He’s like an infant without a mind, and without the inherent cuteness babies bring. I don’t know why it happens like that. I can only speculate that the cloning function doesn’t work well on the brain.” He shrugged again. “Maybe we’ll figure out a way to improve things at some point.”

Will approached the clone, whose vacant expression showed no recognition of the fact that another person approached. “Hello, Aaron.”

The clone stirred slightly and blinked. “Hi.”

“What do you think of the weather today?”

“Good.”

“Are you afraid of dragons?”

“Good.”

“Do you agree with the basic tenets of Keynesian economics?”

“Good.”

Hope arched an eyebrow. “Well, if the Assassin decides to hold a deep conversation with a clone, the conversation might actually kill him. This could be interesting.”

Will thought for a moment before turning back to the original Aaron. “What else have you noticed about the clones?”

Aaron considered. “The key thing is that they don’t live very long. I don’t know if the apparently limited cognition has anything to do with it, but the clones I’ve created all die of seemingly natural causes inside a week of… birth.”

Will glanced at Hope. “I find our latest concept much less troubling now.”

Aaron looked at both of them. “What idea?”

“The Assassin doesn’t stop pursing his kill targets until those targets are dead,” Eva explained. “We’re trying to figure out how to convince him he’s killed his target—usually human—so that he moves on. Will’s wondering if we can swap out an original human for their clone and let the Assassin execute the clone.”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “I… I can see where that would be ethically troubling. And…” His eyes narrowed, his face adopting a thoughtful expression. “I can see where the issues I’ve described make the prospect of using clones much more attractive.”

Eva nodded. “Those issues make the clones seem more like machines than people, and the cruel reality that we are treating them as disposable seems less repugnant when seen that way. However, the question we must ask is this: are the clones sufficiently realistic to make the Assassin believe that he has killed his target?”

“There’s only one way to know for certain,” Will replied, his voice grave. He turned to Aaron. “What type of cells do you need to complete a clone? How long does it take to create each copy?”

Aaron shivered, as if the realization that they were seriously considering this approach had just hit him. “At the moment, the systems need hair, saliva, and a cell from the skin,” Aaron replied. “It takes about twenty-four hours to create a clone. And, before you ask, the clones have always lived at least three days from final completion, and last as long as seven days. If you’re using them as bait for the Assassin, that doesn’t matter. He’ll kill them within a couple of days anyway.”

“If we do this…” Hope paused. “If we do this, we’ll still need to worry about the timing. If we position them too quickly, it’s possible that the clones will die before the Assassin arrives.”

“It is critical then that the Alliance member being targeted by a Hunt become aware that they have been identified for a Hunt as quickly as possible,” Eva replied. “That has not been a problem in most cases. They will still need to contact the Defense Squad, but now, instead of trying to time their arrival to coincide with the arrival of the Hunters, the Squad will need to arrive almost immediately, hide the original human or humans, create their clones, and plant the clones to be found. Once the Assassin finishes, they will need to sweep in quickly, clean up the evidence, and bring the original humans back out of hiding, with no memory of the events.”

“There’s a transport issue we must consider in that example,” Will replied. “And we must overcome that transport issue. The only cloning station we have right now is here in the Cavern. If the clone is needed in the northern hemisphere, we’d have to capture and isolate the target, transport the cells here, create the clone, and then get the clone back before the Assassin comes calling. Even if transport only takes one day each way, we’re still looking at a minimum of three days from our first contact with the human target before the clone would be in place. That’s not fast enough. Generally, Energy events result in the Hunters and Assassin being onsite and acting within a day or two.” He shook his head. “We need to figure out how to get the clone in place within a day at most. That means that we need to make cloning systems portable, and we need to speed up the process of cloning.”

Aaron sighed. “I’m not sure how to speed things up or make the process more portable. The device consumes huge amounts of power, for example. So—”

“We do have a large number of safe houses scattered around the world,” Hope pointed out. “They would have plenty of power available for a cloning station.”

“But there’s still the time issue,” Aaron noted. “Even if we have dozens of cloning machines throughout the world, we still haven’t fixed the problem of time. We need to reduce the time required to make the clones.”

“Aaron, any ideas on what might be keeping the timeline at the durations we’re seeing? Lack of computing power? Lack of energy to create the copied cells more quickly? Something else?”

“I suspect it’s a bit of each,” Aaron replied. “Is there any way to requisition more power and additional computing capacity?”

“We’ll need to ask the other research projects if they can give up computing cycles to test the theory,” Will replied. “The generators are being replaced with newer models which are projected to produce an additional twenty or thirty percent beyond what we have today. That’s a good thing, because we’ve been near our maximum capacity all hours of the day and night for the past twenty or thirty years. Computing power has been similarly maxed out. We need to upgrade everything.”

“That will benefit everyone,” Hope said. “I’ve heard that there are other teams of engineers here who have ideas to triple our computing power. We can stop by and ask them if that’s true.”

“I've mentioned that my research needs more electrical power on a few occasions to a few of my friends who are experimenting with different approaches to increase our capacity,” Aaron said. “One of them has developed a small device that’s supposed to be able to multiply electrical power, increasing it about fifteen percent, just by attaching it at the source. He said it’s basically an amplifier, and it can be installed anywhere from the source of the power to the destination.”

Will was intrigued. “So you’re saying that you could plug this amplifier into a wall outlet in a house, plug the cloning machine into the amplifier, and it increases the power available to the machine?”

Aaron nodded. “They said the device reduces the voltage for each watt delivered, so you’re drawing additional amps without actually increasing the number of watts produced or delivered to a location.” Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know what that means or if I’ve relayed their comments correctly, but if a boost in power to a cloning machine reduces the time required to produce a clone, then anything we’re able to do brings us closer to our goal.”

“There is an additional benefit,” Eva noted. “You mentioned Judith’s accident earlier, Will. Consider the distance we had to teleport her to receive the care she needed. If our safe houses have adequate power, they may be equipped with medical equipment and their own cloning machines. An injury such as Judith’s may be treatable at a nearby safe house, or at a minimum, stabilizing treatment may be rendered prior to transport to a port or the Cavern.”

Will nodded. “Agreed.” He glanced at Aaron, and at the man’s clone, staring vacantly at the ceiling behind his original. “Aaron, I’ll talk to everyone I can to get you more computing and electrical power while we wait for the upgrades we’ve discussed to be implemented.”

“I still can’t say I’m comfortable with the approach,” Hope mused. “But I’d like to avoid any more situations like Jordan’s. Perhaps, while we’re working on all of this, we’ll find another means to achieve our ends.”

“We may, or we may not,” Eva replied. “Understand that the Defense Squads will continue to seek approaches to protect humans in the long-term. Perhaps we can use empathy pushes to accomplish our goal. If something like that works, we may yet see unexpected benefits to these technologies. Cut the time to regrow a severed arm from hours to minutes is of unquestioned value.”

“Indeed,” Will said, quietly, glancing at the floor. “Unexpected benefits are often the best kind.” He looked up. “Here’s hoping our efforts to mislead the Assassin have the intended outcome, regardless of the form they eventually take.”

They left Aaron’s room.

Will remained in silent contemplation the entire walk home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XXV

Bait

 

1994 A.D.

Today was the day Will had long feared.

He would perform his duty in spite of that fear.

The chosen site was a resort casino the Aliomenti had opened on one of their many private islands. Humans traveled to the island accessible only via private charter planes made available by the Aliomenti. Arthur didn’t like too much money remaining in the hands of humans, and though the casino resort provided significant opulence to its guests, the business made huge profits for the Aliomenti.

Will was truly exposed for the first time in centuries. His clothing was created without scutarium, and he intentionally kept his Shield down, letting his Energy leak out. If any Aliomenti were within a hundred yards of him, they’d know a powerful Energy user was nearby. If Porthos was within a hundred miles, he’d definitively know within moments where Will Stark was standing. Porthos would alert his fellow Hunters, and they’d drop whatever else they might be doing to descend upon the casino. The opportunity to capture Will Stark didn’t come around too often.

They’d had many encounters in the past, most recently at Pearl Harbor a half century earlier, where Will had eluded capture by teleporting the trio to the middle of the Pacific Ocean before watching the elder Adam die. Will’s secret to success was that he avoided human crowds out of habit, ensuring that when the Hunters approached, he’d be able to rely on his own Energy to escape the Hunters without any risk of human observation. In crowds of humans, the Hunters had the advantage. They knew Will wouldn’t expose his Energy skills to humans unaware that such abilities existed, even if it meant he’d be captured. The Hunters’ abilities were far more subtle and more usable in human crowds. Aramis could render most Energy users helpless with nothing more than a simple handshake. Will glanced up and admired the clear blue skies and enjoyed the gentle ocean breezes brushing against him. It was ironic that those clear skies would make one of his escape options—flight—impossible to utilize.

It didn’t matter. He wasn’t planning to escape this time.

Will spent his last moments of freedom walking around the casino, watching the humans play slots and poker and roulette, and his empathy senses were overwhelmed at the intensity of their experiences. The agony of losing everything, the joy of winning a huge jackpot… all of those powerful emotions lashed at him like a whip. The thoughts accompanying those emotions struck him as well: the fear that a big loss would reveal the charade of success that enabled the gambler’s presence here; the speculation that a big win meant some type of cosmic approval of a recent business transaction; the concern that maybe, just maybe, an addiction was becoming evident after losing yet another pile of cash to the casino. Will walked by a roulette wheel, sensing the situations of those gathered around, and gave the spinning ball a slight nudge to help the woman with the child recently diagnosed with leukemia. She felt guilty being here, wondering if she should be with her son instead, but it was a final bit of entertainment before the reality of treatment began. Her family had insurance and money to cover the treatment; Will hoped the gambling win might give her an emotional boost to survive the upcoming struggle.

He glanced down at his clothing. His attire was fashionable for the times, speaking to the level of wealth required to obtain admittance to the resort. While his clothing contained no special fibers able to mask his Energy, it did possess advanced Alliance technology. The microscopic pods were designed to swarm out from a central point—his prison cell—and locate a single person with DNA matching a coded sample. Upon locating the target, the pods would remain in place until a predefined date, when they’d open and allow the nanobots inside to escape. Most would line the cell walls with a material that repelled the Energy-draining force that made Aliomenti jail such a nightmarish existence. The others would project a message, explaining that Energy stores would be restored over a period of days or weeks, and that at a defined time, they were to teleport to a specific point, and meet up with an Alliance team able to take them home to the Cavern. The escape craft was shielded from Energy and other signals on the inside; even a GPS signal would be trapped inside. The captives could be freed of any devices buried in them by the Aliomenti before final transport to the Cavern.

Deception was critical to the success of this plan. Will needed to ensure that the Hunters believed he’d made a mistake, and that it was only due to Will’s error that they’d found him. That meant he’d need to fight his capture, try to escape, and only after a tremendous struggle allow himself to be subdued by Aramis and hauled away.

There was concern that the Hunters would try to execute Will due to concern that they’d be unable to restrain him in a standard prison cell. Will had been given a specialty batch of the nanos that would be used to free Alliance prisoners from Aliomenti cells. If he realized they’d decided to kill him after he’d been tossed in a temporary cell, he’d activate the devices, restore his Energy, and escape from captivity.

There were many public discussions relating to Will’s special importance to the Aliomenti Elites. He wasn’t just another member of the Alliance to Arthur, the Hunters, and the Assassin. He was older than all of them, more powerful than any two or three of them combined, and as such was unlikely to be treated in the same fashion as other prisoners. While opinions differed on whether that treatment would be better or worse, all were in agreement that Will’s cell would be isolated from the others. The pods could move, but not for long distances. They believed that Will would be isolated. That meant he needed to transfer to pods to the clothing of someone who would get close to the other prisoners, giving the pods and nanobots a chance to do their work. All of the pods were stored in the cufflink of his right sleeve. If, at any point, he found himself in contact with Athos, he would burst a small bit of Energy as a signal to the pods to move. They’d locate the new carrier’s skin and move there.

“But if we can get the pods on Athos, why do we need to send Will or anyone else out as bait?” Hope had asked. “Why not engage Athos, allow the transport to occur, and then escape?”

Will sighed. “I think it’s important that I go, Hope. It will bolster the confidence of the Aliomenti and make them think they've won. In their minds, I lead this group like Arthur leads the Aliomenti. In their minds, that means my capture means this group withers and dies in my absence. In reality, they’ll make additional mistakes due to overconfidence, while we’ll continue to advance and grow our abilities and our technology. It’s possible they'll stop chasing down the ones who’ve escaped after my capture because they’ll believe it doesn’t matter. It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

“I’m not," Hope snapped. “What if something goes wrong? What if we’re never able to free you? What if… what if they…”

“Kill me?" Will asked; a morbid smile on his face. “History has nothing to say about my existence beyond this point in time, Hope. The reality is that I may be locked away forever, or I may die, and if so—”

“That’s not a possibility, though, Will.” Hope’s face was stern, but he could see the fear in her eyes. “Nothing in your memories of the distant future suggests that the Hunters believed you were dead. They considered you to be missing at the time of the fire, and given your ability to hide in the Cavern and on the Outside, that’s not surprising. If they’d killed you… or if you were in their prison cells… or if you’d died in their prison cells… don’t you think their reaction to finding you that day would have been different?”

“Possibly,” Will admitted. “Or perhaps we didn’t see their shock at the realization that I’d survived; they’d composed themselves to come after me that day. Perhaps they captured me and I escaped at some point, and they only caught up to me again in 2030. Whatever it is, I’ll be gone for a while.”

“You are an incredibly brave man, Will,” Eva told him. “Willing to risk your life for others? Allowing your mortal enemies to imprison you to help others win back their freedom?” She shook her head, and glanced at Hope. “You have chosen well.”

“Your plan is to get captured, Will, and I suspect that means you’ll succeed at doing just that,” Adam told him. “I hope you’re back in time to help with the plan, because there’s quite a bit I still don’t understand. If that doesn’t happen… you have my word that I will make sure that your family is taken care of. I’ll need to go Outside in the near future as well, because that’s what my role will require. Do what you need to do, Will. I know I speak for myself in saying that we’ll make sure everything happens like it needs to happen, and I suspect there are quite a few others here who feel the same way.”

Will held out his hand, and Adam shook it. “Thanks, Adam. Thank you, too, Eva.” He looked at Hope. “We’ll meet again, and for the first time, at a tiny diner outside the city of Pleasanton, Ohio. You’re working there as an apparently eighteen year old waitress, and when I come in to eat in what I hope will be some privacy, you’re the one to take care of me. You’ll tell me the plans for De Gray Estates are all wrong… and you’ll be correct.” He smiled. “You have everything you need now to bring our children into the world, regardless of what happens over the next few days.”

That had happened three days earlier, and Will had since made the journey here to the casino, teleporting in from a dozen miles away to get Porthos’ attention. The lack of a Shield and scutarium clothing was probably unnecessary.

A voice came over a loudspeaker inside the casino, announcing that the water and light show would begin in thirty minutes. Will hadn’t seen the spectacle before, and decided to head outside to watch the show and wait for the Hunters to arrive.

The resort complex featured a large, open-air atrium surrounding a huge pool of water used to power a series of fountains. As he headed outside and once more enjoyed the perfect weather, Will enjoyed the irony of the fact that hundreds of people—human people—milled about. He’d have far too large an audience to try to escape now.

One side of the atrium was dominated by the entrance to the casino; the remaining sides were ringed with shops and restaurants. Will’s review of the map showed that the only exits were to be found inside the casino, one of the two sets of doors leading down to an underground parking facility, and a single walkway leading to the outside world. All of the exits included metal detectors and other instruments and personnel designed to discourage shoplifters, a fact Will found ironic given the minimum net worth required to frequent the casino. The open air design of the shops made gliding in and out of each store a simple matter; getting ill-gotten wares outside the complex without paying would prove difficult for those so inclined.

Though he intended to be captured, Will still allowed his mind to wander and plan his escape. In these confines, flight and teleportation were out of the question. In theory, if he could find a corner hidden from both direct human observation and security cameras, he could phase into invisibility and make his escape in whatever manner he chose. Like most casino resorts, however, this one was heavy on security cameras, and he ruled out that possibility.

Could he escape back through the casino itself? Mentally, he shook his head. Crowds of people, gaming tables, slot machines, and ubiquitous servers carrying trays of various alcoholic beverages would all conspire to slow his progress until Aramis could reach him. The secured exit to the outside world was also problematic; the security checks would once again slow him. That meant he needed to leave through one of the parking garage doors. There was no obvious security from the atrium through doors into the garage; they’d check everything when you attempted to leave the resort complex in your vehicle. Will didn’t care; if he could get through one of those doors, he could escape without being seen by the human security team or their cameras.

He walked to the fountain as he plotted the strategy he’d never use; he’d work his way through it to keep up the illusion that he wanted to escape. The fountain was massive, and in less than twenty minutes the liquid plumes would rise and fall, combining timed bursts of water and colorful lights synchronized with classical music. It was a show that reminded him of one put on centuries earlier by the sisters, Anna and Sarah, a show that led to their deaths and their ward William's mental descent into bloodlust.

Ideally, this particular show wouldn’t result in any deaths. As much as he claimed not to worry, dying held no particular appeal to him. He’d lived too long to leave this world now. The event he most wanted to see was the birth of his daughter, Angel; the assault on his home and his rescue had denied him the chance to be present at the birth of his daughter. If he survived all of this, if he remained free… he vowed he’d be there in some fashion. If he needed to stay in the shadows to keep Angel, Josh, and Hope safe, then so be it. But he wouldn’t be denied his presence at her birth.

His reverie ended as he felt eyes on him. He glanced around and spotted Athos. He grinned, feeling a surge of adrenaline. The Hunt was on. His instincts kicked in, disinterested in his conscious plan to allow himself to be captured in the end. Perhaps Hope had been right. If he could get the pods on Athos and then escape… but there was no time for speculation about that right now. He needed to think and strategize.

The Hunters’ plan would not be complicated. The goal was to get Aramis’ hands on Will while keeping him in sight of humans, preventing him from teleporting away. If he was looking at Athos now, he’d soon see Porthos as well. He wasn’t sure which exit they’d chosen for Aramis to haunt, but he was certain that the other two Hunters would try to maneuver him in that direction. He tried to pick up on the Energy flow between them, trying to intercept their telepathic thoughts, but he found nothing. A quick glance back at Athos showed the man moving his mouth. Will nodded internally. They were using communication devices that Will wouldn’t be able to track with Energy, speaking quietly to coordinate their actions.

Will didn’t need to hear the conversation, however, to understand what was happening.

He recognized the effort to move him toward one of the parking garage exits, which meant Aramis would be there, and Will decided he should try to leave through a different door. He caught both Hunters’ eyes, offering facial expressions showing his disgust for their efforts. They’d revealed themselves too quickly, leaving Will plenty of room to maneuver and time to plan. Athos’ face betrayed concern. Had something gone wrong? Was Aramis not visible because he was absent from this Hunt? Or were they trying to keep him guessing as to where Aramis was hiding? Will shook his head. He was trying to help the Hunters succeed and they were clearly fouling up. You just couldn’t help some people.

Will observed the exit the Hunters wanted him to take, spotted a large crowd gathering, and noted a pocket of people well over six feet tall. He smiled. Perfect. His self-shrinking back in the early eleventh century would pay dividends today.

Will slowed his pace, letting the Hunters move toward the exit in the hopes of trapping him. He slipped into the group of giants, cutting off the Hunters’ view of him, and waited for the two men to make their move. Porthos was walking toward the door, and Athos was parked near the fountain. A light gust of wind moved Athos hair to the side, and Will noticed that the scar he recalled from 2030 wasn’t there, yet. The wind also brought with it aromas from the restaurants ringing the fountain atrium. Will’s stomach grumbled. He hoped the Hunters didn’t hear. They were busy waiting for him to emerge from the group and head for the door.

He glanced back in the opposite direction, the direction the Hunters had come from. He slipped out the opposite side of the tall group, mingling into the larger crowds arriving for the upcoming show. He could feel Athos' frustration when he realized what had happened. With the crowds in the way, with the rules both followed about Energy use around humans, there was simply nothing the Hunters could do. Will smirked for the Hunters’ benefit, but inside he worried. Were they going to let him escape despite his efforts to help them?

Will angled for the door heading to the underground garage. In many ways, this had been the easiest escape he’d experienced, and none of them—Will or the Hunters—had used Energy. He chuckled inwardly. The Hunters lived their lives relying on Energy for everything; Will reserved usage for the true emergency situations. Will was thus more prepared to handle a situation like this, was able to better plan and adapt to a situation where Energy wasn't available.

He reached the door to the garage and resisted the temptation to glance back at the two Hunters and smirk.

Once inside, he glanced around quickly for humans on the stairs, and then scanned the walls for security cameras. Could he teleport—

A hand seized his shoulder, and he felt the unmistakable effects of Aramis’ power seize him. His Energy was quashed, and for a man like Will, the experience was much like having the wind forcibly knocked out of him. The pain was terrible. He sagged to the ground. Will barely heard Athos and Porthos move through the door a moment later, and was only vaguely aware that Athos was scolding Aramis for improvising away from the original plan without clearing it with Athos and Porthos first. Deep inside, Will chuckled. He’d been correct. Something had gone wrong with the Hunters’ original plan, and he’d nearly escaped. They had him now, though. Will wasn’t sure if that meant he’d won or lost this round. Success wouldn’t be determined until he found out how many people he freed.

“Why weren’t you responding to either of us?” Athos snapped. Will started to answer, but realized Athos had been talking to Aramis.

“Couldn’t hear you in the garage,” Aramis replied. He sounded quite pleased with his creativity. Will vaguely heard Aramis explain that he suspected Will would catch on to their trap and double back, so he’d entered the garage and reemerged here, where Athos had started. “I’m not sure why I couldn’t hear you, though.”

“Radios don’t work in garages because of the metal beams and concrete barriers,” Will said, unable to resist responding despite finding himself lying on the metal grate. His voice was no doubt weak and muffled; the Damper had affected him in a powerful way. That was a good sign; Aramis couldn’t completely drain him now. “The metal shields the radio signals.” He couldn't resist adding a barb. “You’d be better off sticking to telepathy; it’s not like I didn’t know you were there the entire time.” That was mostly true; he knew they were coming and had been prepared to act accordingly. He just didn’t know which part of the casino would be the site of the Hunt.

Porthos, who seemed to be enjoying the sight of Stark lying prone on the metal stairs, walked over, held Will's head up, told Will to shut up, and let his head fall noisily back to the stair landing.

That hurt.

While Aramis maintained his grip, Athos and Porthos hauled Will to his feet and slammed him face-first against the concrete wall. Will could smell the fresh paint, which helped shock him into staying conscious after the rough treatment. Porthos held Will still while Athos elbowed Will’s left forearm, leaving the limb mildly numb. Will struggled, less out of fear than a realization that he probably should resist. Athos forced Will’s left hand into a glove, a move Will found puzzling. It was the middle of summer and quite hot outside. Why would he need a glove?

He then glanced down and saw that the glove was a pair, sewn together as if two people were holding hands. Why in the world…

He realized what it was and started to struggle, but Athos and Porthos slammed him against the wall again, knocking the wind out of him, pushing chips of paint into his mouth. As he struggled to shake away the cobwebs, Aramis slid his right hand into the second glove. The webbing congealed, sealing the hands together in an unbreakable bond on the outside. The palms of the glove dissolved. Aramis’ skin was now permanently in contact with Will’s, and the Damper was thus fully operational. Will wouldn’t be able to physically attack Aramis and break free.

Clever.

Will watched out of the corner of his eye as Athos extracted a hypodermic needle from inside a deep pocket and removed the cap. Will felt the needle pierce his skin, and winced inwardly as Athos depressed the plunger. As the contents filtered through his bloodstream, Will felt mental focus dissolve, leaving him in something of a dreamlike state.

The bait had offered himself up. The Hunters had captured him now, and drugged him to prevent any chance of escape.

He smiled inwardly.

It was happening just as he’d planned.
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Darkness

 

1994 A.D.

With his mind in a fog as the sleep serum took effect, Will barely noticed the Hunters deactivating the security cameras in the garage. His legs refused to work, and the Hunters were forced to drag him down the metal stairs to the parking level. While most of the wealthy patrons traveled the island just to visit the resort, the Aliomenti had developed other attractions accessible to those who wanted to spend money. Expensive, late-model rental cars filled the parking spots. Will knew that because he’d studied the entire layout of the facility upon arrival; he was currently aware only of the heavy thud of Hunter boots on the steps and the smell of oil and gasoline permeating the garage.

The Hunters hauled him to an odd-looking two door sedan out of place with the shiny new four door models surrounding it. Will suspected he’d be removed from the resort in the car, but wondered how they’d get him inside without detaching him from Aramis. It wasn’t until he felt the displacement and found himself inside the car that his mind finally made the connection.

Teleportation. Of course.

Athos and Porthos scrambled into the car human style, with Porthos taking the driver’s seat. He pulled the vehicle out of the garage, and the Hunters discussed their plans openly in front of him, unconcerned that Will could do anything to stop them. The plans were nothing surprising. They’d need to get him to an isolated spot on the island, away from the human tourist attractions, where they’d rendezvous with a transport aircraft. That plane would have a dampering cell aboard, with enough power to restrain Will.

To maintain the deception, he’d need to make the effort to escape before closed up in that cell.

His eyes remained closed, but they were closed now to aid his concentration. The healing nanos injected into his body so many centuries ago had already isolated the sleep serum and eradicated it. Will had long ago developed the ability to Shield his Energy; he used the Shield now to mask his strength to Aramis’ and Porthos’ attentive specialty senses. He could feel his Energy recharging already.

“How’s the prisoner?” Athos asked.

I’m fine, Will thought. Never better.

“He’s quiet,” Aramis replied. “He’s ramped up his Energy levels even more since our last encounter. He keeps trying to surge his Energy and break through the Dampering. I think the injection is thwarting him, though.”

The injection had knocked him down, and it was something Will hadn’t expected. The Damper was something he knew about, having experienced it firsthand on several occasions in the past, and he’d taken the necessary precautions to ensure he wasn’t harmed. The healing nanos had done their job, and he was mentally alert enough to feign the type of lethargy Aramis would expect while quietly planning his next steps. The key part of his mission was to make contact with Athos and trigger the pods in his clothing to jump to the lead Hunter. The only contact they’d made thus far had occurred when the Damper was in place, and Will knew that even the faint Energy trickle required to activate the pod would get Porthos’ attention. He needed to be free of Aramis first.

A thought occurred to him. Could he somehow use his general nanos to carry the pods to Athos? The nanos weren’t tied to his Energy at all, and their activity would be undetectable. Will directed a handful of the general nanos to the cuffs on his shirt. The communication link in his brain translated his thoughts into the code of the robots, and the robots communicated with each other to identify the best way to coordinate their activity to fulfill his commands. Will envisioned nanos forming a pod around one of the pods embedded in his shirt cuff, and carrying that pod to Athos shirt. He cracked his eye open just enough to get a solid image of Athos’ face to provide the nanos a target. That was the first part. The more complex part was explaining to those nanos how to determine that they’d been transported to Aliomenti Headquarters, to identify the prison level when Athos visited to extract confessions, to locate those Alliance members identified for escape. The general nanos flashed images back in his mind, the equivalent of repeating instructions to ensure comprehension. The communication occurred at high speed, and it took only a few minutes of dialogue before the nanos demonstrated comprehension. Will allocated additional nanos to surround each of the remaining pods, and had the first set transfer the operating instructions to the new batches.

His attention returned to the Hunters. The inside of the car was stuffy; the tropical heat had cooked the inside during the few minutes they’d been driving outdoors. The hum of the engine suggested that they’d picked up speed, which meant they were getting close to their destination.

Aramis was reading a list of the Aliomenti charges against Will, including ninety-eight minor rules violations. Will listened with little interest, barely stifling a yawn as Aramis proclaimed total prison time of nearly three centuries. The reality was that prisoners were released when Arthur decided they’d learned their lesson. They all knew Will would never learn any lesson Arthur sought to teach.

As Aramis finished, Porthos glanced over his shoulder from the driver’s seat and taunted Will, sneering about his inability to commit a full one hundred violations. Will, sensing a chance to act in the character of a man seeking a chance to escape, took the opportunity to lean forward and smack Porthos in the side of the head. Porthos uttered a few curses Will had never before heard.

That should be worth at least two more violations, he thought. He refrained from laughing at the absurdity of charade the Hunters were living. Would they never realize that the rules were irrelevant to the Aliomenti? They existed only to give an air of propriety to any punishment Arthur decided to dole out. The Hunters only Tracked and captured those men and women approved by Arthur. Why did they only chase a specific handful? All members of the Alliance had earned prison time by the rules scratched down in the journal stowed inside Aramis’ top hat. So had dozens more still formally part of the Aliomenti. Yet, they only moved in certain cases.

The only rule that mattered was the rule Arthur decided made abduction necessary.

Aramis yanked Will back against the seat and elbowed him in the side of the head. Will anticipated the blow, and managed to get an invisible shield of nanos in the way to cushion the blow. He still pretended to lose consciousness, allowing his eyes to close and his head to loll around.

He didn’t appreciate the blow, though. I’m going to kill you if you do that again, Aramis, he thought. His memories flashed to the distant future, when a younger Will Stark might well have initiated Aramis’ death by deflecting the Assassin’s sword. Unintentional and indirect though it had been, he was still struck by the fact that he may have kept that half-hearted promise. He kept his eyes cracked slightly open.

Porthos had driven well outside of the concentration of tourist attractions, and found a quiet street off the main road he’d been traveling. The street was heavily lined with trees for added isolation from any humans who might ignore the signs telling them not to enter the street. After reviewing a screen in the dash that Will suspected was some type of radar system, Porthos turned down the street, brought the car to a stop, killed the engine, and flipped a switch on the steering column.

The exterior panels of the car began to move, and the sound of gears and scraping metal filled Will’s ears. Wings sprang from the side of the car, and he realized that the car was transforming into a miniature airplane. When the sound of scraping metal finally ceased, Porthos restarted the engine, but the new engine wasn’t an internal combustion engine meant to power a terrestrial vehicle. The jet engine picked up speed, the familiar whine reminding Will of years spent flying in planes for business trips in the twenty-first century. Porthos glided the small plane down the street as if it was a runway, and the craft soon soared into the air.

Will wondered if the Aliomenti had figured out how to make the craft invisible. The idea was sobering. If that was the case, the Aliomenti might well have been spying on them with far greater effectiveness than the Alliance had realized. His eyes focused, and he realized he’d need to change plans. The transforming craft, the potential invisibility capability, the advanced communication devices the Hunters had used to mask their presence from Will’s Energy senses… all suggested that the Aliomenti were further advanced than they’d suspected. He needed to get that message back to the Cavern.

Will allowed his Shield to dissipate slowly, giving Aramis the impression that the Damper was starting to lose effectiveness. Aramis tried to fight back, increasing his own concentration levels to try to smother Will’s Energy. As the minutes passed, the effort became an incredible strain for the Hunter, so much so that the strange man with the top hat was struggling to stay awake. If he slept, Aramis knew his Damper would fail and Will could break free of his containment. Athos, seated in the passenger seat, recognized the symptoms and passed a pill to Aramis. Will realized—too late—that the tablet contained a type of stimulant. Aramis swallowed the pill dry. He became more alert, but the mental strain was something he couldn’t maintain much longer.

“Athos,” Aramis said, gritting his teeth at the strain of speaking while trying to maintain the Damper. “I could… use a hand… here.” Sweat poured down the Hunter’s face, and Will was highly amused. The sight made the centuries of work building up his Energy stores completely worthwhile.

Athos held up his hands. “I only brought one dose. The lab guys said it would be enough.” Aramis had wanted Athos to inject more of the sleeping serum into Will. While the healing nanos would clear the serum out, it took time, and Will didn’t have that much time. Another dose or two like the first one would likely see Will safely imprisoned in an Aliomenti prison cell before he could escape. Even though he had no intention of escaping, he must make the effort.

Porthos, who had been occupied with flying the craft, snorted. “Lab guys wrong again, huh? Stunning, isn’t it?” With a quick turn of his head, he took in the sight of Aramis' sweaty red face. “Wow. Aramis, you’re going to need a shower after this.” Porthos sniffed loudly. “Hey, Stark? Be a real gem and stop forcing Aramis to ramp up the body odor, okay? I’m trying to fly this thing safely, and I don’t need that type of distraction.”

Will thought the request was strange. To the Aliomenti, Energy was either on or Dampered. Will couldn’t, as Porthos had it in his mind, stop his Energy and alleviate Aramis’ suffering. So why ask? Was it a fishing expedition? He had to think it was just a case that the sleeping serum was the only thing that allowed the Damper to work more than a few moments, and if the serum was wearing off, the Damper was being overrun as they might expect. Then again, Porthos was likely to say anything; the comment might just be his way of injecting humor into the tense situation they all faced.

He elected to smile. “I can’t exactly turn off my Energy now, can I, Porthos? That’s Aramis’ job, though he’s not doing a stellar job at the moment. As I see it, the only solution to your olfactory quandary is to release me.” He glanced at Aramis. “Or Aramis can just give it up and I'll leave on my own. No hard feelings for the unfriendly greeting back in the parking garage.”

That got a reaction from Athos, who turned and glared at Will. “Not a chance, Stark. We have a job to do, and we will complete our mission successfully.”

Will wondered when the Hunters had started referring to him by his last name. It had been a centuries-long tradition for the Aliomenti to use only given names; the use of family names was a taboo in a group that frowned on committed relationships and literally killed anyone who reproduced. But Will wasn’t part of the Aliomenti anymore, so that taboo wasn’t one that applied. That consideration hadn’t stopped them from trying to enforce their rules upon him, though.

Athos’ words irked him, sparked his competitive nature, and gave him even further motivation to make a good show of trying to escape. He yawned to demonstrate his lack of concern. “I’d say that's dependent on whether Porthos can get me into your long-range prison craft before Aramis cracks under pressure, wouldn’t you?” He reached over and patted Aramis on the arm with his free hand in a patronizing manner. “Ease up, old man. It’ll be less painful for you if you do. You know you can’t win this battle with me.”

Aramis’ eyes blazed in fury, in marked contrast to his beet-red face, damp skin, and pallid complexion. “I know nothing of the sort. I won’t ever quit.”

Will shrugged, and pretended to mop Aramis’ sweat off his sleeve. “Wake me when it’s over, if by some miracle I haven’t already escaped.”

Athos radioed the transport craft, presumably to determine when they’d arrive at the rendezvous point. Will’s Empathy skills deduced that the Hunter didn’t get the answer he was seeking, and he heard his name uttered. Despite his words to the contrary, Athos was terrified that Will was going to slip out of their clutches once more.

Except that Will couldn’t escape. Not yet.

Like the Hunters, he had a job to complete, and until he finished that he couldn’t disappear or let them complete the capture and toss him in the dampering cell. His mind came up with a problem with his earlier plan. Embedding the pods in Athos’ clothing wouldn’t work, because Athos was likely to change clothes before ever visiting the prison area. There was only one way to ensure the pods made it to their final destination.

Will needed to embed the pods in Athos’ skin. He had only a few minutes to figure out how to do that. He didn’t think the pods were small enough to get inside the cells, and they had no means to attach to the skin.

As Will plotted, Porthos spoke into the radio transmitter, not troubling to keep his voice down. “Transport, please confirm that the execution of the human targets is scheduled to proceed as planned.”

Will sucked in his breath. Had they sent others in to abduct humans from the casino? Had they seized the mother of the leukemia patient? The thought sickened him.

“No, if they're resisting, you're permitted to… dissuade them,” Porthos said. “The Leader won’t mind, and I’m sure The Assassin would assist. He might… slip, though.” Porthos laughed.

“You wouldn’t dare!" Will snarled. In the back of his mind, a voice of sanity tried to speak, telling him Porthos was baiting him, distracting him from his efforts to escape, that there weren’t any human prisoners at risk. But emotion reigned. He didn’t notice the slight burst of Energy from Athos until it was too late, until the lead Hunter had teleported a heavy object to Aramis’ free hand, until the bespectacled Hunter had clubbed him in the side of the head with something resembling a brick.

The blow stunned him, and he fought to maintain consciousness. He couldn’t pass out now, not with the pods of nanos still attached to him. His healing nanos raced to the site of the blow, working to repair the damage. Will felt Aramis relax. The Hunter believed Will was unconscious, and he was frighteningly close to being correct. Will’s Energy dipped momentarily.

Porthos landed the flying craft a moment later and powered the engine down. He flipped the lever near the yoke, and the plane slowly transformed back into the two door sedan. Aramis’ efforts in trying to contain Will’s Energy had left him too drained to teleport them out. The Hunters believed Will was unconscious. Athos helped Aramis crawl over the seats to exit the vehicle, pulling the bound Will after his fellow Hunter. With the two men out of the car, Athos whirled on Porthos, scolding the Tracker for his failure to aid in the removal of Aramis and Will from the car.

Porthos busied himself “inspecting” the vehicle rather than listening to his boss’ complaints.

Will, who was finally getting his mental clarity back after the blow to the head, realized he was running out of time. The transport craft was coming, and he’d yet to deposit the pods on Athos’ skin in a manner ensuring they’d not fall off in transit. He needed to act, and he needed to do so immediately. The time for subtlety had ended.

Will sent a contingent of nanos into the glove binding him to Aramis, and the microscopic machines complied, beginning to eat away at the bonds that kept his hand in contact with the Hunter. And he let his Shield drop even further, accelerating the speed at which it dissipated.

Aramis noticed Will’s increased Energy immediately. His efforts to alert his fellow Hunters were ignored, as Athos and Porthos resumed their earlier argument about Porthos’ lack of assistance in extracting Aramis and Will from the car. Aramis mentally flailed away at Will’s Energy, trying desperately to reinforce the Damper. The wildlife around Will aided in his growing strength. The surge Aramis felt wasn’t just the surge from Will recovering from the blows and Dampering he’d suffered. Will’s eyes remained closed, but a look a peace and calm descended upon his face.

“You could have been asking Stark to provide his pleas to the charges against him,” Athos shouted at Porthos, “instead of forcing me to Read him while he was unconscious. But no, instead you stand around—”

“Guys!” Aramis screamed. “Stark is waking up right now!”

“How do I plead, Athos?” Will asked. The question hadn’t been directed at him, of course. He considered pleading guilty to their charges, for he was. He considered pleading not guilty, since he disagreed with the rules and had never agreed to be bound by them. He considered pleading insanity for putting up with the three Hunters and their Leader. But in the end, his plea, for himself, for his friends, and even for the Hunters themselves, was always the same. He wanted them free of Arthur’s tyranny.

Will opened his eyes and smiled at the Hunters. “I plead… freedom.”

And Will Stark unleashed his Energy in full.

He burst a large amount of Energy out of his body, still a small fraction of what he felt available in that moment, when anger and adrenaline and purpose came together. Aramis, still trying to snap the Damper down, screamed in utter agony. For Aramis, that burst proved the mental equivalent of looking directly at the sun with powerful night vision goggles.

Will glanced at the webbed glove still binding him to Aramis, and watched as the nanos finished their work, dissolving the material until his hand was free. Aramis had slumped to the ground, writhing in agony, his hands clawing at his head as if he could rip the pain from his skull. Will felt no unique malice toward the man, and the obvious pain evoked a brief bout of sympathy for the Hunter. Will knew he hadn't enjoyed being in pain in his first encounter with the Hunters in the year 2030.

He put thoughts of concern for Aramis aside. Athos and Porthos were still quite healthy, and both were intent upon subduing Will by whatever means necessary. The transport ship, with its prison and Aliomenti reinforcements, would arrive in just a few minutes. Will intended to finish his mission before that happened. Escape had never been his intent, but given how things had now escalated, he feared the Hunters might well try to kill him to prevent the assumed escape attempt.

He focused his attention on Athos.

The lead Hunter pulled out his sword. Will recognized the weapon as the one Athos had drawn in the year 2030, almost a millennium into the past as Will had lived it. Will studied Athos’ movements and read his Energy, trying to deduce when the man would strike. As he calculated his evasive maneuvers, the solution to his problem appeared at the sight of Athos’ unblemished face.

It was so obvious now.

He took a deep breath, taking strength and calmness from the fresh air, feeling the Energy feedback from the trees and brush in the vicinity. He could hear the transport craft now, likely less than two minutes from landing. The engines rumbled the ground just enough for him to feel it.

Will’s memory of the attack in 2030 flashed before his eyes, and though he’d seen much of the attack through eyes denied the corrective lenses he’d needed at the time, there was no mistaking that the scar on future Athos’ face wasn’t there now. Athos had insisted upon slashing open Will’s face in that future attack as payback.

The gash in the skin would provide the opening in the skin he needed for the storage of the pods. The nanos and pods would prevent the skin from stitching back together. The marring of Athos’ face would mean freedom for Will’s friends.

Will called forth a sizable number of his nanos, directing them to assume the form of a sharp dagger. He recalled the pods through the surrounding nanos, directing them to form the cutting edge of the blade. As expected, Athos charged Will, driven by rage at the idea that Will was about to escape yet again, mere seconds before Athos would have celebrated his greatest achievement. 

Will sidestepped the Hunter’s sword, slashing his dagger across Athos’ face, just under the right eye, slitting open the skin. As commanded, the nano-encased pods stayed inside the gaping wound. Blood poured out of the gash, sliding down Athos’ cheek. The Hunter was stunned. He reached up and touched the warm, salty liquid, and stared at the crimson fluid on his fingers.

“It will never heal,” Will told Athos as he sent a few extra nanos into the gash, commanding them to keep the wound open long enough to scar. “You’ll have a scar there forever, to remind you each time you look in the mirror that you failed to capture me. Yours will be an ugly scar, to symbolize the evil you enable.”

Athos continued to stare at the blood on his hand. He was clearly disengaged from the battle at hand.

Will turned to face Porthos.

Rather than draw his own sword, the Hunter folded his arms across his chest. “Going to cut me up too, Stark? I thought you didn’t approve of violence.”

Will shook his head. “I’m not going to hurt you, Porthos. Athos came at me with a sword and I defended myself.”

Porthos’ look was one of pure loathing. He was a man incapable of seeing the evil of the Oaths he enforced; in his mind, Will had broken a vow he’d made. That made Will a dishonorable man, one unable or unwilling to keep his word. It mattered not to Porthos that Will had never made the Oaths; any memory to the contrary had been planted there by Arthur.

“You’re going to be imprisoned for your crimes,” Porthos vowed.

“How can that be, Porthos?” Will shook his head, watching as the transport craft was landing in a clearing a hundred yards away. “I’m leaving now. How do you propose to find me so that you can imprison me? It’s not like you’ve had much luck finding me, except when I’ve made mistakes or baited you to my location.”

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

Will shrugged. “Perhaps, Porthos. But that ability has never been of much use against me, has it?” Will glanced over at Aramis, who continued to writhe and whimper on the ground nearby. “And what if you do find me? Perhaps you’d like to end up like Aramis, mind blown apart and lying on the ground in tears.”

“The only one who’ll be lying on the ground writhing in pain will be you, Stark," Porthos hissed. “Your day is coming.” He drew his sword, holding the weapon at the ready.

More than likely my hour is coming, Will thought, as a wistful look crossed his face. “Yes, perhaps it is.” He watched as the transport craft touched down on the opposite side of the clearing, watched as Aliomenti poured out and began running toward them. Perhaps they were neophytes; Will wasn’t sure why they didn’t teleport. “Best to be prepared then, isn’t it?”

He felt a crushing blow against the back of his head. As he’d talked to Porthos, Athos had regained control, reacquired his rage, and had moved upon Will with a sudden bit of teleportation. The hilt of Athos’ sword sent Will staggering toward Porthos, who waited with his own sword outstretched. Too disoriented to stop himself or teleport away, Will fell into the blade. Porthos pushed forward, burying the sword in Will up to the hilt.

Will remembered Eva’s encounter with Maynard centuries earlier, remembered the elder Adam’s execution a half century ago. It was odd that he’d go the same way. “Not again,” he whispered.

Will watched Porthos’ face, knew his Energy levels must be dropping, for the Hunter’s face revealed a look of triumph. He knew that he needed to get away now. He would have let them take him alive. But now?

His original Nautilus submarine had long been mothballed, retired in favor of newer vessels. He and Hope had parked it a few dozen miles off the coast of Philadelphia, a choice of deep sentimental meaning. The craft was still operational, and though safe houses might have been a closer and more practical choice, the submarine that had served has his home for so many centuries was the only place Will wanted to go at that moment. With a groan of tremendous effort, Will teleported away with Porthos' sword still embedded in him, leaving the Hunters as failures once more.

The Nautilus was quiet. The lighting was kept dim while the craft “slept,” waiting to be put to use. It felt like home, though. It smelled like home. The familiar thrum of the salt water engine was a welcoming sound. Hope’s presence seemed to permeate the entire ship.

Will phased out momentarily, letting Porthos’ sword drop to the ground in front of him. The pain was incredible, and his breathing began to labor.

This is it, he thought. This must be how it all ends for Will Stark.

Will had lived his life well and had few regrets. People he knew and trusted were there to help Hope, were there to make sure that she and his younger self would meet, fall in love, marry, and, after some difficulties, bring forth their children. They’d be there to ensure everything was ready when the time travelers from the future arrived to rescue his younger self and start him upon this long journey. His definition of a successful life had long been a simple one: he’d lived well if his children were born as expected. They’d learned the cure for ambrosia for Hope, found volunteers willing to ensure she had all the assistance she needed. He had no reason to think that the life of Will Stark had been a failure.

The unloved child had succeeded in ways his parents would never have believed.

The darkness enveloped him, and Will Stark smiled.

It had been a wonderful life.
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Traitor

 

1994 A.D.

He was the son of perhaps the most powerful Energy user in the world at the time of his birth. The power gave him the quiet confidence to let events unfold with patience, comfortable in the knowledge that his heightened senses and vast Energy stores would give him the ability to adapt to anything. That confidence, the lack of a need to prove himself, led many in the Alliance to believe he was of only a modest power level, aided by the fact that he refused to let loose his Energy at full capacity even to color code the Energy bands accordingly.

For so powerful a man, Adam felt completely helpless.

He’d watched the events unfold from within one of the invisible flying craft the Alliance possessed. Will hadn’t wanted anyone there, but Adam had insisted he tag along and be prepared to act in the event anything went wrong.

Will had finally relented, but with a caution.

“You must understand what 'going wrong' means,” Will had told him early that morning, prior to heading to the casino resort. “I know that I’m meant to vanish from the world soon. I expect that today is the day that will happen. I might be captured. I might be injured. I might even be killed. You will probably consider each of those outcomes to mean something went wrong. I don’t. The only failure occurs if I leave the island a free man without transferring the pods to Athos. If they capture me, or injure me and then capture me, that’s success; even if I’ve not transferred the pods at that point I still have the chance to do so as their prisoner. If I am killed but have transferred the pods, that’s also a success.” Will sighed. “Taking this risk is my responsibility. I won’t ask others to take a risk I’m not willing to take on myself. If I try to escape without doing my job, you must intervene and make me go back. If I am killed without transferring the pods, you must then step forth and make sure that transfer occurs.” He fixed Adam with a pointed stare. “Do you understand?”

“But…” Adam hesitated. “You almost make this sound like a form of suicide, Will. Why do you want to see your life end, literally or through your imprisonment by the Aliomenti?”

“I have no interest in dying today, any more than I did yesterday,” Will replied. “My immortality means I don’t age. It doesn’t mean I can’t die. And I want my life—or my death—to have meaning. If my mission is successful, if I’m able to plant those devices and free those prisoners, I will be happy. If that’s my last act on this earth, I will die a happy man. Hope is well-protected. Thanks to Eva she knows what must be done to bear our children. Thanks to you she knows it will all happen as it must. This version of me isn’t needed anymore, and history makes that clear. There is no record of this version of me after 1994, Adam. There is no record of any version of me after 2030, not until I show up in the future with you via the time machine. I know I’ll vanish. The only way that my disappearance becomes meaningless is if I don’t use that event to help as many additional people as I possibly can.”

Adam bowed his head. “I wish you’d be selfish for a moment. Our group needs you. Humanity needs you. The world needs you. And Hope needs you.” He sighed. “Why not forgo this trial for them?”

“I’m one man, Adam. The world existed before me, and it will be fine after I’m gone. All I ask is that you and the others look after Hope and my children. Take care of them. Will you promise me all of that, Adam?”

Adam looked him in the eye and took a deep breath. “For you, Will? I will make that promise. I just hope I deliver on it with you at my side.”

Adam had kept his promise not to interfere, even when events, by Adam’s mind, took a turn for the worse…

Will had not deviated from his path. He’d played the part well, gave every indication that he was trying to escape. But he’d been knocked senseless by Athos and stabbed by Porthos. In that instant, Adam wished he'd made no such promise. Before he had time to consider breaking his word, Will vanished from the scene, but not before blasting Adam with one final telepathic message.

Remember your promise.

The Energy outburst from his final act of teleportation was powerful; the flying craft shifted slightly, even from the distance Adam had maintained. Will had traveled a long way after being pierced by Porthos’ sword.

The Hunters wouldn’t be able to find him. If there was any him left to find.

Adam stayed long enough to watch the Hunters receive medical attention from the transport crew. Their faces spoke volumes. Though they’d gravely—perhaps fatally—wounded Will, he’d made them each suffer before the final blow. Aramis looked to be a shell of himself, barely able to stand, his eyes unfocused, his face pale and full of terror. Athos refused treatment for the gash under his right eye. Porthos looked around, lost, as if he’d only just realized that he couldn’t trace Will’s Energy. Adam shook his head. Perhaps the Hunters would leave all of them alone now.

But he knew better.

He checked the sensors that tracked the location of the pods of nanos Will had carried with him. If they were still with Will, Adam could locate him and check on his condition, perhaps even save his life. But the sensors showed Will had completed his mission. The pods moved with Athos. Adam realized that if the pods were embedded in the bloodied clothing they might be destroyed before Athos ever visited the prison level and released them. Adam zoomed the sensors in more closely, zeroing in on the precise location of the pods. And he laughed.

Will had slashed open the Hunter’s cheek and planted the pods in the man’s very skin. There was little chance Athos could destroy the pods now. Adam sighed. It had been a brilliant final move, and one Will had devised after their last discussion.

Every indication now pointed to a brilliant man being lost forever.

Adam commanded the craft to head back toward South Beach, the South American undersea port providing transport to and from the Cavern. He needed to provide a report to the other Alliance members about what he’d seen. He wasn’t certain what he’d seen, however. He knew only that Will had fought the Hunters, appeared to have been gravely injured, and had vanished in a burst of Energy so powerful he could be, literally, anywhere on the planet.

The only thing in question was whether he still lived. Adam had no answer to that most critical of questions.

It was strange, Adam mused, about how all of this had come about. Will had always been open about this point in history. The future history of events—a history he, Adam, would send to Will through the magical diary Will had gifted him—made it clear that Will did not exist after this point in time. Will had accepted this as evidence of his own mortality, and Adam understood that conclusion. A man like Will Stark would not allow himself to be imprisoned for centuries, unable to see his loved ones or aid humanity at large. If there was no record of Will Stark doing those things, the only conclusion must be that Will had died today.

Yet, Will was also skilled enough at hiding after centuries of self-imposed isolation from the Aliomenti that he’d be able to achieve the same effect without sacrificing his freedom or his life. Why had he been so insistent on completing his mission in a manner that made death a possible outcome, even when the technology had advanced to the point that his imprisonment was unnecessary?

Adam’s mind drifted back to another conversation, sparked by Will’s comment about not asking others to do things he himself would not do. The advanced technology might exist, but it had never been tested in the field, within the Aliomenti Headquarters. Will believed someone needed to be there in the event anything went wrong. If the technology failed, he believed he could escape his prison and free the others if necessary. Will wouldn't let anyone but him undergo that trial first. Plenty had been willing; after they’d held the public discussion about the plan, a dozen people had approached and asked to take part. Most of the volunteers had close friends or loved ones who’d been captured; others simply found the prospect a challenge they wanted to take on, one with an immensely high level of satisfaction as its reward.

Will had refused. He had insisted that he be the first. And out of respect for Will they’d all agreed to abide by his wishes.

Adam frowned. That discussion and meeting had gone well, but Will had been directly challenged. This new idea, one Adam had conceived, called for the Alliance to plant their people inside prisons at Aliomenti Headquarters. The speaker opined that the execution of that plan would prove to be another case of Will sending others to do what he wasn’t willing to do himself, that he’d sit back and watch while others suffered imprisonment, injury, or even death. Will had bristled at the suggestion that he was just like Arthur Lowell, and had stated emphatically that day that he'd be the first to give himself up. And he had done just that.

Adam had a startling thought. Had the speaker, Clint, been aiming for just such a reaction and outcome? Had one of their own truly become so quietly jaded that he’d tried to encourage Will into turning himself into bait?

He felt a chill. They’d perfected the chip extraction technique. Or so they’d thought. Perhaps the Aliomenti had devised their own counterstrategy, a way to plant one of their own inside Alliance Headquarters. If that was the case, had Clint been the first and only, a test case, as Will had planned to be? Had Clint been outfitted with an additional chip or other devices that would maintain his brainwashed loyalty to Arthur Lowell? Or had Clint simply had a bad day that day, and used the chance to publicly vent as a means to counter some other stress in his life?

There was only one way to find out.

Adam stayed only briefly at South Beach. The port was its usual festive place, where travelers to and from the Outside congregated to say tearful farewells or embrace those returning with the joy of their arrival. Adam could feel that general happiness and excitement, but it wasn’t enough to lighten his dour mood. He went into his favorite restaurant, smelled the delicious food being prepared, but only sparingly touched the salmon he ordered. It tasted… dead.

Adam hopped aboard the next submarine heading back to the Cavern. His face remained tight, his mind focused. Will’s loss—for whatever duration—was bad enough. The possibility that it had been instigated by a traitor who was still living among them made that loss even more devastating.

When he arrived back in the Cavern, Adam strode down the main street, made a brief stop at his personal residence with all of the timelines and notes plastered on the walls, and then made his way toward Clint's house. He saw the man heading toward him, and forced himself to show a cheerful face.

“Hey, Adam!” Clint said, spotting him. He moved toward Adam. “How did the trap go?”

Double meaning there? Adam thought. “It went as planned up front. Will drew their attention, let himself be captured. They took him to a clearing to wait for a transport craft, but Will broke free.”

Clint’s eyes widened. “But… did they… take him?”

Adam shook his head. “No, the Hunters decided that they were tired of seeing Will escape, and decided to end it right there. They pulled out their swords and attacked. But Will won. He killed all three Hunters. He’s resting at Sahara right now until he fully recovers.”

The reaction was genuine, if brief, and if he’d not been watching for it, Adam was sure he’d have missed it. But the look of disappointment at the news Will had killed the three Hunters, that Will himself had survived the attack, was unmistakable.

Adam moved at an impossible speed, propelled by his fury at the man before him. The Energy burst smashed Clint to the ground before he knew what had happened. Clint’s head filled with a shrieking noise that rendered him incapable of action—and he was pinned to the ground by Adam’s overwhelmingly more powerful Energy. Adam turned his own Energy loose on Clint’s Energy stores, squashing them and draining them, leaving Clint powerless to teleport away even if he’d not been mentally incapable of doing so at that moment.

Adam grabbed the device he’d picked up in his home on the way to meet Clint: a net formed of materials that produced the same effect as Aramis’ Damper. Adam withdrew has own Dampering Energy, trusting the net to do its job, and floated the man down the street, navigating until he'd reached a little-used room off to the side of the beach. It was a facsimile of the prison cells found at Aliomenti Headquarters, built with clear walls so others could see if it was occupied. Most members of the Alliance subjected themselves to a few moments in the box before heading Outside as a way to remind themselves what excessive Energy use could mean. Adam wasn’t testing the box. He was turning it into an actual prison cell. He hurled Clint inside so that the man crashed against the far wall and slammed the door, just as Hope and Eva rushed up.

“Adam, what are you doing?" Eva’s voice was full of shock at the violent outburst. She put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off. The dark look on his face was etched there like stone.

“Adam? What’s wrong?” Hope asked. She tentatively reached a hand out to the man, but held back, uncertain of what he’d do.

Adam whirled around to face them. His eyes were feral, a look reminiscent of the elder Adam as the man had executed everyone from the first Aliomenti village nine centuries earlier. It was an anger driven by an act of evil he’d been unable to prevent. But it was an act he intended to avenge.

“Clint,” he hissed. “Clint provoked him. Clint as good as killed him.”

“Stop, Adam,” Eva commanded. “Who are you talking about? Who did Clint kill?”

"Will," Adam snapped without thinking.

Hope sagged to the ground, her emotions savaged by the news, and she quivered on the floor, her body heaving with silent cries of sadness and agony. She’d put on a brave face when he’d left, said words to the effect that she knew he might not return, but those words were for appearance. Hope knew, more than any of them that Will would back one day.

Except now, he wouldn’t.

“Adam!” Eva snapped. “Did Clint actually kill Will?”

“No,” Adam snarled. “But he triggered it. He’s a spy and a traitor, Eva.”

Hope stopped crying, briefly, as she took in this news. She’d have to come to grips with the reality that it would be her private burden to bring her children into the world, accompanied by the man she loved, once he was born and matured, though he’d remain ignorant about their past together. The news that there was a traitor in their midst, today… that put everything in jeopardy. Will would not want her in mourning over him if her own safety, their children's very lives, or the lives of all those part of the Alliance, were at stake.

“Slow down,” Eva ordered. “Start at the beginning. You are not making sense.”

“Everything went exactly as planned. Will knew I was there, watching. He told me not to interfere unless he refused to let the Hunters capture him; said the mission was more important than anything else, made me promise not to help him. Fool that I am, I agreed. They found him, flew him a short distance to a clearing in a forest, meant to put him on a long-range transport with a prison cell. Will broke free of Aramis, found a knife and cut Athos, and was arguing with Porthos when Athos hit him from behind. Will was stunned, and he fell directly into Porthos’ sword. He teleported away before I could get to him. Based upon the Energy released by his teleport, he traveled a very long way.”

“So… you didn’t actually see him die?” Hope asked.

“He was stabbed directly in the abdomen, up to the hilt,” Adam replied. His face softened. “I’m sorry about my directness, Hope. I wish I could tell you something else. But I just can’t see how he could have survived that injury.”

“The vests,” Eva whispered. She looked at Hope, then at Adam. “He took one of those new vests with him. Remember? He took with him one of the latest prototypes. Those were the models which split swords and reform the out the other side. He was wearing one of those vests, so… he should be fine.”

Adam shook his head sadly. “He took it off after I promised him I wouldn’t interfere. Even if they tried to kill him, I was to stay away; only his failure to transfer the pods to Athos was to bring me out of hiding.” He slammed his fist against the glass wall of the cell holding Clint. “I shouldn’t have made that promise.” Adam bowed his head, as his anger morphed to grief.

Eva maintained her steady calm. “Adam, you said that it was Clint’s fault, that he is a traitor. What makes you say that?”

“I don’t know. Because it’s true?” Adam snapped. He shook his head. “A few years ago, Clint badgered Will, suggesting Will thought he was better than the rest of us, that he’d send others to do the risky, dangerous work while he remained safely here. Will stated then that he’d go on this mission. Even when our technology advanced to the point that he didn’t need to engage the Hunters at all, much less risk his life or imprisonment, he still felt the need to prove himself. Why? Because Clint baited him into promising to do it.”

“But, Will could have chosen to ignore the jibes,” Eva reasoned. “Clint’s opinion was in the vast minority; he might well have been the only member of the Alliance who believed that to be true.”

“When I returned,” Adam said, speaking as if he’d not heard Eva, “I sought Clint out. I told him that the Hunters had attacked Will to kill him, and Clint looked happy. I told him that Will had overpowered and killed all three of them, and he looked distraught. How can any true member of the Alliance look happy at the idea of Will being attacked, to think that the Hunters might try to kill him? And then look miserable at the idea that Will had won? The answer? A traitor, somebody working for Arthur. Clint goaded Will into proving what he didn’t need to prove, and now he’s gotten his wish. The Hunters stabbed him.”

“You did not see him die, though, correct?” Eva asked. “There is a chance Will still lives?”

“I don’t know," Adam admitted. “I didn’t see him die. But he looked… bad. And then he left. The travel, the loss of Energy… I just don’t know how anyone, even Will, could have sustained those injuries and survived. Even if he could have healed himself with Energy, that teleport must have drained him completely.” His face was marred by agony, and his eyes were moist. He glanced at Hope, and his eyes were full of sorrow. “I’m so sorry. I failed you. All of you.”

Hope took a long, deep, steadying breath. “We have no time for sorrows right now, Adam. If Will is alive, we won’t find him until he wants to be found. If not… he would not want to see this group disappear after his loss. We need to understand what happened with Clint. And we need to make sure that there are no others similarly afflicted.”

She looked at the prison, looked at the man inside. Clint had slumped to the ground, his body upright only because his right shoulder leaned against the clear inside of the cell. His eyes were closed, but his face bore an unmistakable expression of triumph. He’d heard the truth of Will’s situation as Adam had related the story.

Hope felt a jolt of anger at that look. “How do we increase the power on this? Significantly?”

Clint’s eyes snapped open. His face no longer bore a look of triumph.

Adam walked over to the side of the prison. “When we built this, we typically kept it at a fairly low setting. Most used it to get a taste of the Energy draining capability of the prisons or Aramis. But a few wanted to test themselves further, to see how long they could last and how quickly they could recover.” He pointed to a dial. “It’s at about fifteen percent power. It can—”

Hope stepped forward and spun the knob all the way to the right. The digital readout showed the prison operating at full power capacity.

They couldn't hear Clint’s screams through the one-way soundproofed walls. The prison drained him of every drop of Energy, turning a powerful Energy-wielding traitor into an unconscious human in mere moments.

Hope watched the man transform into a helpless heap, her face stern and glacial, her hand still on the power knob. When she was certain Clint wouldn’t move for a very long time, she turned the power reading back to the normal fifteen percent.

“Let’s get him to the research labs,” Hope said. “We need to understand if he’s been acting of his free will… or if his actions were forced on him by someone else.”
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Adam floated Clint’s unconscious form through the air as they moved to the labs at the far southern end of the Cavern. As they moved, the random weather computer triggered several rounds of thunder, the bass speakers shaking the ground as each clap sounded. The rain started, slowly at first. The wind machine picked up, and the gentle breeze so familiar to them was replaced with cold, driving winds as the rain picked up.

None of them wanted to try to teleport the distance and avoid the rain. The best way to teleport into the middle of rock or the bowels of an active volcano was to try to teleport while angry; at current levels, any of them might make that critical mistake.

And there was something cathartic about moving Clint to the labs in such a manner.

The streets were empty; most people had moved indoors during the rainstorm. It prevented them from answering questions from shocked passers-by, wondering why they were transporting Clint in such a fashion. Adam had thrown the Dampering net around Clint, just in case the man regained consciousness during the transport. He also wanted to ensure they kept the traitor under control while they analyzed him in the lab.

They stepped into the lab building as the sliding doors opened before them. All of them shivered as the air conditioning blasted them. They paused a moment to use small bursts of Energy to dry their hair and clothing. Hope cried quietly; it reminded her of the trip she and Will had made to Philadelphia nearly three centuries earlier. Eva offered her a comforting hand, and Hope squeezed it in gratitude. With her emotions back under control, they moved to Aaron’s lab.

Aaron was in an open lab this time; the clone lab had been shut down for the time being. He looked up as the trio walked in, frowning at the site of Clint. “Wouldn’t the hospital be a better choice for him?”

“We have reason to suspect Clint has some type of controlling device or additional brainwashing,” Adam told him. “We’ve essentially confirmed that his actions at the open meeting a few years ago about the insertion plan were intended to get Will to engage with the Hunters. It worked. Will was stabbed earlier today and teleported far away. No, we don’t know his condition,” he added, anticipating the question the wide-eyed Aaron looked to be ready to ask. “But we need to figure out what we missed when we brought Clint aboard.”

Aaron nodded. “Put him on the table.” He glanced at Clint as Adam lowered the man—none too gently—to the research table in the center of the room. “Is that a Dampering net?”

“We’re not taking any chances. I threw him in the cell and Hope jacked the power all the way up until he passed out.”

Aaron gazed levelly at Hope. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

Hope kept her gaze on the man lying on the table.

Aaron located an X-ray machine. “This may trigger anything in him to release a poison or an explosion or—”

Eva put a hand on his shoulder to gain his attention. “Speed is of the essence here, Aaron. We need to understand what motivated Clint—and how to check if anyone else Inside is similarly afflicted. It may be that others are staged to engage in some type of attack from within.”

Aaron stared at her. “Okay then.”

He ran the X-ray machine over Clint’s body. The machine displayed images real-time, and Aaron watched carefully for any indication of an anomaly. He grunted once, and then cursed. “There are two more chips still in him. This is not good. We’re going to need to run everyone through the machine, especially the most recent defectors.” Aaron shook his head. “We should have been checking everyone for extra chips before now.”

He pointed to the digital images on the screen showing Clint’s still-unconscious form. “You can see the markers here… and here. Those are the two additional implanted chips. We need to extract those immediately. I’m glad that every step of the journey here to the Cavern is made in fully shielded transports. If they’ve got any type of GPS or tracking signals in these chips they’ll be wondering where Clint went.”

“Then let us begin extracting the chips immediately,” Eva replied. “When we finish the extraction we will need to start checking his mental programming right away. My greatest concern at this point is to ensure that the Aliomenti cannot find him using those chips. We will also need to check on any outbound non-Energy communications Clint sent. We need to know if he has compromised our location.”

Aaron nodded. “Before we start… I’m going to go inside the X-ray imaging machine. Make sure there’s nothing in me. I don’t want anyone thinking I’ve been compromised while I run this machine and check everyone else. And… we may need to prevent anyone here from leaving until they’ve been checked.”

They wheeled the table bearing Clint’s unconscious form to the side of the room. Aaron showed Eva how to operate the controls, and she used it to perform the scan. The image showed no indication of any chips. “That is to be expected,” Eva said. “The Aliomenti are likely to have perfected this technique only recently. You have been here for quite some time. But it is a relief to confirm nonetheless.”

Hope stepped from her chair. “Check me next,” she said. “Once I’m done, I’ll start the mental probe of Clint.”

“Hope, I don’t think we need to go through the formality of checking you,” Aaron began, as he stepped from the machine. Hope shot him a withering gaze, and he turned back to the controls. “Of course, if that's what you want…”

“It is,” she replied. “As with you, it’s best that there’s no suspicion about any of us. We’ll need to offer to have others check us again when we tell everyone what’s happening.”

Hope was cleared moments later, and she began the mental probe of Clint as Aaron checked and cleared both Eva and Adam. Hope didn’t notice. She was tracing the most deeply held and dominant beliefs and values programmed into Clint's mind, the inviolable rules guiding his behavior. The standard location for the programmed beliefs was clear, but she moved around in Clint’s mind, finding and understanding some of his beliefs, and overriding others. Clearing the overrides was both time-consuming and draining. And it gave her a deeper insight into the man she was examining.

Hope pulled her Energy and her senses back into her own mind, aware that the others were watching her carefully. “He’s clean now. Go ahead and take out the chips.” She stood.

Eva reached out and took hold of her arm. "What did you find?”

Hope looked at her, a tear trickling down her face. "I found a man who’s going to kill himself when he finally realizes what he’s done. We need to tread very carefully.” She took a deep breath. “I’m going to announce that we need everyone to meet near the beach in about half an hour. Can you get the machine there and have it operational?”

Aaron looked thoughtful. “Yes. I should be able to find a power source nearby.” He glanced at Clint. “What should we do with him?”

“I think Adam’s going to keep an eye on him no matter what.”

And she walked off, leaving the others puzzled.

Word spread quickly after Hope’s call for a general meeting at the beach, as speculation raged. Enough people had witnessed the earlier events from afar to inject both fact and rumor into that speculation. Will Stark had been killed by the Hunters. Clint’s words from years earlier had triggered Will’s belief that he needed to be willing to sacrifice his own life to prove he didn’t think himself above the rest of them. Will had faked his death to throw the Hunters off track. Clint led a team of spies in their midst, set to reveal their hidden base to the Leader of the Aliomenti.

All of the speculation fueled a level of suspicion within the Cavern that hadn’t existed until that day. And it was that deeply held emotion of suspicion that Hope addressed first.

“This is not something Will Stark would want,” she said. She stood atop a large box nestled near the water’s edge, and the silence of the crowd allowed everyone to hear the nearby river run into the tunnel-fed lagoon behind her. “This is not an organization meant to exist and operate on suspicion and mistrust.”

She glanced around. “Earlier today, Adam returned from watching Will’s mission to implant the pods on one of the Hunters. I will not lie to you. The mission was a success; the pods were planted on Athos. However…” She took a deep breath. “Will was injured in the attack, and teleported far away. We have not heard from him since. The nature of his injury is such that he might never return to us.”

“Then it’s true!” a woman shouted. “Will is dead, killed by the Hunters, and it’s all due to Clint’s treachery!”

Hope looked at the speaker. “That, at this point, is what we believe to be true.”

Cries of disbelief erupted, and mingled in were shouts called for revenge and justice for Clint.

Hope held up her hand, and the crowds, ever-respectful of the one called Shadow, regained their earlier quietude. “Clint has been subdued, and we used that opportunity to examine him. While Clint’s words may have triggered Will’s decision to take on this mission, his words were not driven by his own free-will. We used an X-ray scanner to check for additional chips, beyond the one we routinely remove from Aliomenti defectors. That machine located two additional chips in Clint. We checked his mind, and found significantly deeper embedded beliefs programmed into him. Those extra chips and the dozen additional beliefs have been removed.”

The crowd went even more silent as the implications of Hope’s words were understood. Anyone in the Cavern might well be operating under an unknown influence.

“But Clint still made Will take on that mission, and now Will’s… gone!” the earlier speaker said. Her voice wasn’t nearly so loud now.

“Will chose—he was not forced, he was not tricked, he chose—to reveal his location to the Hunters. He did this because he wanted to be absolutely certain that the technology developed to help free those long held captive made it to the Aliomenti Headquarters. Nothing less than certainty on this point was sufficient for him, and he believed he was the right person to make sure it happened.

“Did Clint’s words at the meeting several years ago motivate him? Perhaps they did. But they also reminded Will, and all of us, of his own true nature. He was our first, and was always the one to take on the greatest challenges that provided the innovations and advantages we enjoy today. He was first of us to undergo the Purge. He was the first of our kind to willingly consume ambrosia, without being completely certain of the effects. He risked his credibility with each new innovation he theorized about. He risked his life to find this cave and begin its transformation to a livable habitat to protect people he’d never met from the scourge of the Hunters and the Assassin. It should be no surprise that he demanded this role. And I have every reason to believe he would have done so regardless of Clint’s antagonism.

“Did Clint—the manipulated Clint—mean for Will to take on this effort? Yes, I think he did. I’m the one who did the renewed review of his mind, and what I found there confirms several things. Clint believed he was meant to live here among us as one of us, but to look for opportunities to get Will to expose himself to the Hunters and provide the Hunters further opportunities to capture him. The Aliomenti will believe he’s still on their side, because one of the two chips we just pulled out was a blank. It did nothing. We suspect the original chip we removed when Clint joined us was also a blank. That means two of the three chips inside Clint did nothing. Please be aware of this if you seek to recruit a defector. Search until you find all chips, not just one. Look deeper in their minds for far more than the usual implanted beliefs. We too often think the Aliomenti don’t try to innovate in any way, but they do.

“I want to make one point clear. When Clint wakes up, you will be very angry with him. Don’t be. You may want to do him physical harm. Don’t. You may want to shun him. Do anything but that. You see, the reason he acted as he did was because of the massive number of belief overrides in his mind. Those overrides were needed because Clint’s true beliefs, the ones active now, were so powerfully a match for the Alliance that Arthur needed to literally beat Clint’s mind into submission. He will wake, find himself here, and be overjoyed. When he finds out what he did, he will be truly and genuinely devastated. It will not be an act. Do not shun him. Support him. What has happened to this point was not representative of the real Clint. He needs our support to get through this. The acts you are angry about were, effectively, performed by Arthur Lowell. Do not take out your frustrations on an innocent man.”

Quiet percolated among those present. Clint’s prone form rested upon a table near Hope, where Aaron watched monitors tracking the man’s overall health. Adam’s initial assault and the complete Energy drain, coupled with the mental deprogramming from Hope, had left the man in a virtual coma. Hope looked out at the crowd, and watched as the hardened faces softened, watched a man they knew as a friend breathe deeply, unaware that his fate was being defined in this very moment. The tension and anger had evaporated to large degree.

But there was still great sadness.

“What more can you tell us about Will’s condition?” This time, it was Judith who spoke.

Hope looked at Adam, who stepped forward. “I was there, and at Will’s insistence I promised I would not interfere. As intended, the Hunters captured Will. While they were waiting for the transport craft with the Dampering cell to arrive to take Will to Headquarters, he broke free. In the scuffle that followed, he appeared to injure Aramis—I did not see what happened from my vantage point—and also sliced open Athos’ cheek. He appeared to be talking to Porthos when Athos hit Will in the back of the head with the hilt of his sword. Will was stunned by the blow, staggered forward, and fell right into Porthos’ sword. The sword vanished to the hilt. Will teleported away seconds later with a huge burst of Energy.”

“Did you see any blood?”

“No, but I was too far away, and he vanished too quickly. His teleportation carried the sword with him as well.”

“Is he dead? Did you see a body?”

“I did not see a body. He was alive when I last saw him because he teleported away. I struggle to think he survived a stabbing in which an entire sword was shoved into his abdomen, however.” Adam’s face looked pained once more as he uttered the words.

More questions were shouted, but Hope raised her hand. “We have much work to do here. We must, for the time being, assume that Will is to be absent indefinitely. As we do not know where he is, we cannot send anyone to help him. If he still lives, he will need to recover on his own, or reach out for help when he can. For now, though, the revelations about Clint must drive our immediate course of action.” She looked to Aaron.

Aaron spoke up. “Given the revelations about Clint—the extra tracking chips, the extra mental programming—we encourage everyone to undergo both imaging tests and mental scans. I have the imaging machine here, near the beach, so that everyone may not only participate if they choose, but have multiple witnesses to observe the results. The Shadow, Eva, Adam and I went through these tests as soon as we realized what had happened with Clint, and each of us is happy to go through the process again if anyone wants us to do so.”

Adam spoke next. “We suspect that the extreme efforts taken in Clint’s case a relatively recent innovation. What it means is that those here the least amount of time are the most likely to be affected.”

A man named Rorke stepped forward. “I was only recently recruited away from the Aliomenti, and I am very concerned that what happened with Clint happened to me as well. I have no desire to betray the Alliance. I grieve at Will’s loss. I don’t want to be the cause of something like that. Adam’s right. People like me are the most likely to be affected, so we should be checked first. Let's not waste time checking the Shadow for signs of malevolent intent.” He walked toward the imaging machine. With his example, others, also recent recruits, stepped forward in line behind him.

The imaging machine failed to find additional tracking chips inside anyone, recent recruit or otherwise. They found two very recent recruits with modified beliefs that had the potential to cause trouble, though those beliefs were unlikely to matter outside an all-out direct battle with the Aliomenti. Cleared individuals worked together to ensure nothing was missed. The community rallied together as never before, bonding in their effort to ensure the safety of their home and the genuine actions of their neighbors.

Twelve hours later, through their concerted efforts, every person within the Cavern had been checked and cleared. There were no more Clints among them.

Hope stayed with Clint in the lab that night. The gentle beeping of the machines tracking his pulse rate kept her awake, and she could smell the aromas of the various chemical mixes researchers had tested throughout the previous day. Clint remained asleep on a bed, locked down by netting much like Adam had used to capture him the day before. They feared he'd be a danger when he woke up, primarily to himself. The netting was there to keep him from doing something he’d later regret.

At four o’clock in the morning, Clint began to stir. Hope stood up, watching him.

His eyes fluttered open, and he tried to sit up. When he found himself restrained, he tried to use his Energy to move his body out of his restraints. His panic rose when he realized he couldn’t find the Energy within to do something he’d so long taken for granted.

Clint turned his head and spotted Hope. “Shadow? What are you doing here? Why… why am I being restrained?”

“You must listen, Clint. And you must understand… what happened to you was not of your own design, or your own choice. Do you understand?”

Clint’s eyes widened. “No. What’s going on? What’s happening to me?”

“Your programming by the Aliomenti went far, far deeper than any of us suspected, and likely deeper than even you knew. We found additional tracking chips inside you, dozens of guiding principles and beliefs overridden, far beyond what other defectors had.”

Clint's look of panic deepened. “But… why?” Then his look of panic turned to one of horror, as he realized what her words meant. “What… what have I done?”

Hope took a deep breath. “Words you expressed while under that influence are widely viewed to have driven Will Stark to sacrifice his own freedom to prove his worth to our group.”

“But Will doesn’t need to prove anything!” Clint protested. “He proved everything he needed to prove to me when I watched him walk away from the Aliomenti three centuries ago, and nothing made me happier than to finally be able to be part of his group. Why would I…” His voice broke off again, “The reprogramming… it made me question him? And it made him… sacrifice his… his freedom?”

“Will made his own choice, Clint,” Hope replied. “Your words only reminded him of what he wanted, and expected, to do. The unfortunate part…” She looked him directly in the eye. “In the course of allowing himself to be captured, Will and the Hunters fought. Will managed to injure both Aramis and Athos, but in the end, he was staggered by a blow to the head. And he was stabbed.”

Clint’s eyes widened in terror. “No. Please… please… this can’t be true. Tell me it isn’t true!”

Hope shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid it is. Adam was watching from a distance, too far to stop it. Will was stabbed in the abdomen, up to the hilt, and he teleported away a massive distance. We do not know where he went, or if he’s still alive.”

Clint screamed, with horror and grief so genuine it drove Hope to tears as well. She watched as he fought against his restraints, and their fear he might try to harm himself when he learned the truth proved to be right on the mark. When he realized that escape was impossible, he finally relented, and turned to face Hope. “Kill me. Please. I can’t live like this, knowing what I’ve done. I don’t deserve to live.” His voice was a passionate whisper.

Hope shook her head. “I won’t. It wasn’t you, Clint; it was an extension of Arthur using your body and voice to act. You had no more to do with what happened than I did. The community is fully aware of this truth. Those who doubted, saw the damage done to your mind after we’d gone through and destroyed Arthur’s imprint. They all marveled at the strength of character it must have taken you not to kill Will as he slept here. We are all amazed that, in all the times you’d gone Outside and played your role as part of the Aliomenti business machine, you never betrayed yourself as having joined the Alliance or lived here among us.”

“How can you stand to be around me?” Clint asked, as if he’d not heard her. His voice remained weak. “How can you look at me without it reminding you of your loss? Of our loss?”

Hope sighed. “Everything I see reminds me of him. Should I blind myself?” She shook her head. “Clint, listen to me, very carefully. I want you to think about what Will would want you to do. You’ve been manipulated horribly by Arthur. It took an incredible effort to turn you to his will. Would Will want you in misery for the rest of your life? Would he want you to take your own life? No. He wouldn’t. What would he want you to do?”

Clint paused, and with a deep shuddering breath, composed himself. “No. He wouldn’t want me to do either of those things. He’d want me to continue to be the change I want in the world. And what I want in the world is to see Arthur's influence in it destroyed.” He looked at her, and she could see a new spark there that had nothing to do with Energy. “I need to go and make sure that the prisoners at Headquarters escape. That’s the change I want to see.” He paused for a moment. “You said there were additional chips you had to pull out of me? Did one of them have the tracker in it?”

Hope nodded. “Yes. Why?”

“I'd like to have that chip. I have a message to send to Arthur Lowell and his Hunters. And with that chip, I know just how to send it.”

He smiled.

The spark was back in Clint. And Hope knew that the spirit of the Alliance, a spirit given birth by Will Stark centuries earlier, would continue to live on and thrive even in his absence.

There was no greater gift they could give their founder.
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Concrete slabs shaped in just the right fashion gave the hospital’s exterior a marbled tile appearance, punctuated by small windows providing patients limited views of the world outside. An ample parking lot was filled to near capacity by the sedans and minivans of patients and hospital staff alike. Puffs of vapor materialized in the cold air near the tailpipes of running cars, often from vehicles drivers started before retrieving a patient in an effort to heat their vehicle against the bitter winter chill. A man buried beneath a heavy coat worked frantically to clear his dash of the snow and ice that had accumulated as he’d been inside the hospital.

A small blue minivan pulled into one of the few empty spots. A tall man with jet black hair and gray eyes jumped out, nearly stumbling on a thin strip of ice near his door. He locked the vehicle with his key and walked briskly toward the hospital entrance. He’d dropped his wife off moments earlier and ensured that she’d gotten attention from the hospital staff. After receiving their assurances that she’d be taken to the maternity ward, he’d raced to his still-running minivan and parked the vehicle.

He remembered that the maternity ward was located on the tenth floor, as he’d made the trip several times when Seth had been born five years earlier. Their little boy had wanted to come, had wanted to be there when his sister was born. Richard and Rosemary Stark had told the little boy that hospitals had rules and that those rules said that big brothers needed to stay home and make sure their little sister’s room was ready for her. The little boy had smiled at the grownup responsibility contained in that statement, and had barely noticed when his parents left. The sitter, a neighborhood college student, would be with Seth while his parents were gone. They had no kin to call to invite to join them in the celebration of the completion of their family.

Richard slid out of the elevator on the tenth floor and went to the reception desk. The on-duty nurse informed him that Rosemary was in room 1018, and Richard made his way there, his excitement at the impending birth of his last child drowning out the steady beeping noises emitted by the rooms lining the hallway, ignoring the crying babies entering the world or demanding to be fed. He reached room 1018 and found a nurse standing by the closed door. “She's getting her epidural right now. You can go in in just a few minutes. She’s pretty far along; you shouldn’t have to wait long.”

Richard paced the hallway, excited by the news. He and Rosemary had planned their lives out, and everything had gone just as they'd intended. He would turn thirty in a few months, and at that relatively young age he and Rosemary would complete their family—one boy, one girl, replacing themselves in the world through their offspring. Their children would be fully grown, self-sufficient adults before he turned fifty. He and Rosemary would work hard, using their rapidly growing 401k portfolio of tech stocks to retire not long after, and spend the remainder of their days traveling, visiting their future grandchildren, and enjoying the finer things in life that wealth could bring. If Rosemary was already that close to delivering, the plan seemed to be getting that vote of confidence from the universe.

Full speed ahead.

When he finally entered the room, the anesthesia in the epidural had taken effect. Rather than the wincing, face-tightening pain he’d seen in Rosemary during their drive to the hospital, he instead saw his wife happy and content. “How are you?” he asked.

“I don't know who invented the epidural, but I think I’m in love.”

Richard offered a long-suffering sigh. “I can’t possibly compete with drugs.” He took her hand, and she gave him a reassuring squeeze.

The nurses left. A few moments later, a man wearing a doctor's coat walked in, introducing himself as an intern. The man told Richard and Rosemary that the hospital was part of a group of innovative institutions testing a new technique which allowed them to identify numerous disease markers. They were offering the service free of charge to all mothers- and fathers-to-be. It was a simple blood test. Richard and Rosemary communicated with no more than a glance, and moments later both had provided blood samples for the test. The intern thanked them, capped the samples, and walked out of the room.

The doctor walked in moments later, holding Rosemary’s chart, a frown upon her face. She glanced up at them. "Mr. and Mrs. Stark, you’ve refused to hear the results of any tests conducted during Rosemary’s prenatal care, correct?”

The couple both nodded, beaming brightly. “We know what we're having,” Rosemary stated. Her voice was firm, emphatic. “There was simply no point.”

“I admire your faith in your own judgment,” the doctor replied crisply. “But I must warn you that there is a significant chance that this delivery will result in a C-section.”

Rosemary’s face fell. That was not part of the plan. “I… I don’t understand. How is that possible?”

Richard glared at the doctor. “Why wasn’t this mentioned previously?”

“The results of the ultrasound tests hinted strongly at this probability. If you’ll recall, all of the doctors in my practice repeatedly requested that we spend the time to discuss the test results, and you refused each time. We were told, in no uncertain terms, that you had no interest in hearing any information related to what we learned. However, you no longer have that option, because we are at delivery day. I am telling you now: you are very likely to deliver successfully only via a C-section.”

“No,” whispered Rosemary. “That… that can’t be right. This… this can’t be happening.”

“I’m afraid it is.” The doctor's voice was professional, calm. She was not enjoying delivering the message any more than the couple was enjoying receiving it. “We can begin with the C-section. Or we can try to avoid it. If you choose the latter option, I reserve the right to order the emergency C-section if and when I deem it a medical necessity.”

“I don’t want to be cut open,” Rosemary whispered, tears streaking her face. "Just… just give me my baby girl, healthy and happy.”

The doctor's face hardened and her eyes narrowed. “Right. I’ll assemble the team and we’ll begin the delivery momentarily.”

Hours later, Rosemary was exhausted, Richard was beside himself with worry, and the doctor and attending nurses were whispering among themselves. “I’m sorry,” the doctor told them. “It’s simply not going to happen this way.” She turned to the head nurse. “Alert them to prep the room for surgery.”

Rosemary was too tired to argue. Richard was too emotionally drained to notice what they’d said. He instead stared at his wife’s face, streaked with sweat and tears, her eyes closed as if in a deep sleep already.

They wheeled her down the hall toward the surgery room. Richard never left Rosemary’s side. He held her hand while they raised the surgical curtain. A nurse fitted the hairnet on his head, helped him into latex gloves after forcing him to wash his hands vigorously. He was at her side moments later, wondering what part of their plan this experience represented.

The process seemed to take hours. Doctors and nurses bustled in and out of the surgical room, their movements a dance Richard didn’t understand. The anesthesiologist checked Rosemary’s drips, pronounced everything sound, and left. The intern returned to act as an observer, learning how to handle such a situation in his own career, but would also fetch supplies, often bringing them even before they were requested. The obstetrician watched it all with a detached calm, her face never changing from the slight agitated frown they’d seen since she’d first entered Rosemary’s room. Richard started to wonder, for the first time, what she wasn’t telling them. What they’d foolishly insisted she not tell them. This entire process couldn’t be normal, couldn’t be what you went through to get your baby girl into the world so you could take her home and continue with your life’s plan. It had been so much simpler with Seth, almost like a vacation, save for the part where Rosemary had to push and cry and scream. They’d both forgotten that part until now; now, it seemed an almost heaven-like experience by comparison.

The doctor scrubbed her hands down and went behind the surgical curtain. Richard watched her as he continued to hold his wife’s hand. Her eyes never changed their emotional timbre.

They heard a great deal of conversation, and, Richard thought, voices filled with shock and disbelief. What were they seeing that was triggering that type of reaction? He longed to know, to go see for himself. The realization that to do so would mean leaving Rosemary’s side, and would mean he’d need to view the inside of her abdominal cavity, held him back. The waiting, the beeping of the heartbeat monitor, the smells of antiseptics and sweat, were too much for him to bear.

Fifteen minutes later, they heard the sound of a baby crying.

Richard and Rosemary looked at each other and tears filled their eyes. After all of the effort, all of the struggle, all of the chaos they’d been through, that sound filled their hearts with joy. It was the sound that had thrilled parents throughout human history with a joy beyond explanation, a sound that spoke to a limitless future, to the idea that the human race would now continue beyond their mortal lives.

The obstetrician carried the baby to them a moment later. The infant was wrapped in blankets, cleaned of the gooey mess covering all newborns. They could see Rosemary’s green eyes and Richard’s jet black hair peeking out from under the hat placed on the baby’s head.

“Say hello to your son.” The doctor placed the baby in his mother’s arms.

They felt as if the wind had been knocked from their lungs. Their son? How could that be? “What do you mean? We just had a baby girl!” Rosemary protested. “We already have a son!”

The doctor fixed her with a steady gaze. “The gender of your older child has no bearing on that of his younger siblings. We do not get to choose. The choice is made for us.”

“But I was so certain… I knew in my heart I was… was having a girl. I felt so different than last time.” Rosemary was sobbing, unable to hear the cries of the infant in her arms, seeking his mother's comfort in his first moments in the outside world.

The doctor fixed her with a piercing gaze. “You were going to have a girl. And a boy. Your daughter didn’t survive. She was stillborn, likely dead for weeks. She was still inside you. That’s why the birth was so difficult. She grew large enough to impede access to the birth canal. And yet…” She paused, her face of detached calm morphing to show a different emotion.

Wonder.

“What is it?” Even in her distraught state, Rosemary still wanted to know what it was that had so moved the seemingly emotionless obstetrician.

“Your daughter was positioned to be born first. For whatever reason, her body would not position head-first or even breach, but sideways. That was our cause for our concern, the reason for our prediction of a C-section. Her body would not position itself correctly. With two babies, manually positioning her to emerge through the birth canal would have been nearly impossible. And then…” She shook her head. “Your son… somehow, as if he knew the danger, managed to maneuver himself around his sister. By the time we were in final discussions to perform the C-section, he had positioned himself to emerge through the birth canal. But then… he got stuck.”

“What?” Rosemary found the story improbable, yet fascinating.

“He was stuck because he wouldn’t leave her behind.”

“Who?”

“Your son. He wouldn’t leave his sister behind. It was as if he was trying to will her to be born, to come with him… and when she still didn’t move… he grabbed her arm, as if he meant to pull her out with him.”

"That’s… impossible.” Richard seemed to finally wake from his daze.

“I would have thought so as well until I saw it with my own eyes. That little baby boy tried to save his sister’s life, tried to will her back from the dead, even when she was beyond our ability to save.” She shook her head. “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. I dare say your son will accomplish great things.”

“Great things?” Rosemary whispered. “This child is here at the expense of his sister, the child we wanted. How can you expect great things from a child who only lives because another died?”

“Your daughter died due to the incomplete formation of her lungs, something we detected as likely two months ago during a routine visit, but which you refused to hear about. While it is unlikely that we could have done anything to save her from a congenital issue, you would have understood that her stillbirth had nothing to do with her twin.”

“It should have been him,” Richard hissed, glaring at the newborn in his wife’s arms. The baby was rooting, hungry, seeking nourishment, his coos and squeaks drawing tender smiles from the hospital staff.

But his mother ignored him. “Let me see her.”

“Mrs. Stark, I really don't think—”

“Let me see my baby!” Rosemary shrieked.

The obstetrician studied the new mother, turned, and walked back behind the curtain. She returned with a second bundle, one that seemed much smaller due to the lack of movement generated from within. There were no tears, no cries, no coos. There was no sound of a newborn rooting around seeking nourishment. That need had passed; the child had no further need of food.

Rosemary reached for the dead child, seeming to forget the living one she’d held without interest. The intern sprang forward, catching the newborn boy before he hit the floor. The boy cried.

“Quiet,” Richard hissed at his son, staring at the features of the daughter he’d now never truly know. “No one wants to hear you.”

“I think he wants to say his goodbyes to his sister,” the intern said.

“I really don’t care what he—" Rosemary stopped speaking, as the intern had leaned in close, holding the boy close to the still and silent girl, and his crying stopped. A tiny, tentative arm stretched out, miniscule fingers reaching, until they touched the cold, motionless cheek. The boy’s sobs had stopped, his eyes remained closed, but new tears slid from behind the closed lids. Every voice in the room had gone as quiet as death itself, watching the amazing display, the living twin saying his silent farewell to his fallen sister.

“We should probably switch,” the intern said. His voice was quiet, gentle, full of compassion.

Rosemary stroked the cold cheek of her daughter one last time. Then she nodded. Her face turned cold as her daughter’s face when the girl was replaced with her brother.

“We do need a name for him,” the attending nurse said.

“I don’t have a name picked out for a boy,” Rosemary snapped.

“Must we pick a name?” Richard asked. It was if the man had decided that if they did not name the boy, the sister would replace him at their home.

“Yes, you must do so before you leave,” a nurse replied. “Your doctor mentioned earlier that the boy showed a tremendous will to live, himself, and to save his sister, even when she was beyond help. Perhaps you should name him Will for that reason.”

“Perhaps we should,” Richard agreed. “I have no better ideas, and no interest right now in spending the time needed to come up with an alternative.”

Rosemary nodded. “Then his name is Will.”

A nurse stepped over and offered to take Will from his mother, who happily passed the bundled child away. The nurse cradled the infant, bouncing him, and then fed him a small amount of formula. The boy finally fell asleep, and the nurse placed the newborn in the bassinet. They wheeled Rosemary back to her normal room after her stitches were in place, with the bassinet leading the way down the hall. Hospital staff saw the healthy, sleeping baby boy with the tufts of black hair sticking out from under the hat placed on his head for warmth, and smiled at the contentedness only a sleeping newborn can display. They then saw the vacant, empty expressions on the faces of his parents, and the looks of joyful wonder on the faces of the nurses and doctors pushing the mother and child through the hall, and felt confusion. They whispered among themselves, trying to figure out what had happened to create such a mixed display of emotions.

The attending doctors and nurses whispered among themselves outside the Starks’ room. The bizarre behavior of the new parents was of the utmost concern. Was the life of the newborn in danger from parents who clearly only wanted a baby girl? Would they take their mad belief that they were destined to bring a baby girl—and only a baby girl—home from the hospital to such an extreme conclusion?

The quiet decision was made. They would double the frequency of visits to the room to ensure neither Rosemary nor Richard harmed the little boy. And they’d keep Will away from his mother, in the nursery where he’d be around people who, if they didn’t specifically know him, at least did not despise him for a crime he’d never committed.

After the decision was made, the Starks’ room gradually cleared out and became part of the hospital’s normal routine. The heartbeat monitor was unplugged and moved away. Doctors and nurses brought Rosemary medication to help manage the post-surgery pain and to check that her stitches were sound.

The extreme quiet eventually led Richard to fall asleep in a chair. Rosemary cried herself to sleep. Will slept soundly in the bassinet after a feeding and diaper changed, both provided by the nursing staff.

The intern reappeared in the room, his arrival so sudden that it was as if he’d appeared out of thin air. The man paid no heed to Richard and Rosemary, as if he knew both new parents were sound asleep and were at no risk of waking while he was there. Instead, he moved straight to the sleeping child.

“I had no idea it was like this for you, Will,” the intern whispered. “I had no idea your twin died before she was ever born. I doubt you ever knew the truth. You only knew that there was some reason your parents withheld love and affection from you, something that drove them to blame you for some unknown crime. I can’t fix that. But I have a gift for you for the future, one I hope you’re able to use one day.” He reached into his deep doctor’s coat pockets, his fingers brushing the tubes with the blood of Richard and Rosemary Stark. He glanced down at his other hand, where the still form of Will’s twin sister rested. He’d never taken the remains to the appropriate part of the hospital for disposal, sensing, somehow, that he needed to take the twin sister of Will Stark back to the Cavern. “I don’t know what I can do for her, Will. For your sake, though, I’ll figure something out.”

The intern reached out, rested a hand upon the boy’s forehead, and closed his eyes, breathing deeply. He opened his eyes a moment later, and there was a surreal glow to them. He reached down one more time, took a deep breath, and whispered to the sleeping child. “Good luck, Will.”

And then Adam vanished from the hospital room, his presence long forgotten by all who had been there.

 

 

 

 

Dear reader:

Thank you so much for reading Birth of the Alliance. The story continues in Book Five of the series, which at the time of this upload is not yet available.

If you want to know when the next book is released, the best method is to sign up for my mailing list by clicking here. You’ll get emails about new releases, and by signing up you’ll get access to content not available elsewhere.

I hope you’ll take the time to leave a review at the site where you made your purchase…I look forward to hearing what you thought of it!
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Alex

alex@alexalbrinck.com
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