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ONE
 
 
I have been speaking to you all of your life. In the gurgle of a tide pool, I breathed myself into you. I drew you down from the trees, and I lifted you onto your feet. I freed your hands to become your tools, so that you would cradle me in my old age, but you have turned on me. My strongest warrior for life, you have been transformed into an insatiable messenger of death. Only a few of my children are still listening when I howl to them, crying in the night, sending the oceans in great surges to cleanse my land – to cleanse, and to warn you who no longer listen. 
I WILL BE HEARD.



 
 
TWO
 
 
April 2112
Thule Airbase, Greenland
 
Afon Solovyov had only a few hours to live, although his life had been designed by science to stretch out for eons. Born a short thirty-three years ago, he had been made immortal for less than five years by the same scientists who had gathered now to put the final touches on his execution chamber. Those who had made him into what he has become, are now preparing to do away with the final evidence of their mistake … him.
Afon sighed, and looked through the shaded glass of the adult sized incubator that he went to sleep in every dawn. The nanobots coursing through his body could repair any damage he sustained. Knife and bullet wounds, broken bones, cancer … there was nothing the teeny tiny doctor machines inside of him could not cure. Even something as minor as a sunburn would show no evidence on his skin, hours after it appeared. The scientists had been cautious with their Immortals though, keeping them all in coffin-like incubators during daylight hours, unwilling to risk the development of even one wrinkle on their human lab rats.
Through the tinted glass of his incubator, Afon could see his two fellow Immortals: Nanook K’eyush and Jian Hu.
Jian was sleeping soundly, despite his impending death. From the beginning of this experiment, Jian has had the peace of mind granted to those who place all of their unquestioning faith in authority. If his death were required to ensure the survival of China, Jian would be proud to lay down his life in service to the one great power that had come through the almost-global apocalypse of twelve years ago as a unified nation.
Nanook did not sleep so soundly, and Afon caught his eye. “Good morning, Nanook,” Afon said.
“This is only a good morning if you are happy to die … or if you got in one final visit with Isi last night, you lucky bastard,” Nanook replied.
Afon winked at him, “Dr. Isidora Nizienko did come to perform a checkup on me yesterday, but it was nothing out of the ordinary. I swear it.”
“Of course, my friend,” Nanook chuckled, “but ordinary, for you and your beautiful comrade, usually means a night of trying to repopulate the Earth, all by yourselves. You should let Isi know, if she wants some genetic diversity, I’m available … for the next couple of hours, at least.”
“I am not so sure that you and I are going anywhere today, Nanook,” Afon said sadly. “I think we shall be stuck here, like unwanted dogs in a shelter, waiting to be released only so that we can die.”
With the truth spoken, all of their remaining words stuck in their mouths. There was nothing more to say, nothing but verse written hundreds of years ago, verse that the three remaining Immortals had committed to memory, words that they said every day, as they waited for darkness to fall.
Afon and Nanook locked eyes, and quoted Shakespeare in unison:
“From this day to the ending of the world,
But we in it shall be remembered –
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;
For he today that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother, be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition;
And gentlemen in England now-a-bed
Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,
And hold their manhood’s cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.”



 
 
THREE
 
Later the same day…
 
Afon and Nanook woke up to the mechanical hissing noise of the opening door to their room, but Jian slept on uninterrupted. The precision marching thump of the booted soldiers of the AmEur Alliance, as they escorted Dr. Isidora Nizienko into the room, finally managed to elicit one half-opened eye from Jian.
The soldiers split into groups of two, and moved to the incubators of the three remaining subjects of the Immortality Project clinical trial. Through small access holes in the sides of the tinted glass incubators, the soldiers of the AmEur Alliance slapped handcuffs on the three men.
Tonight was to be no different from any other dusk that these soldiers had worked for the past few years of the clinical trial. They had to secure the handcuffs, unlatch and open the lids, and step back and stand guard, while their doctor examined the Immortals.
Discipline kept the soldiers of the AmEur Alliance from meeting the eyes of their prisoners – discipline, and shame as well. The men they held captive were human beings who had volunteered for a clinical trial, men who had made the choice to serve, men who were now about to be summarily executed because science had found a new way to, maybe, save the world. It was not a comfortable job to be a soldier of the AmEur Alliance; orders that tugged at the conscience had to be followed, in order to give the few fragile humans left on Earth a shot at survival.
Fyodor Nizienko knew this lesson as well as any soldier of the Alliance who had served twice as long. At the young age of twenty, after only five years in the military, he was holding open the lid of the day coffin of Afon Solovyov, the man Fyodor had once thought would be his brother-in-law.
Afon chanced a look at the young man who stood at attention next to him. Six feet tall, straight shouldered, and wearing the dress blues of the AmEur Alliance, Fyodor should have had an aura of command about him, but his grey eyes had a watery edge as he rigidly stared off into space. Afon could tell that under the Captain’s hat was still the blond, cow-licked scruff of Isi’s baby brother. A little boy brought in to kill an immortal man.
Dr. Isidora Nizienko had ten years on her brother, and was the picture of professional compartmentalization in her freshly starched lab coat. She looked at the image suspended in the air in front of her, and scrolled through a holographic screen detailing Afon, Nanook, and Jian’s latest vital signs. Dr. Nizienko was going through her daily routine with the three Immortals, a routine Afon thought was absurd and surreal today – of all days – and he said so.
“Seriously, Isi? You really need to find out how healthy we are before you kill us?”
A smile curled the left side of Afon’s lips up and exposed one of his two enlarged canines: normal human teeth stimulated to overgrow by the nanobots inside of him that used human blood as their fuel. Combined with a violent hormone fluctuation whenever the nanobots were low on energy, Afon had spent the past five years, since the beginning of the clinical trial, in a state of constant craving. Afon wanted blood like a cigarette smoker stuck on a many hours long flight eagerly awaiting his first drag. It had been three days since Afon’s last infusion, and his snarling smile was both a flirtation with Isi, and a display of his barely controllable hunger.
Fyodor and the other AmEur Alliance soldier guarding Afon moved closer to him, but Isi only returned Afon’s smile, and gestured at the guards to relax. She turned back to Afon and stared into him for a moment, her unblinking hazel eyes told him to calm down, and were almost an apology … almost, but not quite.
Afon could normally read every inflection of Isi’s eyes, but this look – not an apology, not a warning, not an expression he’d seen before, was troubling him, until his brain locked onto hers. While all of the Immortal’s senses were higher than unimproved humans, they couldn’t literally read minds – though it sometimes seemed that way, because they could see the most fleeting of truth-revealing micro-expressions that cross all human faces. Afon understood what Isi was thinking now. Her look was almost a signal, though an unconscious one; it was a sign telling him so much more than to relax, and not to be afraid. It was an indication that she had a plan.
A not very well concealed plan, Afon thought, as he noticed Isi chewing on her bottom lip and glancing over at her brother Fyodor. Of course! Isi would never have allowed her baby brother to be assigned to Afon’s execution detail, unless there was not going to be an execution … unless she needed her brother’s help with whatever she had planned. Damn it! Why can’t she just let me die in peace?
“Afon, Nanook, and Jian, all of your vital signs appear to be normal. Were there any unusual symptoms, or difficulties, over the past twenty four hours?” Isi asked.
Dr. Isidora Nizienko then tore her eyes away from Afon, and settled her gaze onto Nanook and Jian, inspecting their bodies for some external sign of a fault, viewing her patients with the dispassionate eye of a car mechanic. She took in Nanook K’eyush’s sunken cheeks and hallowed out brown eyes, and remembered the full-faced, glowing, serene and immensely built Inuit man that she had recruited to join Project Immortality five years ago. Nanook had been the janitor in the section of Thule Airbase that housed her research lab, and his life before his work at Thule was unknown. Like the other few surviving natives of Greenland, Nanook’s history had been wiped away when the icecap covering his island nation had melted in the year 2100.
When Nanook had first met Isi, five years ago, he’d noticed her studying him and had entertained some hope that she was attracted to him. While he was only a janitor in her lab, Nanook K’eyush was also six feet, seven inches of deeply tanned skin and muscle. He knew the effect that he could have on a woman with one look from his sleepy, dark eyes, and a deliberately modest reddening of his cheeks. Nanook was a powerful draw to most women, but Dr. Isidora Nizienko was not most women. The whole time that Isi had been looking at Nanook while he’d mopped the floors in her lab, she’d not been engaging in some lurid fantasy, but had actually been imagining what a perfectly large test subject he’d make for her clinical trial. Despite his disappointment in Isi’s cool attitude toward him, Nanook had agreed to participate in Project Immortality. His home was gone, his family was gone, and if he could play some part in preventing the extinction of the entire human race, he’d been ready to try. Five years ago, Nanook had believed that he had been signing up to save the world.
Jian Hu had been “volunteered” for Project Immortality by the Chinese government. The People’s Republic had not come as far in the field of medical nanotechnology as the AmEur Alliance and, while the human race might survive if the clinical trial were successful, China had wanted to make sure that the Chinese would survive as well. The Chinese Army had picked a young, but disciplined, officer to become one of the Immortals. Jian had been happy for the assignment, at the time, but he had become increasingly distraught, as he’d realized what he needed to do, what he needed to drink, in order to stay immortal.
Afon Solovyov was the only one of the three remaining Immortals who didn’t care about human extinction, or the continuation of his own country. Afon cared about only one thing – Isi – and she was standing right in front of him.
Almost as if she could hear his thoughts, Dr. Isidora Nizienko quickly turned away from the other two Immortals, and looked at Afon.
“Your brothers aren’t adjusting well to the new rationing routine that we put in place after the shortages at the blood bank. Jian is white as a ghost, and Nanook looks like he’s lost a third of his weight in the past few days … how are you fairing, comrade?”
Isi reached out to attach a device similar to a blood pressure cuff onto Afon’s arm. The machine would measure both the amount of nanobots coursing through his bloodstream and their effectiveness. Without blood, the nanobots energy level would start to fade and the microscopic machines would slowly die off, like a car that’s run out of gas. When the nanobots are disabled in this way, their hosts become as mortal as any other human.
Afon started to yank his arm away from Isi, when Nanook suddenly erupted, “Goddamn it, you bitch! You’ve been starving us all week just so you can kill us off. Take that fucking machine off of him, or I’ll …”
Afon clamped his fingers hard around Nanook’s arm to silence him, and softly said, “Let it go, my brother.”
Nanook ignored him, and rose from his previously slouched and demoralized state. He leaned his full six feet, seven inches toward Dr. Isidora Nizienko, who was now standing behind all six of the AmEur Alliance soldiers who had accompanied her to the lab.
Bearing his fangs, Nanook started toward Isi.
“K’eyush!” Isi called out Nanook’s last name with as much confidence as she could muster. K’eyush was the Inuit word for Chief, a fact which Isi and Nanook had discussed in the past. Why would she call him by that name, instead of yelling stop, or ordering the AmEur Alliance soldiers to shoot?
Nanook took a step back and bumped into Jian, who had maintained his usual stoic demeanor, despite Nanook’s momentary rebellion. The only active soldier among the three Immortals, but the smallest of the men, Jian’s grip on Nanook’s arm was powerful as he said, “Better to go to one’s death standing tall, my friend.”
As Nanook relaxed his posture, Isi pushed the soldiers away from her side, and walked up to face the three Immortals.
“May we continue now, gentlemen?”
“Yes, doctor,” Jian said, met her eyes, and nodded that he was at her command. Nanook and Afon both just grunted in acquiescence, and looked away.
Isi turned and addressed the soldiers protecting her, “I think I’ve got this now, men. We’ll meet you upstairs when my examination is done.”
She turned back to face her patients, but heard no movement behind her. Isi paused to remove her glasses, straightened her shoulders, and turned to confront the six soldiers of the AmEur Alliance. With her blonde hair held carefully back in a military style bun, and her hazel eyes piercing every one of them, the soldiers knew exactly who was in command.
“Dismissed.”
With one word from Isi, all six soldiers moved to the door of the laboratory in formation. The last of the men stopped before leaving the room.
Turning to face his sister, Fyodor said, “Dr. Nizienko, with your permission ma’am, may I stay to escort you upstairs?”
Hiding her emotions, Isi responded, “Permission granted, soldier.”
Fyodor waved the others on their way, shut the door, and turned to face Isi. He was flashing the eager smile of a child who had done exactly as he was told, and his words came in a rush.
“We got them, Isi!”
Fyodor silenced himself, as Isi quickly raised one finger to her lips, and then motioned to her ears, and then the ceiling, and the walls.
They are listening.
Somewhere on Thule Airbase, their conversation was being monitored for the kind of admission of rebellion that Fyodor had just made.
Covering quickly, Fyodor continued, “We got them all set up and ready to go for you, when you’re done here, Dr. Nizienko. The Infinmachine and the Recycler are both fueled and fully operational.”
Isi smiled. Her younger brother had just covered his slipup, and also slyly revealed to the three Immortals that something was different about their impending execution.
The ninety-seven other participants in the Immortality Project clinical trial, who had previously met their deaths, had all been executed in the AmEur Alliance’s Recycler. Their deaths had been far from peaceful. In small groups, each of the ninety-seven other Immortals had been put in the Recycler, and the oxygen had been sucked out of the machine, as soon as the lock on the door was engaged. Having been starved of their human blood fuel for weeks before entering the machine, the nanobots didn’t have the resources to save their human hosts as they were suffocating. Once the bodies of the Immortals appeared dead, the Recycler’s incinerator function was turned on, and the nanobots were burned away into nothingness … along with their formerly immortal human hosts.
Afon, Nanook, and Jian all knew the fate that tonight held in store for them, but why did Fyodor mention the Infinmachine? What could a last ditch effort to save a miniscule number of human lives using a time machine, have to do with the fate of the three men scheduled for execution?
“Thank you, very good, Captain,” Isi responded to Fyodor, before any of her three patients could ask a question that might reveal, and thereby doom, her plan.
Moving quickly, Isi walked across the laboratory to a wall of steel refrigerators, opened one of the doors, and withdrew six bags of donated blood. She cast a meaningful look at Afon, Nanook, and Jian – one by one – and made a motion like a zipper being pulled across her lips. None of them should let the recording devices of the AmEur Alliance hear that the Immortals were about to be fed, in violation of pre-execution protocol.
Nanook nudged Afon with his elbow, hitting him in the shoulder. At six feet tall, Afon was not short by any normal standards but, next to the six foot seven Nanook, an elbow was easily a shoulder nudge. Nanook raised his dark brows at Afon, and asked a silent question with his look, What is Isi up to?
Afon shrugged and smiled in response, We’ll see …
Afon’s eyes, deep blue under perfectly arched eyebrows, were full of calm and carried one singular message. Trust Isi.
Jian was a man of routine and seemed to be oblivious to the past few moments between Afon and Nanook. He headed toward his hospital-like bed in the lab, ready to be fed.
Nanook and Afon followed his lead and, in a few minutes, Dr. Isidora Nizienko had skillfully inserted an intravenous line in all three of the men, starting the flow of blood into their bodies, restoring and strengthening the Immortals for the battle that surely lay ahead.
 



 
 
FOUR
 
 
Afon, Nanook, and Jian had spent the past five years in the cavernous basement laboratory below Thule Airbase, so they were all momentarily stunned at the feel of fresh air on their skin, and in their lungs, as they followed Isi and Fyodor through the door to the outside.
Two soldiers of the AmEur Alliance came to attention at the sound of the door to the lab opening. The stockier of the two turned to Isi, his salt-and-pepper hair and his deep southern accent from the former United States, revealed the length of his service to the Alliance.
“Good evening, Dr. Nizienko,” he said. Then, after a brief pause, he acknowledged Fyodor with one word, “Soldier,” and a nod.
The guard wasn’t completely blocking their way, but it was clear that he had no intention of letting the five of them out onto the grounds, without some sort of explanation.
“Good evening, Lieutenant,” Isi said. “Captain Nizienko will be accompanying my patients, and I, on their last nights walk through the grounds. You’re familiar with the routine, right soldier?”
“Yes ma’am, I sure am familiar with you alls routine,” the Lieutenant said. “I’m also familiar with those creatures you call patients, but I don’t see why you folks feel the need to take ‘em out for a walk. Back home, we just slice the pigs neck open, ‘stead of taking it out for tea and a stroll before the slaughter. But you all go on and enjoy now, get their little walk in, and then get rid of the last three of those bloodsuckers, doc. We’ve got enough problems without their kind around.”
Isi was tempted to remind the guard that “back home” didn’t exist anymore. Wherever he was from, was now underwater. Regardless of whether it was one of the Carolinas, Georgia, Florida, or even most of Virginia, it made no difference. “Back home” was gone, and if the obtuse guard wanted a chance for the United States to come back to life, he needed to get out of Isi’s way, and let her have one moment alone with the Immortals, away from prying eyes.
“Ha, ha, very true Lieutenant,” Isi said. “Still, traditions are traditions …”
She smiled at him, and then started walking forward, her hand on Afon’s elbow, continuing on to her objective after placating the views of the AmEur Alliance guard. Fyodor followed his sister, and escorted Jian and Nanook through the door, and into the fenced in area surrounding Thule Airbase.
Afon thought that the five of them had been walking through the grounds for about a mile, when Isi pulled him to a stop and waited for Nanook, Jian, and Fyodor to catch up.
“This should be far enough away to put us out of earshot,” Isi said. “Just act like you’re listening to me give the same farewell and thanks speech that I gave to all of the others on their nights of execution – that will explain us all clumping together like this, for a few moments. When I’m done talking, I want you all to split off and walk away from each other forlornly, like you’re taking your last breath of fresh air and your last look at the world.”
Isi studied Afon, his blond hair holding it’s precise short style against the wind that was sweeping across the airbase. His blue eyes met hers and Isi had to look away, before she became as concerned about herself, as he was about her. Her lover couldn’t stand the thought of Isi putting herself in danger, just to save him. No, Afon’s eyes would be no source of courage for her this night.
Isi glanced over at Nanook, his massive frame blocking the sun from her eyes. Nanook would watch the back of whoever was closest to him, he was a natural born hero, but his greatest desire in this life was to, literally, save the world. He had watched his family wash away in the melting of a great ice sheet, and been forced to stand idly by while his newly green homeland had been invaded, and it’s resources pilfered, for the good of a people not his own. He was a man who should be bent on revenge, but was instead focused on making sure that no one else would ever face the losses that he had faced. Nanook would do much good for the human race but, over the next few hours, he could do the most by doing the least. While Isi would easily trust her life in his hands, tonight Nanook’s physical strength was a warning sign that might let their enemies know what they intend.
Finally, her eyes settled on Jian Hu. Staring off into space, looking out at a slowly darkening sky, every movement Jian made was intentional. Each crease on his hospital scrubs accentuated his bony frame, and every hair on his head was in place but, with all of his seeming mastery over his own body, Jian sensed Isi readying herself to speak again and turned toward her, standing at attention as if she were his commanding officer. 
Isi smiled, they’re ready.
Isi cleared her throat to make sure that she had the attention of all three Immortals and said, “Gentlemen, please listen carefully. We don’t have much time … and I do not intend to let a single one of you die tonight.”
 



 
 
FIVE
 
 
The barren landscape didn’t give Isi and the Immortals much privacy. For miles around Thule Airbase the land stretched out into a cold, grey nothingness, broken occasionally by a poorly lit runway, or a drab concrete building constructed like a bunker. Greenland was now the number one power in the world, but it met its need for electricity and transportation without access to coal, or oil. The Middle East had become a no-mans land, where one hundred and fifty degree Fahrenheit temperatures were prohibitive. No one could survive the heat in order to extract the oil, and most coal producing regions of the world had been rendered similarly inaccessible. Humans had been reduced to hydropower as their main source of energy, and that provided only barely enough juice for the military and government of the AmEur Alliance to function. 
2112 was not the time of great scientific miracles, foretold in popular culture at the beginning of the millennium; 2112 was not the era where cars could fly like planes, it was a time when people were again reading by candlelight.
What a waste, Afon thought. He took a last look over his shoulder at the once majestic Earth, and then walked through the door and back into the laboratory.
Isi led their procession through the building, with Fyodor taking up the rear. Afon, Nanook, and Jian all wore the carefully composed, but simultaneously terrified, look of men on their way to meet their prearranged deaths. One foot in front of the other, they made their way to the center of the building, and came to an elevator. Isi punched in her access code, and then nervously fondled her clipped on identification card and tapped her foot, willing the door to open.
A moment of brief panic ensued, but the door slid to admit them, and Isi turned to nod at the three Immortals. One-by-one they entered the elevator, and seconds later the doors opened on a scene none of them were prepared for.
The Recycler was there, as expected, looming over them. Built ten feet high of polished steel, the whirring sound that emanated from the monstrosity let Afon, Nanook, and Jian know that it was ready to take them to their deaths. But they had all known that the Recycler would be there, just as they had known that the Infinmachine would be there, purring away in high gear on the other side of the auditorium from where they had entered. Unexpectedly though, the two machines looked exactly alike, with the exception of the Infinmachine’s psychedelic paint job, reminiscent of the 1960’s in the former United States. Some of the engineers had even begun jokingly referring to the Infinmachine as the Magical Mystery Tour Bus.
None of the three remaining Immortals had been in this room before, but it was not the impressive array of technology that caught their eyes, and sent a chill through them all.
The President of the AmEur Alliance, Ignis Mortterra, was standing at a podium in the center of the auditorium.
Isi gasped and pulled Afon, Nanook, and Jian to her side, while the anthem of the AmEur Alliance began to play, announcing their arrival.
“He changes nothing,” Isi whispered. Catching each of the Immortals eyes, she continued, “Nothing! The plan remains the same. Understood?”
The three Immortals nodded, Fyodor smiled in acknowledgement, and they all turned to follow the Alliance soldier ahead of them who guided the group down a center aisle in the auditorium to their seats … directly in front of President Mortterra’s podium.
The President of the AmEur Alliance stood with the regal bearing of the former United States Army General that he was, and waited for the small audience in the auditorium to take their seats.
This was not a normal gathering of witnesses for the execution of a criminal. The team of scientists from the Immortality Project were there, clearly torn at the idea of soon seeing their work of the past five years incinerated. The engineers who had labored on the Infinmachine were there, excited to watch the first public demonstration of their time machine. The ten members of the AmEur Alliance Council were there, lending a faux veneer of democracy to the impending execution, much as they made the military dictatorship of the AmEur Alliance appear democratic by the mere fact that they were elected, despite the fact that President Mortterra never had been.
General Ignis Mortterra had appointed himself President in 2101, after the global warming peak of 2100 had forced the exodus of the surviving former citizens of the United States and Europe. Mortterra had organized both the evacuation of the U.S. and, in alliance with the European Union, the invasion of Greenland. His was a one-man rule, unchallenged and unquestioned. Most of the audience in the auditorium would be dead were it not for his leadership, and Mortterra had played on the fear of his citizens in order to maintain his powerful position, for the past eleven years.
Standing in front of this small crowd, his graying brown hair cut short like a soldier, he had never felt more like a god. In minutes, he would show the audience that he held the power to both give life, and to take it away.
Drawing a deep breath, he said, “Good evening, my fellow citizens. I come before you tonight full of grief for the three men who will lay down their lives, in sacrifice to the survival of the great AmEur Alliance. I am here full of pride in our scientists, who have persevered in trying to keep our citizens alive, and who have also been striving to invent some way to stop the extinction of the entire human race, in this harsh new climate that our Earth has been experiencing.
“The burden on all of us is unimaginably heavy, the fate of the whole world is in our hands but, tonight, I come to speak to you as a man at peace. I am at peace, because tonight marks not only an end to the lives of three brave men, but also a beginning. Tonight, we will show, here in this hall, that we have found an answer. Tonight, we will begin to save the world.”
The auditorium erupted into a sustained cheer while Isi’s mind raced. Did George have time to switch the paint jobs on the two machines? Fuck, where is he … I hope they didn’t catch him.
She scanned the audience for her laboratory assistant, George Murphy, and finally saw just the top of his head as the crowd in the room began to retake their seats. Isi stayed standing just long enough to make eye contact with him and, though she could tell he was trembling from the shaking of the red curls that he let grow too long over his forehead, she could see through his thick glasses the look of a fellow rebel, barely able to contain his excitement. The plan is a go. Isi smiled at George before she retook her seat, and waited for President Mortterra to continue.
With the room quiet again, Mortterra picked up his speech where he had left off. “We will save the world, but we will always remember, with grateful hearts, the sacrifices that have been made to get us where we are today. It was only twelve years ago that the human race almost became extinct. When the warming of the Earth reached it’s highest point in the year 2100, humanity stared death in the face. Hundreds of millions of people lost their lives through drought, while hundreds of millions of others perished when the oceans took their homes. We were facing an enemy bigger than all of us, a world on the brink of destruction, but with our faith, we persevered.
“The country I grew up in, the great United States of America, is now half under water, and the rest of the land has turned to desert. But what is taken is always returned to those with eyes to see, and America looked to the north and saw that the same heat that destroyed us, had also melted the icecap over Greenland, showing us the way to our new home, a home that gave us a chance to figure out a way to win an unwinnable war.
“We knew that we would not be able to survive, just by staying here. We knew that our numbers were so small, and the damage to the planet so great, that while we, as individuals, might live a few more decades, the human race itself would become extinct on our watch. We had a choice, like any animal struggling for survival, we could fight, or we could flee … but there was no longer anywhere for us to run to, and so we chose to stay, to stay and to fight.
“We chose to fight. In the year 2107, only six years after the founding of the AmEur Alliance, our scientists began the Immortality Project clinical trial. We were able to develop nanobots that, once injected in the bloodstream, rush to the site of any injury and almost instantaneously repair it. Our scientists discovered a way for us to live forever, but we discovered that God, not man, should wield such a power; we discovered that such a miracle could come with a price that is far too high to pay.
“We are all familiar with the unfortunate side effects caused in their human hosts by the nanobots. Like any machine, these givers of eternal life need fuel to run on and, sadly, their fuel is what we need to live … our blood.”
The crowd in the auditorium erupted into a chorus of boos and hisses. From the back of the room, a deep voice screamed, “Kill the bloodsuckers now!”
Without any conscious decision by the Immortals, the canine teeth of Afon, Nanook, and Jian, all clicked and extended out into fangs automatically. As uncontrollable as Goosebumps, the Immortals don’t choose when their teeth extend, but this was really bad timing. The sound of their canines releasing like switchblades clearly reached the ears of President Mortterra, who smiled benevolently down at them. 
Ignoring the heckler, and the Immortals, he resumed, “We would do well to remember, that only a few of the one hundred men who received the injections of the nanobots turned to murder to satisfy their new need for blood fuel. A few participants in the Immortality Project resorted to killing, that is true, but the vast majority of our test subjects stayed what they always were … self-sacrificing patriots … and we owe these men, these volunteers, a debt of gratitude.
“While we bid farewell to Afon, Nanook, and Jian tonight, we know in our hearts that these men pointed all of us toward the truth: human beings were never meant to be immortal. The Earth moves through natural cycles of warming and natural ice ages, changing the landscape of the world, and culling the weaker members of each species. Our planet has always done this – will always do this – and we must learn to adapt, and to live with the changes. We must light a candle, and stop cursing the darkness.
“Some of us will stay here to light that candle, and build a new society in this new world we are facing. I envy those of you who will stay here, with your loved ones. I envy you, for I will be leaving this country that I have worked so hard to build, over these past eleven years. But, as you all know, I once had another country, the great United States of America, and if there is a chance to save her, I must take it.”
A questioning and uncertain murmur made its way through the audience.
“I have the historic honor of announcing tonight that there is such a chance to undo all that has been damaged. When the side effects of the Immortality Project became clear, your government, under my direction, began research into the possibility of time travel.”
Parts of the audience gasped and began whispering to each other, but Isi, Fyodor, and the Immortals had known this was coming. The idea of Mortterra executing three men, and then taking off into the past to save only his own ass, was what had pushed Isi into her rebellion … that, and her love for Afon. Mortterra was a good enough politician that Isi assumed he had a better story prepared for public consumption, than the one she had heard from him in private.
After the Infinmachine had been sent on a few trial runs with humans, and he was assured of its safety, President Mortterra had met with Dr. Isidora Nizienko and asked her to accompany him back in time, to the year 2000, so that they could sell the nanobot technology that Isi had pioneered. Mortterra had tried to convince Isi that they could warn scientists in the year 2000 about the apocalypse that the human race would be facing in one hundred years, but Isi knew enough about global warming to know that that would not be nearly enough time to save the planet. It would, however, be exactly enough time to ensure that President Mortterra and Isi would live out their natural life spans as two of the wealthiest people on the planet.
Isi had pretended agreement with Mortterra just to give her a chance to get to this night, just to give her a chance to save Afon, and maybe even a chance to stop the human race from ushering in its own destruction.
Isi forced herself to look up at President Mortterra and not show her distaste for him. She smiled and nodded in seeming agreement and encouragement, as Mortterra began to speak again.
“And so, tonight, after I oversee the extermination of these Immortals who were never meant to be, I will resign as your President, and put on my marching boots once more. The Infinmachine will take me, and a small number of others, into the past … a past where we will try to stop the terrible events of the year 2100 from ever occurring. Tonight I will go back in time to save our Earth’s future.”
As Mortterra and his speechwriters had planned, the crowd interrupted him with loud, and sustained, applause. The President had riled the masses bloodlust with the impending executions, and served them up a pile of steaming religion and patriotism. Now, he could count on them all to unthinkingly applaud while he announced that he would save no one but himself. All was going according to plan.
President Mortterra smiled, adjusted his tie, and motioned for the applause to stop.
“But your task, my fellow citizens, will be just as great as mine. The fate of the world rests in your hands as well. You must stay here and protect what we have built together; you must discover and tap the unclaimed natural resources of this once ice covered land; you must build schools to educate our children, you must build factories and transportation systems without access to coal or oil … in short, you must figure out how to live in this strange new world. My friends, your task is nothing less than building a society that can truly be called human again. Whether I succeed, or fail, in my mission to the past, it is you who will build our future.”
President Mortterra’s aide signaled him from the side of the stage. It’s time.
“And so, my fellow citizens, my prayers will be with you on your journey, and I will carry all of you in my heart, as I take my leave tonight. May the blessings of God be upon all of you, and may God continue to bless the great AmEur Alliance.”
Mortterra stepped back from the podium and moved slowly across the stage, basking in the applause and waving sporadically to faceless members of his flock in the more distant rows. It bothered him that everyone in this audience would be dead in the next few years, as what remained of the global food supply dried up … it bothered him, but he couldn’t prevent it. President Mortterra was a military man, and any veteran would agree that, when you’re going to lose, and your army can’t retreat quickly enough to save their own lives, you’ve at least got to evacuate your general.
Mortterra was that general, and tonight he would ride off into the sunset.
The President turned, finally, toward Dr. Isidora Nizienko, and motioned for her to bring the three Immortals forward.
Afon stood first, locking his ice blue eyes onto President Mortterra, and then he turned to Nanook and Jian, who both rose after his unspoken signal to them. Isi led the way out of the aisle they were sitting in, and she was the first to mount the stairs to the stage. She was followed closely by the three Immortals, and then her brother Fyodor was the last to ascend the stage.
The five of them moved quickly to the open door of the Recycler, pushed along by a small group of heavily armed AmEur Alliance soldiers. Standing by the side of the Immortal’s execution chamber was Isi’s assistant, George Murphy. Holding a microphone, he was still displaying the nervous excitement he had showed at the beginning of Mortterra’s speech, but he was perfectly following the directions that Isi had given him earlier … even speaking, word for word, the lines that she had suggested he use.
“Dr. Nizienko, the Recycler is fully operational and is within all of the pre-execution parameters,” George said. “Are the Immortals ready, or do they have any last words?”
Isi allowed her face to show the full range of emotions that she would be experiencing if Afon were actually about to die. The most dangerous part of her plan would take place in the next few moments, and her words had to be believable.
With tears welling in her eyes, Isi took the microphone from George and said, “The Immortals have nothing to say that any of you here tonight would be capable of truly hearing. They won’t waste their words on you, but I will.”
Red in the face, Isi pointed a finger at President Mortterra and continued, “Shame on you!”
Then, sweeping her hand to encompass the whole audience in the auditorium, Isi almost screamed, “Shame on all of you! These men are not a threat to you; they are your fellow human beings. They volunteered to become what they are in order to save you, and now you’re going to kill them for it?”
Looking out into the audience, Isi met the eyes of her fellow doctors and scientists and said, “Shame on all of us. If you’re going to murder them, you’re going to have to kill me too.”
In one swift motion, Isi reached out and grabbed the handcuffs from her brother Fyodor’s belt. She snapped one cuff around her own wrist, and quickly enclosed Afon’s wrist with the other.
A gasp rumbled through the audience, a wave of thunder and lightning, looking for a direction to strike. From the back of the crowd, a young man yelled, “Who cares? I say let’s kill the bitch too!”
The rest of the auditorium joined in, chanting, “Kill them all. Kill them all.”
A bloodthirsty crowd was exactly what Isi had been hoping for. People that show up expecting to see an execution can usually be relied upon to demand one. The only possible danger to her plan now was President Mortterra, who had resumed his position behind the podium, and was motioning to the audience for silence.
“I’m sure that many of Dr. Nizienko’s colleagues, in this room tonight,” Ignis Mortterra said, “are aware of the special relationship that she has with one of the Immortals, Afon Solovyov. And, I think that all of us can understand how the heart can sometimes stand in the way of logic … but tonight is not about the fate of three men and one woman, we are gathered here to save the whole of the world. And I, as your President, do not intend to travel back in time, and leave you tonight, without first removing the threat that exists in our midst. So, Dr. Nizienko, if you choose to join these men in death, I will not stand in your way, but the three potential murderers, that you call Immortals, will be done away with tonight.”
President Mortterra took a step back from the podium, washed his hands of Isi’s fate, and turned her over to the crowd that was shouting for blood. Mortterra signaled the guards to escort Isi and the Immortals into the Recycler.
Jian Hu was the first to step up and stand next to the machine, followed closely by Nanook K’eyush. Afon Solovyov was not so quick to move, since he had to make this show as dramatic and believable as Isi had. Handcuffed to Isi’s side, Afon lifted his free hand to brush the light blonde hairs that had come loose from Isi’s bun, back behind her ear. His hand lingered on her cheekbone and her small beauty mark there, a place he had once told her he could spend forever tracing with his lips.
“You don’t have to do this, you know …” Afon murmured.
There was so much more behind his words than the chivalrous comment deliberately caught on microphone, loud enough for the audience to hear. If their plan didn’t work, Isi really would die trying to save Afon’s life. Isi’s look, in response, let him know that there was no other choice.
Afon returned to the script that Isi had crafted. He lifted Isi’s free hand to his lips and said, “You should save yourself, my love.”
Isi gripped his hand with hers and firmly, but sadly, shook her head no.
George Murphy knew that Afon’s words were his cue to act. George’s pale hands trembled, and his red curls were stuck to the sweat on his forehead, but he did his duty and motioned for Isi and the three Immortals to step into the Recycler.
Jian moved first, raising his foot over the edge of the submarine like door to the machine. Not one of his shiny, black, hairs was out of place and, despite his small stature, his precise steps showed the latent power of a long-serving military man. Nanook followed closely behind Jian, his massive shoulders slumped forward in a display for the audience of how utterly defeated and weak he was.
He could’ve been an actor, Afon thought and smiled, but then quickly forced himself to turn his smile into a grimace. Don’t get out of role now; this is it. Afon solemnly nodded at George Murphy, stepped into the Recycler, and turned to wait for Isi, who was still handcuffed to him.
Isi smiled at George and reached out to shake his sweaty hand with her free one. “Thank you for everything, Mr. Murphy,” Isi said. “The lab will be in your hands now … take care of her for me, okay?”
George’s sweat started to mix with authentic tears that he didn’t need any coaching, or script, to produce. No matter what happened now, whether she lived or died, George Murphy knew that he would never see Isi again.
He spoke their pre-arranged farewell words, “I will, and … and you’ll be missed, Dr. Nizienko.”
Isi smiled at George and turned away to step into the Recycler. She nodded at Afon – Everything is ready. As soon as George called her doctor, instead of Isi, she knew that George had completed his work.
Over the past few days, George Murphy had stripped off the psychedelic paint design on the outside of the Infinmachine, which made it look identical to the Recycler. Then he had enlisted the help of an artist friend who opposed the Mortterra dictatorship as much as he did, and together they had repainted the Recycler in the same design that had previously adorned the Infinmachine.
George had switched the machines, and the door his allies had just stepped through was not a portal leading to certain death … Isi and the Immortals had entered the Infinmachine.
Fyodor Nizienko stepped into his pre-appointed place and started to push the door shut to the disguised Infinmachine. The audience let out a round of applause and catcalls; the execution was about to happen. Once the door to the machine was fully closed, the observers assumed it would be like the noose being tied onto a condemned mans neck.
Before he pushed the door all the way closed, Fyodor met Isi’s eyes and said, “Godspeed, my sister.”
Fyodor saluted her and the three Immortals, closed the door, tightened the latch on the outside, and stepped back as George Murphy flipped the switch activating the machine.



 
 
SIX
 
 
April 22, 1888
London, England
 
 
Nanook K’eyush’s head was pounding. The warmth of a sunlight he hadn’t felt in five years was heating his cheeks, and he moved his hand to shield his eyes before he opened them.
“What the …” 
Nanook could barely get the words out before the incessant clanging of a bell finally registered to him. He looked up to see a boxy rectangular object barreling toward him on some kind of train tracks. Hanging off of the side of the strange object was a man in uniform, ringing a bell and yelling something at Nanook.
Nanook rolled out of the small trains path, and onto a pair of muddy boots.
“Excuse me,” Nanook muttered, and pushed himself up and onto his knees. Then he tried to stand. The man in the muddy boots reached down to grab Nanook by the shoulders, and helped to steady him while he got to his feet.
It must’ve worked. Nanook looked at the man who had come to his aid and knew, instantly, that he was no longer in Greenland, and it was definitely not 2112 anymore. How far back did we go?
The man Nanook had rolled into was wearing a dark brown vest, and a pair of trousers that covered the aforementioned boots. His boots were encrusted with mud from the wet ground, kicked up by the animals that were pulling carts that carried people. Horses? Nanook couldn’t believe his eyes, horses had become extinct right after he was born. How far back did Isi take us? And where the hell is she? Where are Afon and Jian?
Standing up to his full height, Nanook turned wildly around, searching the dirt street for his fellow travelers.
“Best to relax now, chap,” the man said to Nanook. “I’ve gotten a bit sodden myself, on occasion. You’ll be needing to get home now, and sleep this one off.” He reached up to pat Nanook on the shoulder and said, “There’s a pub just down the way. The horse car should be stopping there, on the hour, and if you’ve got the fare, that would be a quick way home for ye, lad.”
The man pulled out a gold watch, attached to a chain, from his vest pocket, and flipped it open. “It’s a quarter past two now, so you’ll be waiting a spot. What say I join you for a bit of lunch?” the man said, and reached out to shake Nanook’s hand. “Harland Fergusson,” he introduced himself, and waited expectantly.
Nanook couldn’t see Afon, Isi, or Jian anywhere on the street, and he figured the pub might be as good a place as any to begin searching for them. “And I am Nanook K’eyush,” he said, as he shook Harland’s outstretched hand. “Lunch would probably be the best plan for me now; you lead the way, sir.”
Harland started off down the road, directing a constant stream of chatter at Nanook the whole way.
“I was beginning to wonder if you even spoke the Queen’s English, my good man. Your head must just be a bit foggy still, from the drink … you are from India, if I’ve guessed correctly? I can always spot a man from one of our colonies. Bombay, if I’m not mistaken? I do sorely hope to visit that land one day … perhaps you could share some stories over lunch? I saw one of your elephants at the zoo, just last spring, and it must be such a magnificently interesting life. A bit primitive for my tastes, to be sure, but a holiday there wouldn’t be quite so awful, I suppose.
Nanook wasn’t sure how to respond to his newfound tour guide. Certainly not the truth, he thought, and chuckled to himself. Nope, not from India, India is completely underwater, oh … and England is drowned too, chap. Now, as for lunch, would you care to donate some blood, Mr. Fergusson?
Nanook smiled at Harland and said, “India is definitely a land of many mysterious wonders.”
Isi had warned all three of the Immortals not to reveal anything to any one they met in the past. If the four of them were to become separated, Isi’s game plan allowed for them to have some minimal contact with people in order to search for each other, but that was all.
Harland was still chattering away, as he held the door to the tavern open for Nanook.
“You know,” said Harland, “you have got to be the largest Indian that I have ever seen! I mean no offense, of course, but you are quite the remarkable specimen, Mr. K’eyush.”
Nanook smiled and nodded politely at Harland, in response, while he scanned the small post-lunch crowd in the bar for any sign of Isi, Afon, or Jian. He couldn’t see them, but he couldn’t really see much at all. The pub was a haze of pipe smoke, and the stench of the place almost overwhelmed Nanook.
He could tell that Harland had taken him to one of the pubs frequented by the more well off, but still working, citizens of London, just by the way people were dressed. All of the clientele were men, and all were wearing their own variations of a suit. All dark and drab, some enhanced by vests and bowler hats; some inhaled off of a pipe, while others ingested massive quantities of some meat that smelled like liver, but all contributed their own unique stench that mingled with the horse droppings and refuse of the street outside, and made the bile rise at the back of Nanook’s throat.
“Are you all right then, Mr. K’eyush?” Harland asked, and grabbed Nanook around the arm to settle him down on a stool in front of the bar. “I think you’ll be needing a spot of the poison from the snake that bit ye,” Harland said, and held two fingers up to the barkeep.
The young man behind the bar was wearing suspenders and a bowtie, a current fashion that Nanook had only seen pictures of in the past. The bartender set down two glasses of a murky, caramel liquid in front of Nanook and Harland.
“Two Highland Scotches, on me, Mr. Fergusson,” the bartender said. He winked, and wiped his hand on the apron around his waist before he extended it to Nanook. “Eddie Brown, at your service sir,” the bartender said, while he shook Nanook’s hand.
“Nanook K’eyush, and thank you for the drink, my friend,” Nanook responded genuinely. Sure, he shouldn’t drink too much before he found Isi, Afon, and Jian, but one little Scotch wouldn’t kill him, and it might even help him to wrap his brain around the past that he was currently living in.
The first drop of the strong liquor that passed Nanook’s lips started a tingling sensation that spread through him, and filled his body with warmth. The alcohol also tickled a craving for the liquid that one part of him truly wanted. Nanook needed blood, and he knew that he had to satisfy the nanobots inside of him … soon.
But where do I go to get blood here? Whatever time Isi has sent us to, I doubt that there are any hospitals, or laboratories, with blood in storage; no meals ready to eat for me, in this place … Oh God, am I really going to have to kill someone? Maybe an animal could suffice …
Nanook’s thoughts were interrupted by a tug on his arm.
“Are you still with us, Mr. K’eyush?” Harland said, his voice rising with concern.
Nanook nodded, and said, “I’m fine, thank you Mr. Fergusson, it has just been quite awhile since I have tasted a decent Scotch.”
Like a good bartender, Eddie Brown jumped to Nanook’s rescue with a change of subject. “Speaking of good Scotch, where has your friend Mr. Stoker been lately, Harland? Our stock of the Glenlivet is positively overflowing, in his absence.”
Harland Fergusson laughed, and turned his attention away from Nanook, to respond to the bartender. “Bram has been a scarce presence lately, Eddie. I think the wife is keeping him under lock and key. Either that, or he’s got himself wrapped up in his writing again. Now that you’ve mentioned it, I was actually planning to stop by his flat later today, and check in on him.”
“Please send him my best regards, Mr. Fergusson,” the bartender said.
“Will do, Eddie,” Harland said. “I’m quite sure I’ll have to introduce Bram to Mr. K’eyush, don’t you think? Nanook here has come all the way from India, and good old Bram will probably want to question him incessantly, in his charming way, of course.”
“Oh, absolutely, Mr. Fergusson,” the bartender said. “Next to a good Scotch, there’s nothing Bram Stoker enjoys more than a good story.”
Harland laughed and nodded in agreement, but turned his attention back to Nanook, and continued to play the good host.
“So, do tell us how you found your way to Britain, Mr. K’eyush,” Harland said. “When I encountered you in the street, it looked as if you’d never even seen a trolley before, so I imagine that you must be a very recent arrival?”
Just as Nanook started to search his brain for some form of believable, but false, reply, a hand grasped his shoulder from behind. He turned around on his barstool and laughed with relief and mirth at the absurd sight of his friend Afon, dressed up like a blond Charlie Chaplin in a bowler hat, and efficaciously carrying a cane. Worse still was Isi, done up in some Victorian dress that looked impossible to walk around in, complicated even more by the pair of tightly tied, high-heeled boots in which she was precariously perched. Jian seemed to have gotten off easy, costume-wise, and stood quietly behind Isi and Afon, wearing a simple black suit.
“Oh thank God,” Nanook said, and then remembered his new friend and tour guide, “um, Mr. Fergusson, let me introduce you to my …”
Isi spoke quickly to cut Nanook off. “Mr. Fergusson, is it? I thank you sir, for having tracked down my missing manservant. My husband, Count Solovyov, and I have just arrived from Russia to set up our household here, in London, and some of our staff seem to have gotten quite disoriented in the process.”
Isi stopped and smiled at Harland, “I hope this one hasn’t been of any trouble to you,” she said, nodding in Nanook’s direction.
“Oh, no trouble at all, my dear lady,” Harland said, and rose from his bar stool to bow and kiss Isi’s hand. “I was going to have Mr. K’eyush regale me with some of his stories of life back in his native India but, what with you being a Russian Countess and all, Madame Solovyov, I am quite sure that I’d rather listen to you,” Harland said with a wink.
“You are too kind, Mr. Fergusson,” Isi said, “but I am afraid we will have to be taking our leave of you now. We have some duties to attend to before dark, not least of which is finding some appropriate clothing for our staff, especially Mr. K’eyush. I am sorry, by the way, that you had to be seen with our Indian in his bedclothes, Mr. Fergusson,” Isi laughed, and pointedly looked at Nanook.
Nanook K’eyush was wearing the same clothes that he’d had on when he entered the Infinmachine, just a few hours before. Basic blue hospital scrubs had been his daily attire since he had joined the Immortality Project five years ago. Nanook quickly realized that in 1888, his clothes and the material that they were made from, combined with his large and dark skinned stature, made him stand out and seem to be not of this world.
Harland joined in with Isi’s laughter and said, “Ah, and I thought the young man was just showing off some new fashion from Bombay.” Harland rested his hand on Nanook’s shoulder and continued, “He’s not a bad lad at all, Countess Solovyov, he’s just getting used to a new country … as are all of you, I suppose. It does occur to me that perhaps I could show you and Mr. K’eyush to the nearest tailor’s shop? I am not so sure that you’ll be able to find something, in his considerable size, right off of the rack.”
Isi smoothed her dress, clasped her hands together tightly in front of her, and said, “Oh, I’m sure that if you’ll be kind enough to just point the way for us, we will manage to make our own journey without being any further encumbrance to you, Mr. Fergusson.”
Harland’s cheeks flushed, and he bowed to Isi. “I assure you, it is no trouble to me at all, my dear Countess. Any assistance that I can provide to such a distinguished couple from the East, is my pleasure Madame.”
Henry turned and bowed to Afon, “Harland Fergusson, at your service, sir.”
Afon removed his hat and slowly nodded at Harland, “I am Count Solovyov, and I thank you for your kind offer of help, Mr. Fergusson. We will follow you to the tailor’s, whenever you are ready, my friend.”
Afon smiled at Harland, but kept his lips tightly shut. He could feel his fangs almost throbbing with hunger. The trip in the Infinmachine had lasted only seconds, but seemed to have drained his energy drastically. He felt like he had not been fed in days, and the odor of the pub, while nauseating, was infused with the scent of so many humans that Afon’s mouth was watering. He had never felt such a primal urge. The sterile air of the laboratory on Thule Airbase, and the steady supply of donated blood there, had allowed Afon to never feel the murderous impulses that some of the other participants in Project Immortality had felt … until now.
We’ve got to get out of here, Afon thought, and looked at Isi.
Isi caught the meaning of Afon’s glance, and lightly touched Harland on the elbow. “Yes, Mr. Fergusson, do lead the way,” Isi said. “At your convenience, of course.”
Harland was practically beaming at the attention. He signaled to the bartender that he would take care of his tab later, and quickly walked to the door of the pub, waving his hand for the Count and Countess to follow him. Nanook and Jian trailed behind, and attempted to show the deference required from the servants that they were both pretending to be.
Harland held the door for all of them, and then scurried ahead to walk beside Isi.
“There’s a tailor’s just a spot up this way, Countess,” Harland said. “Do you think you’ll be needing some things for yourself, as well? There’s a lady’s shop across the street from the tailor’s that we are headed to. Of course, it may not be quite of the caliber that I am sure you’re used to… How wonderful that you are from Russia, if I may say so. I have always hoped to travel on the Orient Express through your lands … and how exciting that your household help are so exotic themselves, Countess. An Indian and a Chinaman, just wonderful, daring really. Though your poor Chinaman seems not to know the language yet, or is he a mute? Such sad afflictions are all too common in the less developed countries … Oh! Here we are!”
Harland’s monologue had taken them all the way from the pub to the tailors. Isi could hear a low rumbling sound, almost a growl, coming from each of the three Immortals, who were walking behind her. Harland was pushing all of their buttons; they were all starving for blood, and Harland, a giant bag of blood, was annoying them greatly. Harland needed to leave.
Isi held out her hand to Harland, and said, “Thank you for your kind guidance, Mr. Fergusson. It was truly a pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir.”
Harland bowed and kissed Isi’s offered hand. “The pleasure is all mine, my dear Countess, though we do not have to part now. You should go across the road, to the ladies shop, and I will stay here and assist the Count with your servant’s needs. You’ve all traveled so far, it really is the least that I can do.”
There is no shaking this man, Isi thought, but he really shouldn’t have to become someone’s next meal, just because he’s clueless.
“Okay, Mr. Fergusson, if you insist,” Isi said. “Chivalry has not died yet in England, if you are any example, sir. I am all set with my wardrobe though, so I’ll stay here with you men, if you don’t mind.”
Harland broke into his biggest smile yet and said, “Oh, that would be absolutely lovely Countess, and please, do call me Harland. While the gentlemen are dressing themselves, perhaps you could share some stories of old Russia with me? I have a dear friend who is a writer, and I cannot wait to tell him about meeting all of you. In fact, perhaps we could all grab a bite together, after we are done here? Bram is always at the Rose Tavern around six – which is only a short walk from here. They do serve a delightful supper there, I must say.”
Before Isi could reply, Afon doffed his hat at Harland and said, “Yes, I am very much craving a good meal, Mr. Fergusson.”
Afon stared at Harland, his blue eyes drilled into him. He was giving Harland a chance to notice that something was not quite right … giving him a chance to run.
Harland stayed oblivious though, and said, “Superb, my dear Count, a bit of clothing, and then a bit of good cooking. Brilliant! Now, let me introduce you to the tailor …”
Isi watched Harland lead Afon, Nanook, and Jian across the store, and tried to think of a way to stop what was bound to happen to this nice man, after they left the tailors. Will the Immortals let Harland live long enough to make it to dinner? And, if I can’t stop them, will it even matter? They need to feed and, if it won’t affect future events, I’m not sure if I should stop the Immortals from getting the blood that they need. Our goal as a group is infinitely more important than the life of any one man, but maybe they could feed off of Harland lightly? They don’t need to totally drain him in order to save themselves … a few pints should suffice.



 
 
 
SEVEN
 
 
A few hours later …
 
 
Harland Fergusson was lying on the sidewalk, propped up against the outer wall of the Rose Tavern. His eyes struggled to focus, as he slowly came back to consciousness. Reaching into his vest pocket for his watch, Harland’s fingers slid through a puddle of some liquid the texture of warm, wet, sticky paint. He held his hand up to his face and gasped. Blood. Searching himself quickly, he could not find any injury to explain the viscous liquid that covered his whole front, and dripped all the way down to the puddles that he could hear squishing in the bottom of his boots.
Harland rolled onto his knees, steadied himself with his hands, and slowly rose to his feet. Other than a slight dizziness, and a throbbing in his teeth, he felt fine. What in the bloody hell happened to me, he thought, as he looked around him. Night had fallen recently. The streetlamps were on, and the Rose Tavern was glowing warmly, but the sky was still the dark blue, touched with light, which immediately followed the sunset. It must be about six pm … but the last thing that I remember; I was at the tailors with the Count and Countess, just after lunch. I didn’t drink an awful lot of scotch, so how could I have blacked out? Perhaps I was knocked unconscious? Harland ran his fingers through his hair, and down over the natural protrusion at the back of his skull, but he found no bump or sore spot that could provide an explanation for his loss of consciousness, and his blood covered state.
He braced himself against the wall and pulled the door to the Rose Tavern open, hoping that the barkeep might have seen whatever it was that had happened to him outside. He weaved his way up to the bar, and managed to ignore the shocked looks on the faces of the patrons he passed, but he couldn’t ignore the mirror behind the bar that reflected his horribly bloody appearance back to him.
The bartender rushed over from his perch in the corner and exclaimed, “My God, and what happened to you then? Kicked by a damn horse, were you?”
Harland thought that this was the most believable, and likely, explanation for his appearance, though he knew that it couldn’t be true, since he couldn’t find an injury anywhere on himself.
“Aye, I think you are most probably right, lad,” Harland said. “Do you have any idea when the next tram heading out to Whitechapel is coming along? I need to get home to the East End and clean myself up, but I’d rather not seek out a horse car … I’m sure you understand.”
A tall man with a full head of well-kept red hair, and a closely trimmed beard of the same vibrant color, walked up behind Harland, put a hand on his back, and said, “My dear man, what kind of calamity has met up with you now?”
Harland turned around to face the man, and recognized his friend, Bram Stoker. Bram’s face went pale when he saw the amount of blood on Harland.
“Dear God, are you okay?” Bram said. “Shall we take you to see the doctor?”
“No, it’s nothing to worry about, I’m not hurt, I just …”, Harland’s voice trailed off, and he looked searchingly at Bram. “I just don’t know what happened,” Harland said, and looked down at his bloody vest and trousers.
Bram was on his feet instantly, and yelled across the room, “Barkeep! We’ll be needing our tab over here, quick as you can chap.”
The bartender waved him off, “That’s all right, we can settle up next time, Mr. Stoker.”
Bram smiled at the bartender, turned to Harland, and motioned for him to follow him out the door.
“Come on Harland, make your steps quick son,” Bram said. “My driver is waiting just at the end of the row. We’ll get you back to my flat and send for the doctor from the Lyceum Theatre; he’ll give you a good once over. You need not worry, he is the very soul of discretion.”
Bram and Harland exited the Rose Tavern onto King’s Road, and climbed into the back of a horse-drawn carriage. The man at the reins was outfitted in a black suit and cape, but Harland noticed something about him. As they passed under a streetlamp, the driver’s face was illuminated to reveal the most horrible cleft palate that Harland had ever seen. The poor man’s upper lip was drawn toward his nose in a snarl.
Harland sat back quickly against the seat that he was sharing with Bram, and hoped that the driver didn’t notice him staring. He must be another of Bram’s charity cases, the poor old sap, Harland thought.
The carriage pulled up in front of 18 St. Leonard’s Terrace, Chelsea, a few minutes later. Bram and Harland stepped down from the horse-car; Bram doffed his hat to the driver, and sent him on his way. After he unlocked the door to his flat, he paused and held the door for his bloodied friend.
“If you don’t mind Harland, I’d rather that you not touch anything until you are well cleaned up,” Bram said. “The lavatory is just down the hall there. I’ll meet you in the parlor for a drink, when you’ve made yourself presentable again, and you can fill me in on all of the details.”
Harland nodded and headed off down the hall. Bram walked into the parlor, fixed himself a Scotch, and thanked whatever God was in heaven for the fact that his wife, Florence, was starring in a play at the theater tonight. Lord only knows what she would think of Harland’s blood covered attire, Bram thought. He sighed, took some tobacco out of his pouch, filled his pipe, and tamped it down before lighting it. Bram had time for only two or three drags before Harland entered the room, wrapped in a robe.
Bram handed Harland a Scotch and walked across the room to sit down in a brown leather wingback chair, next to the fireplace. Harland took the seat opposite from him and swirled his scotch around the glass for a few moments, before speaking.
“It’s the funniest thing, Bram,” Harland said. “I innocently stopped to help a young disoriented Indian man, who had fallen down in the street. The poor lad was lying in the road in his pajamas. In any event, I managed to get the sad case into Smith’s tavern for a spot of lunch and, just after we had arrived, his employers showed up to claim him. They were the most delightful couple, I must say. They had traveled all the way from Russia, just that very day, but their clothes looked fresh as day. And their accents … so refined you’d not notice a trace of the East, unless you knew to listen for it … the Count and Countess Solovyov. I so wish that you’d had the chance to meet them Bram, quite the characters they were, and you probably could have made good use of them in your next novel. In any event …”
“Yes, Harland, please do get to the point, my man. Perhaps you could explain where all of the blood came from?” Bram said. “I’d be very worried for you right now, if I didn’t know you better. Babbling is an endearing habit of yours, old chap, but a sensible explanation is the only thing that will stop me from calling the Constable to take you to the mad house. I do not care a whit about the Count and Countess, I’d like to know how you came to be dripping with blood!”
“I was getting to the point Bram,” Harland said, “I do not know what happened to me, and I thought, if I gave you some of the background, you could help me to decipher the events that I seem to have lost in some fog in my brain.”
“Do go on, Harland,” Bram said, “I apologize.”
“In any event, I took the Count and Countess to the tailor shop, and the last thing that I remember, we were discussing going somewhere for supper. I did mention the Rose Tavern to them, since I was hoping that we would run into you there. They were such a fascinating group that I really did not want to let them get away, without you setting your eyes on them first. So, after the tailor’s, I have no idea what happened. I woke up outside of the Rose, covered in blood, but without a scratch on my body. I went inside the bar to see if the bartender had witnessed anything … and then you saw me and, well, here we are.”
Bram took a few long draws off of his pipe and stroked his beard, staring into the fire that his wife had lit before she’d left for work.
“If you are not injured, then something must have happened to the people that you were with,” Bram said. “Even without a wound to your head, I have heard that the mind can block all manner of horrible things from our memories. Have you any idea where the Count and Countess are staying? It would be simple enough, I suppose, to call on them and hear their version of events; if they are uninjured as well, which seems unlikely, I’m sorry to say.”
“No Bram, I’ve no idea where their rooms are, but I have this feeling that they are all fine. It’s, well, it’s something that I can’t quite put my finger on, but I’m sure that no harm has come to them.”
Harland rose from his chair and went to stand by the fire.
“They are fine, but I cannot seem to get warm, my teeth have been sore, ever since, and my neck has been itching something frightful,” Harland said.
Bram stood up, took Harland’s jaw in his hand, and tilted it at an angle, to let the light of the fire hit the spot Harland had been itching. Two small holes were apparent, on the side of Harland’s neck, but the tissue had already begun to close and redden over the wounds.
“I do see a mark there, Harland, but the skin is healing already, so this could not have happened only a few hours ago,” Bram said. “Why don’t you relax here for a bit, and let your body recover from whatever happened? I will get you a change of clothes for tomorrow, those bloody rags you wore in here, we will burn, and then you’ll sleep a bit, and things will seem much clearer in the morning, I’m sure. Now, let’s put another log on the fire, and you go and get your clothes from the washroom, before my poor wife comes home and is put to the shock with the sight of all of this blood.”
Harland nodded and reached down into the basket full of wood next to the fireplace. Absentmindedly, he threw the log he had grabbed onto the fire, and turned to walk to the bathroom, when he heard Bram scream.
Harland had tossed the new wood onto the fire too quickly. One of the already burning logs had rolled out onto the floor, and started a small fire on the rug. In one swift motion, Harland grabbed the burning wood with his bare hands, and tossed it back into the fireplace, while he stomped out the burning embers on the carpet.
Bram was staring at him, wide-eyed. He grabbed Harland’s hands, and pulled him down the hall to the washroom sink. Bram turned the water on, full-blast, and plunged Harland’s coal-blackened hands into the cold water.
“If you didn’t need a doctor before, you bloody well do now, you damn fool,” Bram said, as he held Harland’s hands under the tap.
“It doesn’t hurt, Bram,” Harland said.
“It will soon, trust me,” Bram said. He took a towel from the linen cabinet and, gently, began to blot Harland’s hands dry. The white towel was swiftly covered in soot, and Harland’s hands were covered in blisters.
Bram jerked his head back in shock; almost as soon as his eyes fell on a blister, it disappeared.
“What in heavens? Harland, have a look at this,” Bram said, but almost before his words were out, Harland’s skin had healed itself, each blister retreating back under the skin, leaving his hands the color and texture of a newborn baby’s.



 
 
EIGHT
 
 
One block south of King’s Road, Isi and the Immortals had taken up temporary residence in a furnished three bedroom flat. After they had left Harland Fergusson outside of the Rose Tavern, they had walked down every side street, and stopped at the first building that advertised rooms for rent. Exhausted from their journey, all of them had fallen asleep quickly, almost as soon as they’d walked in the door.
The next day, the morning sunlight was streaming into the parlor, and Isi came into the room carrying a tray with a pot of tea, and four mugs.
“Now that we’ve had some rest,” Isi said, “I suggest that we get ourselves as caffeinated as possible. We’ve got a long day ahead of us, gentlemen. First, we’ve got to stop down at the docks, and see if we can find passage to America. Then, depending on how long we have to stay here before we can leave, I think at least one of you should try to get a job. I brought some antique money with me, so that we could purchase the appropriate clothing, and have enough left over to book our fare to America, but that money will go quickly, so, if we have to wait, we work.”
Afon nodded in agreement, but Nanook and Jian looked confused.
“Excuse me, Dr. Nizienko, but President Mortterra is my main concern,” Jian said. “The man could be coming after us, at any moment, as soon as he figures out that we switched the machines.”
“That’s precisely why we must keep moving, Jian. But we didn’t use the Infinmachine just to save ourselves, that’s Mortterra’s gig, we came back here with a mission, and we can only start our work in America,” Isi said. “Henry Ford is about to invent the combustible engine that powers the automobile. We need to find him, and stop him. The global warming that destroyed most of the world in our time, can be traced all the way back to this man’s invention. Fossil fuels from cars have almost killed the planet, so why don’t we stop the car from being invented?”
Nanook and Jian shared a look, and Nanook burst out laughing.
“Isi, Jian is too polite to say so, but have you lost your mind?” Nanook said. “Even if we can stop Henry Ford from inventing the car, someone else will just come along and take his place.”
“That’s true, Nanook, but stopping Ford is only one part of our plan. By the time someone else invents the automobile, we will have removed the source of gas for that invention,” Isi said. “Look, I don’t think we should discuss all of this now. You men trusted me with your lives once, and I did not fail you, but part of the reason that plan was successful was its secrecy. None of you knew all of what would happen the night that you were supposed to be executed, but all of you knew enough to trust me. I am asking for your trust again. This needs to be done one careful step at a time, okay?”
Afon was sitting next to Isi, and took her hand in his. “Trust her guys, just as you trust me. Jian is right to worry about Ignis Mortterra, and his goons, chasing us, but if one of us is taken prisoner by the AmEur Alliance, it is better that we know as little as possible, so the rest of us are not endangered,” Afon said. “But we can’t spend our time here running from ghosts … we haven’t seen Mortterra, or any of his soldiers, yet, so let’s focus on our mission.”
“Afon is right,” Jian said, “we didn’t travel through time just to stop our own executions, we came back here to stop global warming from destroying the world. If we spend all of our time worrying about ourselves, we’re no better than Mortterra. He wanted to go back in time to become a millionaire by selling the nanobot technology, while letting his own citizens die. I think that we are no better, if we focus on our own safety, instead of focusing on the safety of the world.”
“All right, you can count me in,” Nanook chuckled. “Isi, it occurs to me though, can Mortterra even get back here to chase us, if he wants to? Are we sure that he didn’t step into the Recycler and die, without realizing that we’d switched the machines on him?”
“That is a very good question, Nanook,” Isi said. “Unfortunately, no, there is no way for us to know anything going on in 2112. President Mortterra may have taken the bait, stepped into the Recycler, and died … or he might be alive and well, and coming after us; there is no way for us to know for certain.”
Isi sighed, “My assistant, George Murphy, was working with me on a communication device that would have allowed us to talk to him, no matter what time period we landed in. But we weren’t able to finish the design before Mortterra set your execution date, which pushed everything forward, and put some constraints on our work here that we should discuss …”
Isi’s voice trailed off, and she looked around the room. Afon was next to her, loyal as always, but Nanook and Jian were perched on the edge of the sofa in the parlor, eager for her next words. Nanook spoke for both of them, “What constraints are you talking about Isi?”
“Well, for one, it is entirely possible that we may not be able to return to 2112,” Isi said. “The Infinmachine that helped us to travel to 1888 may no longer exist, and if we lose her signal, if Mortterra realizes what we’ve done and destroys the machine, we’d not only be unable to get back home, we couldn’t travel any where … we’d be stuck. I think this is quite unlikely though, since Mortterra would be unable to escape himself, if he destroyed the Infinmachine. The global food supply in 2112 is on the brink of exhaustion, and President Mortterra knows this; he didn’t just want to travel a hundred years back in time, so that he could be rich, he wants a chance to live, just like the rest of us. While revenge is a powerful motivator, survival is even more powerful, and Mortterra will not destroy the Infinmachine … I think.”
Nanook leaned forward and said, “Go on, Isi, there’s more, isn’t there?”
Isi nodded, and reached into the small velvet drawstring bag that she’d secreted in one of the pockets of her lab coat on the day they’d left 2112. She pulled out four stainless steel objects, each the size and thickness of a playing card.
“These are your transponders, gentlemen,” Isi said. “Each one, when activated, will send a signal to the Infinmachine that will cause everything within a five-foot radius to transport to the time and place that you enter. We could all use these separately, and travel separately, but I think that we can do more good if we stick together, and work as a team.”
Isi handed a transponder to each of the three Immortals, and kept one for her.
“Now, if Ignis Mortterra does send any soldiers after us,” Isi said, “we are prepared to split up. Four tracks through time are much harder to trace than one.”
Afon shook his head, and handed his transponder back to Isi.
“If we are under attack, there is no way on Earth that I would leave you,” Afon said. “You should keep this Isi and if I have a need to travel, I will travel with you.”
Isi looked down at Afon’s outstretched hand, but didn’t reach for the device that he was handing back to her.
“No, Afon, you need to keep that. All four of us will stick together for as long as possible,” Isi said, “but we’ve got to have the ability to run, if we need to. As long as one of you three Immortal men are still alive, there’s still a chance for the world to be saved. We stick together and do our work, but if Mortterra comes after us, we need to be able to split up, and fend for ourselves.”
Afon stared at Isi, trying to silently tell her that his only purpose in this world was to be with her, to protect her. This Earth can go to hell, as long as you are safe, my love, Afon thought. He did not speak, he wouldn’t challenge her in front of the others, but if the time ever came when he had to choose between Isi and the world, he had already made his choice.
Nanook broke the tension and said, “By the way, about last night … are you sure that Harland will be okay? All three of us took a lot of blood out of him, Isi. Are you sure that we didn’t kill the guy? He was painfully naïve, and little too verbose, but I still liked the man.”
“He will probably be a little weak for a few days,” Isi said, “but yes, I’m sure he will make a full recovery. The only thing that concerns me is his memory. Hopefully, the sudden blood loss will be enough of a trauma to make him forget what happened, if not … well, that’s one more reason for us to get to America, as quickly as possible. We still need to travel by boat though, I’d rather not make it too obvious that we’re on our way to Detroit.”
“If I may speak frankly,” Jian said, “I would rather not do what we did to Harland, to anyone. Is there not a hospital where we could procure our blood, Dr. Nizienko?”
Isi shook her head. “I’m sorry, Jian. There really is no way around it. I’m afraid that, in this time and place, you men must get your food the old fashioned way. And, in the future, you also have to fully drain your prey, to use an indelicate term. We can’t afford to have any more people running around with the kind of memory that we may have left Harland with, last night. If the AmEur Alliance does come after us, we can’t leave such an easy to follow trail. I know that it will be difficult, but you all have to start understanding just how valuable you are. If we fail on this mission, the human race will go extinct, no second chances once the planet dies. The few humans that will have to sacrifice their lives, so that you can live, will be part of saving billions upon billions of lives in the future.”
“But they won’t know that, Isi,” Jian said. “Any soldier would gladly make the kind of sacrifice that you’re proposing, but the people we’ll be draining aren’t soldiers. They won’t even have the chance to know that they’re heroes.”
“Jian, actually, all of you, listen to me,” Isi said. “The choice that you’ll be making when you drain someone, is going to be the least complicated moral quandary that you will find yourself in, on our journey. We have to keep the greater good in mind, because, believe me, there will be many more times when you will be tempted to view the fate of one man, as more important than the fate of all men, and none of us can afford to do that. We have to do whatever is necessary to stop the development of the car, and prevent the pollution caused by the burning of fossil fuels. Ignis Mortterra wanted the Infinmachine so that he could get rich by selling our technology, but he also wanted to go back in time just so he could live. He is not a stupid man, he’s focused on his own survival, and if we want to defeat him, we must be just as focused on protecting our own lives. If any of you don’t agree, say so now, and we will have a friendly parting of the ways.”
Isi looked each of the Immortals in the eye, gauging their level of commitment. No one spoke, no one looked away.
“Okay then,” Isi said, “let’s get a move on. We’ll go to the docks and book our fares. Hopefully, there is a ship leaving soon. We don’t know if Harland Fergusson has reported us to the police, or if he’s trying to find us, so the more quickly we book passage to America, the better.”
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July 1888
Detroit, Michigan
 
 
Isi stared out the window, focusing on the rain. The trees were bending, branches pulled down to graze the ground, briefly, before bouncing back up to the sky. The wind here was like nothing she had ever seen; unimpeded by mountains, the gusts of air in the Midwestern United States had their way with the landscape.
The sudden clattering of hail against the roof brought Afon to the window.
“I’m not so sure that we should risk the carriage in this weather,” Afon said. “Don’t you think you can arrange to have your accidental, on-purpose, run in with Henry Ford on some other evening?”
“Absolutely, just tell me when the next Edison Illumination Ball is happening; you know, the next scheduled time for Detroit to celebrate the light bulb, and I’ll get right on that,” Isi said.
A brief moment of contact – the bare skin between her glove and the sleeve of her dress, gently met the silk of his housecoat – and the underlying tenderness of their conversation came to the fore. Afon was a man in a position that no man should ever be in: he was sending the woman he loved off into the night, and hoping that she successfully seduced another man. Even though he agreed with her plan, in principle, it was taking every ounce of willpower that he possessed to stop himself from stopping her.
Afon could so easily imagine turning to face Isi, who was standing next to him at the window, looking out at the rain. He could let his eyes linger on the small scar above her upper lip, the sweet salty softness of her sweat when it clings there, encasing imperfection with radiance. He could call her to him, take every fantasy and force it through the air to her until she could see, and sometimes even feel, what he was thinking.
Most unimproved humans have had some minor version of this experience. Standing next to the person that they desire, energy is exchanged, and the people are drawn closer together, like two complementary magnets. Sometimes, once in a great while, once when there is a great love, one person can hear a whisper of the thoughts of their beloved. Meeting in a dream, their spirits freed to do that which their minds prevent when conscious, two can become one, and explore together in a dimension where the unwritten notes of music sing.
Even if I were normal, we’d still be able to do this, she and I, Afon thought. She is my one, my other half, a deep enough connection to travel through the white noise surrounding most ordinary humans. But it’s so much more fun like this, Afon smiled, so much more fun being powerfully abnormal.
Isi gasped as a wisp of air deftly moved across her lips, and continued down onto her neck, then lower, tracing the rim of her dress above her cleavage, exerting enough pressure to let her know that this was no unconscious wind.
Isi continued to stare out the window, not displaying any sign that she had been affected by Afon’s mental caresses. Not moving, not even blinking, she said, “Stop it.”
Afon hesitated for a moment, then saw the slight upturn at the corners of Isi’s lips, and moved his eyes down so sharply that the shoulders of Isi’s dress slid down her arms and exposed the top of her breasts.
Isi gasped again, and fixed Afon with a fiercely withering glare, but made no move to pull her dress back into place.
“You’re going to make me late, you know,” Isi sighed.
Afon stepped behind her and, finally, touched her with his corporeal hands. He bent down to her, his lips grazed the top of the fine hairs that ran along the back of her neck. His fingertips ran down the side of her hips, and carried the rest of her dress to the floor.
“Just say the word and I’ll stop Isi,” Afon murmured, the warm air of his breathing tickling her neck.
Isi pulled her bottom lip under her teeth, and put one hand up against the glass. Closing her eyes, she whispered, “I’m sure the carriage might be a bit delayed by the storm …”
She shuddered then, like a bolt of electricity had gone through her, setting every nerve on fire.
Two miles away, a thick branch bent backward with the green suppleness of youth, and stretched itself until it delicately brushed the side of the tree where it had been attached all of its life … a gentle kiss goodbye.
A great cracking sound echoed down to the driver of an empty carriage on the road below. He mistook the sound for lightning, and urged his frightened horses forward, intent on picking up his passenger on time. No need to be delayed by electricity on the way to a ball celebrating the darn thing, the driver thought, and whipped the horses forward, just as a huge branch detached itself from a tree above and landed directly in the carriages path.
The driver muttered a string of curses regarding the incomparable idiocy of horses, rats with hooves, while he struggled to turn the carriage around, and find a new way to his waiting passenger’s house.
The horses expected no thanks for saving the driver’s life, and never even thought of insulting the continuous idiocy of humans; they were too busy staring at the empty space in the stormy sky where the branch had once been, and where they had seen a bolt of lightning, in the shape of a human hand, rip the branch from the tree.
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I stand, always, with my children that stand with me.
Look to my daughters, their hands caressing the dirt and bringing forth life. My wisdom flows through them.
Look for my blood, my descendents. They walk the Earth in quiet ways, a moss buried deep in the forest, but when riled to act, they can summon all of the energy in the universe and direct it at their command. They are the last of my special legion of soldiers, the most powerful defenders of nature, my own Secret Service and private army rolled into one.
You call them witches. They are tapping into the source of all life and that scares you humans; life, itself, scares you now.
My daughters do not know their own strength. They feel some sense of it, something different about themselves, but they do not know that they are the carriers of my immortal fire.
 



 
 
ELEVEN
 
 
 
The Edison Illumination Ball was being held on Belle Isle in the Detroit River, and as soon as Isi’s carriage had begun to cross the bridge to the Isle, the hanging lights that were strung up along all sides of the bridge lit up.
Conscious that this should be a shocking feat of technology to a woman truly from 1888, Isi said, “My god in heavens, what a beautiful display Mr. Edison is putting on for us this evening, don’t you think?”
“Yes ma’am, that it is,” the carriage driver replied. He paused for a moment, before he turned around in his seat to address her again. “Countess Solovyov, what time would you like me to bring the carriage back around for you?”
When Isi did not respond, he continued, “Or I could wait for you here, Countess? I am entirely at your disposal.”
“That would be most kind of you. Thank you,” Isi said.
The scent of jasmine filled the air, as the carriage made its way through the acres of landscaped gardens. The horses instinctively slowed their gait, as the road turned to paved brick and curved around to reveal the largest, and most intricately designed, tent that Isi had ever seen. Rising out of the forest and carefully arranged gardens, was a giant structure of billowing white material, framed to the shape of an elaborate Victorian mansion.
Isi pulled her shawl over her bare shoulders, as the carriage slowed to a stop.
The driver came to the side of the carriage, and assisted Isi as she exited it. Carefully, she made her way down the stone walkway toward the mansion size tent where the Illumination Ball was being held. Isi had not worn heels once in her whole life, and her dress was so pinched at the waist that every breath was painful, but she wobbled bravely, and stiffly, forward, clutching another antique and impractical relic, her cream colored silk purse, overlaid with lace.
At the entrance to the garden tent, two butlers dressed in the servant version of a tuxedo bowed to Isi as she walked by. Isi squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, took a deep breath, and struck a pose worthy of the Russian noble that she was pretending to be.
Countess Isidora Solovyov entered the ball.
Inside, it was the most magnificent vision. The tent had been erected atop a particularly lush section of the garden that contained a large patio, which had now been transformed into a dance floor. The outdoors had been brought inside, temporarily.
The ceiling of the tent had been painted black, and Edison light bulbs had been affixed in a pattern designed to emulate the constellations. Isi could make out the Little Dipper and Orion, already, but she didn’t want the first impression that she left at the ball to be that of a gaping mouth simpleton, so she didn’t allow her eyes to linger, much as she would have liked to. Strange that such a simple technology, something over two hundred years in Isi’s past, could have such an impact on her, but the atmosphere in the room was contagious. To the people of this time, light that did not carry the risk of fire, light that you could even attach to highly flammable material, like a tent, was quite the miracle, and the crowd’s enthusiasm had Isi looking up in wonder like a child.
A slender dark haired man in a tuxedo was watching Isi watch the artificial stars. When she tilted her head back down and reined herself in, clutching her purse and scanning the crowd nervously, looking for Henry Ford, the dark haired man approached her from behind.
He cleared his throat to get her attention, and said, “Pardon me, madam, are you in need of some assistance?”
Isi started to respond before she turned to face him, “Yes, if you could help me to find …”
Her voice trailed off as Isi came face-to-face with the man.
His dark hair was not waxen and still, as it had been in the photographs that Isi had studied. Wavy and alive, strands of mahogany and chestnut gave a sturdy frame for the sharp grey eyes below. His brow and nose were pinched together in concentration, making him look quite like a hawk, but a hawk with the most full and questioning lips that Isi had ever seen. Such a force of life flowed out of this man; the very air around him was pregnant with invention.
Isi finished her thought, “If you could help me to find a decent glass of champagne, I shall be very grateful.”
The young dark haired man laughed, “That should not be too hard, Mrs. …”
Isi nodded and extended her gloved hand to him, “I am Countess Isidora Solovyov.”
The young man bowed to her, while he clasped her offered hand in his own, and held her fingertips a breaths distance from his lips. “Henry Ford, at your service, Countess. Let us go and see about your champagne, shall we? And then, promise me that you’ll take another moment to look at the constellations we’ve brought inside for the night. Tom’s invention lets us hold the stars, and fire, and all of light, in our own two hands.”
Isi teased him a bit to establish a rapport.
“You speak of Mr. Edison … Tom … as if you know him? Surely, a man your age may long for an association with a man of such historic importance as Mr. Edison … you may long for it, Mr. Ford, but I highly doubt that you have achieved it.”
Henry laughed again, that wonderful deflection of the very confident. All of life was not a joke to Henry Ford, but the idea that he was reaching above his station – indeed, the very idea that there were stations in life unattainable to those with originality, intelligence, and drive … that idea was so absurd as to be laughable to him. Nevertheless, in front of a beautiful woman, Henry was always polite.
“I am sorry Countess, I do not mean to laugh, but I not only know Thomas Edison, I’ve worked for him in his laboratory and, most recently, he has been consulting with me on an invention of mine that I hope to bring forth soon. I may be only twenty-four years of age, and I was not born into a family with as illustrious a lineage as, I’m sure, you have come from, but, on this continent, we regard the individual achievement above the family bloodline.”
Henry winked at her, to take the sting from his words. “But, what we value most highly is only produced by your end of the ocean, Countess … a good champagne! Let us go and find you one, shall we?”
Delicately, but firmly, with the exquisite hands of the engineer he was, Henry Ford took Isi by the elbow, and guided her through the dancing couples, around a number of flowering trees, and under an archway built of flowers that was strung with more of the Edison lights, where they entered a room that served as a bar for the Illumination Ball.
After he saw Isi safely seated in a high-backed booth table, in the corner of the room, Henry went to the bar and, following an exchange with the bartender, procured a bottle of champagne, two flutes, and a bucket of ice. Bringing these to the table, he popped the cork on the champagne with a flourish, and poured a glass for each of them.
Henry sat down across from Isi and said, “May I propose a toast?”
Isi smiled, and nodded slowly.
“To Mr. Thomas Edison, my dear friend, with much thanks for all of his marvelous inventions, and a special thanks for his incandescent light bulb that allows men, such as I, to truly appreciate all of the classic planes and angles of such a beautiful face as yours, Countess Solovyov.”
Henry raised his flute to hers, and Isi agreed to the ceremonial clinking of glasses, with a skeptical and amused smile on her face.
“Yes, to Mr. Edison,” Isi said, “and please, do tell me Mr. Ford, how it is that you are acquainted with your nations most brilliant inventor?”
Henry Ford leaned forward across the table, his whole body tensed toward her with the bridled power of the idea that he was about to divulge.
“Thomas, and I, have been working on a project together for the better part of a year now. He’s been developing a battery that could be recharged in every home, using the tremendous electric grid that’s under development. And, I have been working on a kind of horseless carriage that could be powered using Tom’s battery. I was working on a steam powered carriage, but Tom’s the one with the laboratory, so we may go with his idea … for now,” Henry finished in a disdainful, but not defeated, tone.
Isi shook her head in amazement. “You poor thing, you may have to use the great Thomas Edison’s idea? Silly boy, hubris is becoming on no man,” she said, still shaking her head. In a kinder tone, Isi continued, “Be that as it may, your idea of a horseless carriage is quite the interesting one, I’ll grant you that. Though, I would obviously defer to Thomas Edison when it comes to the means to power such a creation.”
“There is no need to defer to a man, based solely on his name, Countess Solovyov,” Henry said. “In science, all that matters is the truth – provable, replicable, truth. If Thomas Edison’s battery works better for the horseless carriage that I’ve designed, we will use that. If, however, my steam engine is the better fit, the unknown nature of my name will be no impediment upon the usefulness of my invention. That’s the beauty of this wonderful intersection of profit and science that the world is experiencing now … any man can be a king, if he has a useful idea, and the drive to bring it to fruition.”
Isi smiled at Henry. Quite true, she thought, more true than you can even imagine – but such kings can destroy a world, just as easily as they can build one.
“So, Mr. Henry Ford,” Isi said, “you think that you have a useful idea? Your drive is evident, but this horseless carriage of yours … where is it? Did you ride in one to the ball this evening?” Isi asked, a look of kind skepticism on her face.
Henry tilted his head down toward the table between them, turned his champagne in his hand, and watched the reflected light play out across the burnished wood. He was not sure how much of a risk he wanted to take with this woman. He had already spoken to her of his invention more freely than he had with anyone, except for Thomas Edison and Henry’s own wife, Clara Ford. Henry was not worried about divulging his scientific secrets, though he should be. No, his thoughts were consumed by the romantic risk that he was about to take. Married for only a few months to Clara, Henry was finding himself drawn to the Countess Isidora Solovyov in a powerful, and inexplicable, way. He had never felt like this, instantly, at the first sight of a woman.
She knows me … she knows all of me … but, how? How is that possible?
Unanswered questions do not sit well in the life of any scientist, and Henry needed an answer.
“I confess, Countess, I did come here the old fashioned way, this evening …” Henry said.
Isi cut him off, “Do call me Isidora, Henry.”
He looked up at her, and smiled, “Isidora,” he smiled again, “as I was saying, I did take the usual horse-drawn carriage to the ball this evening, but I would very much like to get your first hand opinion of the horseless carriage that I’ve been working on. You seem to be a woman of the most rare intelligence, and I would highly value your input.”
He fixed Isi with one of the most direct and commanding stares that she had ever been subject to, and continued, “You must come to my workshop, and soon, Isidora.”
Act like a great man is nothing, and he will soon think that you are his everything.
Isi smiled at the memory of her mother’s advice; advice that was serving Isi so well on this night, hundreds of years before it was given.
“I may have some time available for you, early next week,” Isi said, “but I cannot promise you anything, Henry. My husband, Count Solovyov, and I, are here to try to expand our own business, since the appetite for good Russian vodka has been growing so steadily in your country, of late.”
Isi looked down at her hands, and nervously pulled on her gloves, needing their tightness to enclose and fortify her for her next words.
“That being said, I am in the liquor trade by marriage, but I have always been a woman of science, at heart … strange, isn’t it, that the heart should be so far from what the mind chooses to marry …”
Isi sighed and looked into the distance.
Henry Ford’s once confident demeanor had been deflated considerably over the past few minutes; rising in joy at every implication that Isi’s marriage was an unhappy one, and crashing back to earth with every sign that she would not agree to see him in private. He was hooked on the line of one woman, and she was about to reel him in.
“In any event, Henry, yes, I would love to see your workshop. Count Solovyov will be traveling north, to Canada, this coming Monday, so my day should be free, if you could accommodate a visit then?”
The fish leapt off of the line, and danced through the air on fins of joy.
“Marvelous,” Henry said, “we shall make a day of it!”
Isi was blushing, overwhelmed and flattered by Henry’s excitement. She reached next to her and retrieved her purse. Mission accomplished, she had to make a graceful exit now.
“Well, Mr. Ford, I must say that I’ve had quite the interesting evening, much thanks to you. I do think, though, that the hour has grown late, and I must excuse myself. Until Monday then, Henry?”
Isi stood up from the booth that they’d been occupying. Henry Ford stood as well, took Isi’s hand in his, and brought it close to his lips.
“These next five days cannot pass quickly enough, Countess.”
Henry guided Isi through the maze of dancing couples in the starlit tent, and out to her waiting carriage.
As he watched her horse-car pull away, Henry muttered, “Damn it all to hell, she is the most striking woman that I have ever met … positively bewitching.”
Henry stood and stared after Isi’s carriage, long after it had passed from his sight.
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Afon Solovyov’s lithe six-foot frame was pacing, up and down the apartment, from one end to the other, stopping only occasionally to thrust his head through the open living room window to inhale deeply … straining to catch the first notes of Isi’s scent that would herald her return to him.
Nanook K’eyush had folded his enormous self into a delicate Victorian side chair, and was perched in concentration over a chessboard, seated opposite from Jian Hu. Jian was studiously ignoring Afon’s agitated pacing, and stayed focused on teaching Nanook the basics of chess.
“The knight cannot move that way,” Jian said. “Only the bishop and queen may move diagonally, in an unlimited fashion. The king may move in any direction, but only one square at a time. And that errant knight of yours may only move like this …” Jian’s hands sketched out an L shape on the chessboard in front of them.
Nanook grunted, “That’s ridiculous! This game gives all of the power to the queen, but it’s the king who must be kept alive in order to win. And this binding of the knight’s movements … unrealistic; a man on horseback, with a sword in his hand, may go wherever he damn well pleases.”
Jian smiled, Nanook had become quite fond of the century that they were currently in … and especially fond of the horses that were so ubiquitous in this time period, and so completely extinct in 2112.
“Be that as it may, my friend,” Jian said, “in this game, these are the rules, realistic or not. Perhaps you would consider that the obstacles presented in chess are much like those presented in life, only in this game the rules are clearly written.”
Before Nanook could respond, Afon announced, “She’s coming!”
Afon had caught Isi’s scent from a mile away, and busied himself with lighting a fire, so as not to appear like he had been waiting for her.
She was just doing her duty, nothing to be jealous about, Afon repeated to himself for the hundredth time since Isi had left his side a few hours before.
Nanook and Jian exchanged a knowing look across the chessboard. Nanook yawned, “Too much philosophy at this hour for my blood Jian, but the game does intrigue me. Care to finish this tomorrow night? I’m off to bed.”
“Absolutely,” Jian said, “I think that I’ll be calling it a night as well.”
They both turned to say goodnight to Afon, but he didn’t hear them. His ears were tuned for only one sound; his whole body was tensed in one direction, waiting for Isi.
The sound of Nanook and Jian’s footsteps had barely finished echoing down the hallway, when Afon’s ears picked up the telltale clop-clop-clop of the horses that were pulling Isi’s carriage down the road.
Only a few minutes away.
Afon sat down on the sofa in their living room, and picked up a copy of Darwin’s Origin of the Species that Isi had left out for all of them to read. Darwin’s theories were the subject of much parlor discussion currently and, whatever time they occupied, the Immortals and Isi were determined to be thoroughly of the time, totally immersed in whatever was current, so as to draw the least amount of attention to themselves.
Afon skimmed the text and listened, as Isi’s carriage pulled up and came to a stop. Her steps sounded careful exiting onto the cobblestones. Those damn heels, Afon thought.
One slow step at a time, Isi approached up the stairs to their apartment. Afon took a deep breath and held it, as he heard the door open.
All of the Immortals had senses akin to the most fierce and finely tuned apex predator that nature had ever produced. The nanobots inside of Afon not only fixed any injury that he sustained, and nipped any disease in the bud as soon as it started, they had also molded his entire bodily system into a state of perfection, right from the day that they were first injected.
Afon knew that he would be overwhelmed with sensory input, as soon as Isi walked in the door. He would know, with one sniff of the air, where she had been, what she had eaten, whom she had been with, who had touched her … and so Afon did not breathe until Isi had entered their apartment, and taken a seat next to him.
Isi crossed her legs at the ankle, and tilted her body to the side, still embodying the demure nineteenth century lady that she had been acting at all evening.
“So, how was your night, my love?” Isi said, and laughed. “Or would you rather that I just tell you how my night went, since yours was probably spent here, waiting for me?”
Isi put her hand on Afon’s leg and wrapped her fingers around his knee. Even in his perfectly rendered form, the knee joint was still sensitive, a vestige of its former vulnerability.
He jerked away from her.
He remained seated, but no longer allowed Isi to touch him. “Don’t tell me how your night was,” Afon said, “tell me how he was … tell me! I can still smell the slimy pig all over you!”
“Afon,” Isi said calmly, “my night went exactly as we planned. Nanook, Jian, and you all agreed that I should get as close to Henry Ford as possible, in as quick of a way as would be believable. We all agreed that we can’t stop someone from inventing a gasoline powered engine, but if we can convince the man who brings the gas engine into mass production to mass produce a different engine, a steam engine, then we can get rid of almost half of the pollution that destroyed the Earth. You should be glad that you smell him on me Afon, that smell is the scent of a chance at life for our planet.”
Afon shook his head; one strand of his golden hair fell out of place and dusted his furrowed brows. His lips were tight, and his cheeks were drawn in. All of the skin in his face was pulled tight in an effort to stop his canine teeth from releasing in anger.
“I’m not like those two,” Afon said, and gestured to the empty chess table where Nanook and Jian had been earlier. “I’m not here on some selfless mission. I’m here for you Isi … just you … and to watch you come in the door from your supposed mission smiling, as you did just now, it’s too much Isi.”
“Afon, you’re being crazy. I was smiling because I never imagined that things would go so smoothly. I was able to meet him almost instantly, after I got to the ball, and …”
“Oh bullshit, Isi,” Afon cut her off. “I know you. You were smiling because you’re a scientist, and you just got to have a one-on-one with the great Henry Ford. In our time, he’s been dead for almost two hundred years. In this time, the same fate could quickly be arranged for him.”
Afon stood up from the couch when Isi reached out for him again. He moved to the fireplace, and busied his hands with building up the fire. At this moment, he was angry with Isi, she enraged him, he was disgusted by her willful flirtation with Henry Ford, and he was repulsed by Isi’s attempts to manipulate him since she returned home. Afon was radiating anger, but at no moment did he stop loving Isi. Her welfare, her experience, was always the first thing on his mind. And so, despite his jealousy, Afon nurtured the fire for her. His own body could withstand many greater extremes of temperature than that of an unimproved human, but he could smell her body responding to the cold draft in the room, and he built the fire higher, for her.
Isi was still on the couch, taking in Afon’s casual death threat to Henry Ford – a threat that Isi knew Afon could all too easily carry out.
After minutes of silence passed between them, Isi said, “Look, I love you Afon, I love you more than anything in this world, but you need to get yourself to the point where you’re okay with this. It’s going to happen.”
Afon nudged a log into place with the poker in his hand. “Does that mean that I can’t kill him? What if I wait until after you’re done with him? Once he starts mass producing steam cars he’s not necessary anymore, is he?”
Afon applied the slightest pressure to the log, and it snapped in two.
Isi shook her head, “No, you must get that thought out of your mind. If you ever meet Henry, he will pick up on your hatred, he is a very perceptive man. He is also a very newly married man, and easily spooked. It’s not possible to completely hide your opinion of him, so you must change your opinion. No more thinking, or speaking, like this, Afon. Think of Henry Ford as the savior of the whole planet, for that is what he will be, if we succeed.”
Afon was about to respond, when he heard a loud crash from downstairs.
He still clutched the poker from the fireplace, his sense of danger heightened, and he screamed, “Run! Go to Nanook and Jian!”
He rushed down the stairs, and was met with the most grotesque scene he could have ever imagined.
Five decaying people wandered aimlessly, hands outstretched, and eyes seemingly blind, while they made a horrific sound that was something between a growl, and a painful moan. The smell of their putrefaction overpowered him.
Afon was struck by a thought: these dead men walking were some perverse version of himself, and the other Immortals. The nanobots in Afon’s system allowed him to triumph continuously over death, and these men were all stuck in a form of continual death. Somehow still walking, their brains were as dead as their bodies that Afon saw decaying, and dripping off parts, before his eyes.
Afon tried to quiet the involuntary retching that he could feel coming up from his gut. He held his stomach and moved backward up the stairs.
It was impossible to tell which sound happened first: the creak of the wood on the stairs below Afon’s feet, or the dry heave that finally escaped his lips, but whichever noise it was, it drew the monsters to him like a herd.
The first tear of a dead man’s teeth into Afon’s skin fired up his adrenal glands, and sent him flying up the stairs at a blinding and impossible speed. 
He quickly closed the pocket doors into the living room, cutting the five dead men off. Isi, surrounded protectively by Nanook and Jian, greeted Afon.
“What’s going on down there? Afon …” Isi stopped short when she saw the fresh blood on his leg. 
“I’m fine Isi, or I will be in a minute or two. Listen, there’s five …” Afon shook his head, unable to form words for what he had just seen. “There are five monsters of some sort, out there. Looks like they used to be human, so I’m thinking that this must be Mortterra’s work.”
Isi jumped back at the violent banging that started on the other side of the pocket doors.
“How strong are they Afon?” Nanook said, and moved toward the door.
“I was able to get loose from the one that grabbed me, without too much effort. And they’re … I don’t know … brain dead. They only noticed me when I made a sound, but none of that matters if they’re like us, if they can’t be killed,” Afon said.
Nanook, who was standing next to Isi, had been calmly taking in every aspect of their current situation. He nodded firmly and said, “That is most definitely true, Afon. We don’t know if Mortterra’s monsters are immortal … but we do know that we are. It seems to me, that we can safely test their immortality by trying to kill them, since we know that they cannot kill us.”
Afon’s eyes lit up. “Agreed, but one of us must stay to guard Isi.”
Jian nodded, “I will stay with her. You and Nanook are larger, and will have a better chance out there.”
Nanook was waiting patiently at the door, having come to this conclusion before Jian spoke. He turned to Afon and said, “Ready, brother?”
Afon locked eyes with Nanook, blinked once, and smiled. “Let’s eat.”
They opened the door and were immediately engulfed by the arms and teeth of five snarling dead men. Nanook and Afon moved forward down the hallway, and endured the bites from Mortterra’s dead men, so that the monsters could be drawn away from Isi.
Jian stood next to Isi, held her arm tightly, and kept her safe next to him; preventing her from instinctively rushing to Afon’s side. She had never felt more mortal, or helpless, in her life.
Mortterra’s monsters kept coming for Afon and Nanook, despite the Immortal’s attempts to destroy them. Afon had ripped both arms clean off of one of them and, still, it lumbered toward him, blindly gnashing at the air with its decaying teeth.
Nanook was methodically testing each monster, seeking the kill spot. As a boy, growing up in Greenland, Nanook’s father had taken him north, hunting for reindeer and, on one memorable afternoon, they had even taken down a polar bear together. Every animal could be brought down. Some had hides that were thick as armor, but there was always a weak spot, always an Achilles heel.
But how do I kill these things? They don’t bleed out, they’re already dead … how do you kill something that has already died? They’re like chickens with their heads cut off …
Nanook reached out, and grabbed the monster closest to him by the hair. With his other hand, he pressed down on the things decomposing shoulder. The stench was overpowering, as the creatures head came free from his body. As he held the dripping head in his hand, Nanook studied it, and then looked to the rest of the corpse at his feet, searching for movement. Finally.
Turning to Afon, Nanook yelled, “Go for the head!”
In a matter of just a few minutes, the four remaining monsters were permanently killed. Five corpses, and their heads, littered the hallway, filling the house with the incomparable odor of decaying flesh.
Afon and Nanook, covered in gaping wounds left by the creature’s teeth, made their way through the carnage, and rejoined Isi and Jian.
Isi appraised both of them, quickly going into a triage frame of mind.
The nanobots will heal their wounds, but there is a lot of damage for my little doctor machines to deal with. Blood … they need blood.
She settled Afon and Nanook onto the two couches in the room, and put them each into a supine position.
“You must go and get blood for them,” Isi said, and looked at Jian. “Bring back two, one for each of them.”
“Of course,” Jian said. “Two of what, Dr. Nizienko?”
“Two people, Jian,” Isi said, and fixed him with her most commanding look.
“Bring two human beings back here, alive, correct?”
Isi nodded, and Jian left.
She turned back to her two charges, and Isi was amazed by the rapid progress the nanobots had made in healing Afon and Nanook, in just the few minutes she had spent conversing with Jian. They were both fast asleep, but what had been gaping wounds, flaps of gnawed on flesh that gushed torrents of blood, were now simple red blotches on both of the Immortals skin: the beginning of scar tissue, covered with caked on, dried blood.
Beautiful … what feats of science we could have accomplished, what heights we could have reached, if we had learned to work with nature, instead of against her. My god, what a wondrous world we have killed …
Isi’s eyes filled with tears, and she took Afon’s hand, stroked the flakes of blood from a part of it, and kissed him there.
“Fight for Her, my love, as you fight for me,” Isi whispered. “She just needs one true warrior, one firm place to stand, and She can fix Herself. The Earth can undo all that we have done to Her, but we need to give Her a chance …”
Isi reached out and put one finger on Afon’s lips. She carefully climbed onto the couch, and wrapped herself around him gently. Half his size, Isi’s arms and legs fit naturally into him. She rested her head on his chest, and drifted off to sleep.
In Afon’s dreams, he heard Isi speaking to him, felt her body meld into his, but then her voice began to change; a deeper, more resonant, tone emerged and fused with hers.
I am always by your side. When you feel the wind at your back, I am there, holding you up, with her. She and I are one, and you will never be alone, my knight.
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Listen to me … 
She is there, walking among you now; my power, and my hope, go with her.
In the beginning, I had four roots, drawing their life from me, and giving life to you, in turn. My daughters … my girls …
In time, you came to view them as your enemy. You grew suspicious of their abilities and you called them unnatural, even though their power was drawn from nature, derived from me. You persecuted their descendents, my descendents, drowning them and burning them alive. Those who survived did so by hiding … not just from you, but also from themselves. The ancient wisdom became lost, buried in backchannels of myth, and barely remembered family lore.
She is the last of her blood, the last of my blood, the last living descendent of my founding roots. She knows not her own history, nor her own power.
Every invention, she has credited to the work of scientists that came before her; every miracle carefully brought into being by her own two hands, she sees as the ultimate expression of nature’s genius … my work, not hers.
She is brilliant, and she is humble. She is here to save you, so, of course, you will try to kill her.
If you kill her, you kill me.
If you kill me, you kill yourself.
Listen … 
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The corpses of the two men that Jian had caught for Afon and Nanook were lying in a corner of the living room, drained dry of blood. Not a drop spilled, the only thing to do now was to dispose of them in a way that would raise no questions … left in the woods, a victim of a bear or wolf. The bigger problem was the headless bodies of the monsters, and what they represented.
“He’s tracked us through time,” Isi said. “I knew that would be possible, I just didn’t think that Mortterra would figure out the technology so quickly …”
Her voice trailed off, and Isi bit her lower lip, “Oh God, that means … poor George.”
At the mention of Isi’s assistant, George Murphy, the Immortals all focused in on what Isi was saying.
“You think that he helped Mortterra track us?” Nanook said. “George would never help that bastard!”
Jian shook his head, “No, much worse than that, I’m afraid. Torture, you think, Dr. Nizienko?”
Isi was crying on Afon’s shoulder. “It’s the only way … fuck! I knew I never should have left him behind. Even death is a much better fate than interrogation at the hands of Mortterra’s thugs.”
Afon held his hand still against the small of Isi’s back; not caressing, not moving, he just held her sorrow in the palm of his hand and acknowledged it.
“He did succeed a little bit against Mortterra, though,” Afon said.
Isi searched his eyes for his meaning. “Oh! Those awful idiot monsters … of course! George helped the AmEur Alliance track us, but he deliberately screwed up the design of Mortterra’s thugs. They’re brainless and easy to kill, once you figure out how. Good old George, one of us to the very end,” Isi said, and curled up against Afon’s shoulder.
“How do you think we were tracked, Dr. Nizienko?” Jian asked.
Isi thought for a moment before she replied, “I’m not certain, but I know it is possible to track human beings in the present, without using any sort of invasive device. The AmEur Alliance has the ability to scan for DNA from satellites. The Americans were developing the technology before their country was mostly destroyed in the great waters of 2100. They knew the tipping point in the weather was about to be reached, a global warming catastrophe of apocalyptic dimensions, and the government wanted a way to be able to keep track of itself. If the President of the United States, and all of the government, were to be lost in the storms, they could be found again … if anyone wanted to find them. Of course, once the whole city of Washington D.C. was submerged in the Atlantic tsunami, there was no one left to search for.”
“And then Mortterra took power,” Nanook said, “and took my country.”
“He did do that, K’eyush, but I think it was the one good thing that he did,” Isi said. “Without the remaining wealth and technological knowledge of America and Europe, the human race would have gone extinct in 2100. The AmEur Alliance did invade your country Nanook, but it was global warming that took your home.”
“And who caused global warming?” Nanook said. “The same people that stole my country so that they could run from the mess that they themselves had made. It’s a complete circle, positively biblical when you consider Project Immortality.”
“Ah, exactly brother,” Jian said. “We complete the circle.”
Afon nodded agreement, and Isi looked at him questioningly.
“By funding the science that created us, by funding your laboratory Isi, President Mortterra sowed the seeds of his own destruction and, if we succeed, the seeds of the Earth’s rebirth, as well,” Afon said. “Full circle.”
Isi shook her head, “All of the heroic myths of the world can come true then, if Mortterra is destroyed … but, right now, he’s still out there in the future, sending god-knows-what after us.”
Isi stopped for a minute, looked down, and massaged her hands, then continued, “I can’t even wrap my head around what he must have done to poor George … and I know he’ll go after my brother next.”
“Fyodor!” Afon gasped.
Isi nodded, “It is not just our lives that are in danger.”
“If I may, Dr. Nizienko,” Jian said, “it occurs to me that we should concern ourselves with more than our own defense. We may, or may not, be able to defeat the next group of Mortterra’s mercenaries, we may, or may not, be able to defend those that we love in the future from Mortterra’s wrath, and we may, or may not, be able to do what it takes, in this past that we are living in, to stop pollution from destroying our planet, but there is one thing that we can most definitely accomplish. Nanook was hinting at it earlier, but he would not say it outright, for fear that it was solely the primal emotion of a man bent on revenge, but, in this case, justice and logic demand the same solution: we must kill Ignis Mortterra.”
“My ever-logical brother,” Nanook said, “you always wind up where I start.”
Isi smiled, hope dawning in her eyes; she would force herself to put the fate of the whole world over and above the fate of one man, even if that one man was her brother, but not if she didn’t have to.
“We will need to send at least two of you back to 2112 … technically forward,” Isi said, and took a moment to appreciate the odd humor of their situation. “Mortterra will be heavily guarded, and the more of you the better … actually, what we need is more of you.”
“Dr. Nizienko, we all agreed, before we began this trip, that we would not do that,” Jian said. “The three of us are enough, any additions would be uncontrollable. If we change someone from the past, they would never be able to truly understand the stakes of the mission that we are on. If we change someone from our own time, Mortterra’s dictatorship is so strong, that our recruit’s loyalty would always be a question to us. No, with all due respect Dr. Nizienko, we said that we would not do that.”
“He’s right Isi,” Nanook said. “I can take Mortterra down all by myself, but I’d be happy to bring either one of these two with me, if you want. No need for anyone else, and certainly no need to create anyone else.
“You misunderstand me, gentlemen,” Isi said. “There already is someone else. There are now four of you in this world.”
Afon’s eyes widened, and Isi patted his hand reassuringly. Nanook and Jian were stunned into silence.
Jealousy got the best of Afon, and he was the first to speak. “I don’t understand Isi, you made another one of us? When? And how did you bring him along without us knowing?”
Afon’s assumption that the unknown Immortal was male was not sexism. Only men were allowed to be test subjects in Project Immortality. The risks of injecting a woman were too great and unknown and, with the human race on the brink of extinction, the lives of women were too valuable to risk.
“Unbelievable,” Isi said, “you don’t remember? I didn’t create another Immortal, you did, all of you. Does London, England ring a bell to anyone?”
Afon smiled, “Harland.”
“I almost forgot about the old chap,” Nanook said. “He gave me quite the welcome to England. I thought that we just drained him, though, Isi? What makes you think that he’s one of us now, instead of just a normal mortal man, with a bit less blood?”
“You were all so intent on not killing him, at the time, that I didn’t think I should tell you what happens to your prey if you don’t kill them,” Isi said. “Didn’t you ever wonder why we fed you from bags of donated blood, at Thule? It would’ve been just as easy to let you lightly snack on me, or any of my assistants in the lab. The nanobots inside of you are all programmed to reproduce, to keep themselves at an optimal level inside of their human host, so when one of them escapes into a new host, it replicates itself until its preprogrammed numbers are reached.”
“Making the new host just as immortal as all of us,” Nanook said. “But how do they escape into a new host?”
“When you feed, your canine teeth are acting like a syringe,” Isi said. “Just a microscopic bit of you needs to go into the person you are feeding on, just one single nanobot needs to make its way into the bloodstream of your victim, and another Immortal is born.”
“Dr. Nizienko, even if we are able to find Harland Fergusson in London, I highly doubt that he would be so welcoming to us now, as he once was,” Jian said. “As far as he is concerned, we are his attempted murderers; a group of foreigners who took advantage of his generosity, and then ruthlessly assaulted him at the first chance. No such man, with even an ounce of self-preservation in his blood, would agree to meet with us, much less to help us. We question the loyalty of people from our own time, but think that a man from the past, a man that we tried to kill, can be our willing ally? Dr. Nizienko, with all due respect, I must disagree.”
“That is your right, Jian,” Isi said, “though I am a bit taken aback by your sudden willingness to question my orders.”
“Dr. Nizienko, I am not questioning you, I …”
“I understand, Jian, but you disagree, and Afon disagrees with our main purpose here in Detroit, though he knows enough not to say so. Men will believe what they will believe, but may I remind you all that orders are orders.”
Isi paused. “But orders tend to be followed more successfully, when they are agreed with. So … Jian, you will stay here to protect me, in case another batch of Mortterra’s thugs show up. And Afon …” Isi squeezed his hand, “you will travel to London with Nanook, and search out our long lost friend, Harland Fergusson. You will convince him to journey back here with you; tell him as much as you need. Then, once he is here, we will all discuss together how to take out Ignis Mortterra.”
“You seem uncannily confident that Harland will agree to help us,” Afon said. “I agree with Jian, I think it is far more likely that he will try to kill us. He won’t succeed, of course, two-against-one, original generation against a knockoff clone, and all the rest, but whatever happens, our past victim coming to our rescue is quite low on the list of possibilities. So, what makes you so confident, Isi?”
“Imagine, all of you, if you were in your current immortal condition, and didn’t know how you had gotten that way, or the extent of your powers. Wouldn’t you want to know, desperately, what had happened to you … wouldn’t you want to know what you had become?”
Afon smiled, and put Isi’s hand to his lips, “So smart, my love.” He turned to Nanook and said, “Put on your Sunday best, tomorrow morning we’re London bound.”
Nanook chuckled, “Alright then, but when we see Harland, I’m leaving the explaining entirely up to you. No worries though, I’ll come to your rescue once he starts kicking your ass.”
Still laughing, Nanook stood up and tapped Jian on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s give the lovebirds some time alone.”
Nanook turned to Isi and Afon, curled on the couch together, and          pointed at the corpses that still littered the parlor. “Don’t worry about the mess in here,” he said, “Jian and I will take care of it. You two should go and get some rest and … whatever … before Afon and I hit the road in the morning.”
Isi smiled. “Thank you, K’eyush.”
She took Afon’s hand and walked from the room with him.
As they headed up the stairs, Isi’s fingers began lightly moving over the tender skin on the palm of Afon’s hand. The rhythmic motion of her fingertips rekindled the cauldron of emotions that had been bubbling inside of him, since right before Mortterra’s thugs had shown up.
He wanted Isi, but he wanted her with a fierceness that was unknown to their relationship. He wanted to drive Henry Ford from her mind, he wanted to own Isi’s body and leave part of himself on every square inch of her, he wanted to mark his territory and claim what was his, before he left tomorrow … and left Isi to another man.
In truth, Afon had always wondered if he too was just a temporary installation in Isi’s life, a station stop on a longer journey that she must make all alone. For him, she was the end of all journeys, the answer to every question he had ever asked.
At the top of the stairs, he let go of all restraint and took Isi’s face in his hands. He held her, the tips of his fingers pressed into her cheekbones, and he tilted her head back forcefully. Then, ever so gently, he touched his lips to hers. He did not kiss her, he did not move. They stood, face-to-face, lips meeting with only the faintest whisper of a touch, and the electricity generated by their proximity began to take visible shape … a shimmering white light in the small space between them.
Isi tried to get closer, and pressed herself into Afon with a hungry urgency. He pulled away, and told her to open her eyes.
A light emanated from deep within Isi, poured out of her, and wrapped itself around Afon.
Isi blinked in shock, “What the …”
The light snapped back, recoiled inside of her, and disappeared.
“Don’t question it Isi,” Afon said.
She bent herself back into him, closed her eyes, and rubbed her lips down the side of his neck. One hand nimbly addressed the buttons of the shirt that stood in her way, then her mouth moved down to his collarbone, skimmed over the sharp softness, and took in the taste of him.
As she moved her hand down Afon’s smooth chest, Isi felt electricity sparking off of her fingertips. She cracked one eye open.
The light was pouring out of her again, evanescent; it bubbled with electricity and popped with static, every time something inside of her sprang open with desire.
She didn’t want to lose this exquisite feeling, this light, that disappeared when questioned, so Isi nuzzled her face deeper into Afon, breathed him in, and allowed the power of this moment to exist, unchallenged.
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The sun was blinding, bouncing off of the water of the Thames directly into Afon and Nanook’s eyes. It was a rare sunny day in London, though it was already clouded by great plumes of smoke from the coal that was burned to power the city’s new electric grid.
Nanook’s gaze followed one of the enormous billows of black smoke on its journey skyward, and he watched as it momentarily obscured the sun.
“It has already begun.”
In every molecule of smoke, Nanook could see the future storms. Standing so close to the Thames, his mind could envision the waters rising, taking whole countries in their wake … killing families … his family … his country.
“We can’t stop this, it’s too late,” Nanook said.
Afon reached his arm up to wrap around Nanook’s shoulders.
“Brother, if we stop the gas-powered car, we’ll stop half of the destruction. This?” He gestured at the beginnings of what would come to be known as smog, on the London skyline, “This, nature can take care of on her own.”
Nanook shook his head and his jaw clenched, as he stared into the distance, and watched the beginning of the end of the world.
“Nanook, listen, if we succeed,” Afon said, “I’m not sure how this whole time continuum thing works, but you might be making it so that you’ll grow up in a world where horses have not gone extinct. Have you thought of that? You could ride them as a boy, and …” Afon trailed off when he realized the implications of what he had suggested. His friend’s whole family had died in the apocalypse of 2100. If the past was changed …
Nanook turned to Afon, “My god, they could live? Anaanaq … Ataataq … my mother … my father … they could live?”
Afon shut his eyes and took a deep breath, “Perhaps. We will ask Isi when we return to Detroit, but no false hope brother. Our road is a long one, and victory is far from sure. For now, let’s go and find our new soldier to enlist in the Earth’s cause, okay?”
Nanook nodded. “Where do you think we should start our search? Harland was certainly fond of his drink when we met, so a pub-crawl might be a good way to begin.”
Afon laughed, “And a drink might be a good idea for you as well, my man. Alright, I think the place that Harland took us to is just a few blocks from here.”
Afon and Nanook walked up the cobblestone street, looking every inch the picture of two proper English gentlemen.
A newspaper boy was hawking his wares on the corner of the street. “Only a farthing! Ripper strikes again! Read all about it! Bloody rampage continues! Jack the Ripper strikes again!”
Afon and Nanook exchanged a knowing, and horrified, look. Afon approached the boy, and handed him two farthings. Taking a pause in their search for Harland, they found the nearest pub and retreated with their copies of the paper, to a booth in the far corner of the room.
Afon’s face was planted one inch from the paper as he read, “The conclusion that the desire was to possess the missing abdominal organ seemed overwhelming,” Afon said, reading out loud to Nanook. “If the object were robbery, the injuries to the viscera were meaningless, for death had previously resulted from the loss of blood at the neck.”
“It’s him,” Nanook said. “Except for the weird thing about a missing organ, that sounds exactly like a report of a body that one of us has fed on. The missing organ could just be Harland’s way of trying to cover his tracks … making it look like a wild animal attack.”
“Exactly, Nanook, it is him,” Afon said. “But he’s not quite one of us, and he’s not trying to cover his tracks. No one believes that wild animals are roaming the streets of London. The newspapers are quite clear that this is the murderous rampage of a man.”
“Then what is he up to?” Nanook said.
“He has no idea what he’s up to, why should we?” Afon said. “It’s quite obvious that our friend Harland has gone stark, raving mad.”
Nanook nodded, “Just like some of the other Immortals that Mortterra showed off as prime examples of why we should all be executed.”
“I’ve always wondered about that,” Afon said. “The few Immortals that were guilty of murder, were all ones that had supposedly escaped from Thule Airbase, and they were all newly injected. If they were deliberately denied blood, and if they were kept deliberately ignorant of the injections that they had received, then, just like our boy Harland, they would probably go completely insane. Murder would be their only way to get blood, and with no knowledge of their powers, no way to restrain themselves, the murders would be particularly gruesome.”
“You think that Mortterra set those men up?” Nanook said. “Why? He was tied to Project Immortality in the public eye. Why would he want it to fail?”
“Ignis Mortterra only agreed to support Project Immortality, in exchange for Isi developing the Infinmachine for him,” Afon said. “Every scientist in the AmEur Alliance was approached to build a time machine, and every single one of them claimed that it was impossible. They had all figured out the simple physics, but they also all knew that the amount of power necessary to bring a large number of people into the past, was unavailable. Any time machine that they built would serve such a small number of people, that it was clearly nothing more than a one-man getaway car for Mortterra. No scientist would touch the project, but Isi … Isi cut a deal. In exchange for building the Infinmachine for Mortterra, she secured funding for Project Immortality. As her work with the nanobots moved ahead successfully, her work with the Infinmachine encountered glitch after glitch, and delay after delay.”
“She was sabotaging it,” Nanook said.
“That she was, my brother,” Afon said. “And Mortterra could tell what she was up to. He couldn’t attack her directly, or he’d lose the chance to save his own life by fleeing the wreckage of this world and running away to the past, but he needed to keep Isi on a very short leash.”
Nanook made a noise of disgust, “So, every time she acted up, he executed one of us, right? Ninety-seven men …”
“Most of them innocent volunteers, sheep to the slaughter,” Afon said. “The few so-called murderers were set up by Mortterra, and used as an excuse to cull the rest of the herd.”
“I can’t wait to kill that fucking bastard,” Nanook said.
“You’ll get your chance soon enough,” Afon said. “Right now, we’ve got a mess of our own to clean up.”
“Yes, we must find Harland,” Nanook said. “Do you think we should go check out that other pub that he liked?”
“We can check there if you like, but I think, according to this,” Afon said, tapping the London Times article with his finger, “our best bet might be to walk around the Whitechapel area tonight, and see if we can’t run into him on his hunting grounds.”
“Ugh, I’d rather check the pub first, if it’s all the same to you. My stomach has had enough blood and gore for a lifetime, just in the past few days,” Nanook said.
“We can check, but he won’t be there,” Afon said. “He’s an animal now, he feeds at night.”
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Afon and Nanook had been not so casually strolling the streets of the Whitechapel area of London, for the better part of an hour. They’d spent most of their time dodging the propositions of prostitutes – any one of whom could be Harland’s next victim. Jack the Ripper was making his name by attacking ladies of the night, and if Afon and Nanook waited long enough, they were sure he would appear.
It was close on two am, and the streets, so full an hour ago, had quickly become deserted. The only sounds were the barking of a dog, a few blocks over, and the occasional shuffle of drunken feet as they slouched home from the nearest pub.
The dog …
Nanook and Afon exchanged a look and, wordlessly, headed toward the loud, incessant barking. Up ahead, under a streetlamp, a dark, black, windowless carriage was parked. A single, high-pitched, human scream reached Afon and Nanook’s ears, before it was quickly silenced.
Coming closer, they saw Harland Fergusson crouched over the bloody body of a woman. His face was covered in blood, and fresh drops fell from the canine teeth in his open mouth.
“Harland!”
A pure animal growl came from Harland. The corners of his mouth pulled back, and the streetlamp illuminated his magnificent teeth, a display against the voice from the dark that he had heard as a threat.
“Harland! No! Drop it!” Nanook said. Falling back instinctively on the time in his youth that he had spent training dogs to hunt, Nanook’s voice held a commanding tone that Harland instantly responded to.
He stayed in a crouch over the body of the woman he had just killed, guarding his prey, but Harland looked up and met the eyes of the man calling to him from the darkened street.
“The Indian! Mr. K’eyush, if I remember correctly?” Harland said.
Afon stepped out of the shadows.
“Ah, and Count Solovyov as well,” Harland said. “And where is the Countess?”
He wiped the blood from his lips, stood, and attempted a normal human smile.
“No time for that, we’ll explain later,” Afon said. “Right now, we must get out of here, before the police arrive.”
“The constables and the Yard have been quite on their toes lately,” Harland said, with a smirk.
“Look, focus man,” Afon said. “Have your driver take us back to your house, and we’ll talk all of this over there.”
“There is no driver, just me, and I have been staying with a friend lately,” Harland said. “You know, I’ve not been able to hold down a job since I met you fellows. I’m awake all hours of the night, and I sleep away all of the day … and I get these strange feelings now, these cravings. Every time I feel that way, I discover myself doing something like this. Discover is the wrong word, actually, it’s not like I’m unconscious and sleepwalking into murder. I know very well what I’m doing, I just can’t stop myself.”
“Harland, shut up! Get in the damn carriage and drive us to wherever it is that you’re staying … NOW!” Nanook said, and grabbed Harland by the scruff of his neck and plopped him, unceremoniously, in the drivers seat.
Afon and Nanook climbed into the carriage and held on, as the horses pulled them quickly away from the scene of the youngest Immortals most recent crime.
After about ten minutes had elapsed in total silence, the rhythm of the horses hooves changed to a slower pace and, after a few quick turns, the carriage came to a complete stop in front of a house on Saint Leonard’s Terrace.
Harland made quick work of putting the horses in their stable for the night, and then joined Afon and Nanook at the bottom of the steps to the house.
“Are you sure that the friend you’re staying with is asleep?” Afon said, as Harland started up the stairs. “We cannot risk anyone else seeing you like this. You’re dripping with blood, Harland.”
“Not a problem, Count Solovyov,” Harland said. “Bram is most likely down for the night, but even if he is awake, he’s seen me like this on too many occasions to number … actually, the first time was right after I met you lot.”
Harland turned his key in the latch, and opened the door to the house. He went down a narrow, dark hallway, and turned left into the parlor, leading Afon and Nanook behind him.
A fire was burning, and a red haired, bearded man was sitting just to the left of the fireplace, holding a pipe, and putting down a book he had been in the middle of reading.
“Ah, Harland, good to see you’ve made it home safely,” the man said, and puffed on his pipe. “I’ve laid out a change of clothes for you in the lavatory, and the maid just drew you a hot bath, before she retired for the night. Go and clean yourself up, and I’ll keep these guests of yours entertained.”
Harland left the room. The red haired man stood up, and walked over to a table where a decanter of Scotch was sitting out. He poured three glasses, and handed one each to Afon and Nanook. He took a sip from his own glass, and swirled the Scotch around his mouth before he swallowed.
“Well then,” the red haired man said, and gestured for Afon and Nanook to have a seat opposite from him. “I am Bram Stoker, a friend of Harland’s. And you are?”
Bram raised his eyebrows and looked at Afon and Nanook.
“I am Count Afon Solovyov, and this is my manservant, Nanook K’eyush,” Afon said.
“That name is quite familiar to me. Count Solovyov … yes, that’s it. The first time that I saw Harland in the same condition that he is tonight, he had just met you and your wife. I distinctly remember Harland prattling on about a Countess … we were both originally quite worried for you all. When Harland came to me, covered in blood, he was very concerned that something had happened, that you and the Countess had come to some horrible end. When Harland came home with evidence of violence dripping off of him, on more than one occasion,” Bram said, “he assumed, as did I, that he was responsible for whatever had happened to you on that fateful night. He felt quite awful about it, naturally. He was quite taken with the Countess and, I do believe that he is exhausting his cravings by killing the lower sort of woman, as some kind of reaction to his grief over the loss of the Countess. I’m sure he was so glad to find out that his Russian friends are alright.” Bram smiled at Afon, and continued, “And I’m sure he will be quite curious as to what really happened that night. He has no memory of the events, and he’s been a changed man, ever since.”
Afon and Nanook let the unasked question hang in the air.
“Yes, I’m sure we do have quite a lot to catch up on,” Afon said, “but perhaps I could stop by another time. It’s quite late, and Harland will be exhausted after his bath. Another time,” Afon said again, smiled at Bram Stoker, and slowly walked toward the door to the room, motioning for Nanook to follow.
“And where do you think you’re going, then?” Harland said, standing in the doorway in a fresh robe. “We’ve got some talking to do, chaps.”
Afon smiled at Harland. “Yes, um, quite … yes, we do need to talk Harland. I just thought, what with the hour and …” he nodded at Bram, “and all, that we might want to reconvene tomorrow, and be less of a trouble to Mr. Stoker, fine host though he is.”
“I have no secrets from Bram,” Harland said, “and neither should you, Count Solovyov. I trust him with my life, and with the secrets of my shameful second life. He’s not reported me to the constable, and he allows me the privacy to do the horrible things that I must do, without judgment. Bram is the truest of friends, dear Count. We may speak freely in front of him.”
“Still …” Afon said, “I am sure that he is the very soul of discretion, but the matters that we must discuss are too private for any ears, but your own, Harland.”
“Count Solovyov, if I may,” Bram said, “you realize that our friend Harland has committed at least fifteen murders, since you last saw him. He is the scourge of London, a monster among men, that the press has nicknamed Jack the Ripper. I could profit a hefty reward, were I to turn him in, but Harland can’t help himself. If I’ve to choose between my friend, and those who want him to hang for something he can’t control, then I choose my friend, every time. My allegiance to him extends to you gentlemen, as well. Any friend of Harland’s is a friend of mine.”
Afon and Nanook exchanged a glance. They really had no choice but to trust this man. Harland would tell Bram everything, regardless, so he might as well hear it first hand.
“You will trust me, then?” Bram said. “Good, let us all sit back down, and begin at the beginning. You two have left Harland in the dark for far too long as it is.”
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“Okay Harland, you must have noticed that, in addition to your cravings for blood, you’ve also acquired an unusual strength, and the ability to heal yourself, instantly,” Afon said, and settled down in a chair across from him.
They were all gathered in a circle around the fire: Harland and Bram, Afon and Nanook.
“There’s a reason for all of this, for why you have changed, and why we are here,” Afon said. “But I think my friend Nanook can probably tell you the story in a more compelling way. Nanook?”
Harland, Bram, and Afon all looked to Nanook, and waited for him to speak.
Nanook turned the tumbler of Scotch gently in his large hands, holding the glass like it was the fragile sphere that he was about to describe.
“All of this will seem quite fantastic to you, improbable and insane,” Nanook said, “but you have all the proof that you need, right inside of you. Everything that you’ve experienced, over the past few months, since we met, should be all the proof that you need. Remember that,” Nanook said, and glanced around the circle to gauge their readiness for his next words.
“In two hundred and twelve years, the world as you know it, will cease to exist. This room that we are sitting in, the city of London surrounding it, and the whole country of England itself, will be entirely under water. I am not from India, Harland, for India is sunk as deep under water as England. I am from Greenland.”
“Greenland,” Harland interjected, focused on the most insignificant part of Nanook’s words. “But … good god man, no one lives there. It’s all ice and polar bears, isn’t it?”
“It was,” Nanook said, “and there were people living there … my people. My family was there for as long back as we could trace. We were there, until the icecap melted in the year 2100.”
“You are here from the future?” Bram said. “Hah! Even more outlandish than my own theory as to your origins; do go on, Mr. K’eyush, I am spellbound.”
“Yes, we are from the future,” Nanook said, “from the year 2112, to be exact. The Earth flooded in the year 2100 because of a phenomenon called global warming. If you look at the sky over London, right now, you can already see it beginning. The thick, black smoke from burning fossil coal, and other fuels, goes up into the Earth’s atmosphere. When too much of it is produced, it becomes trapped inside our ozone layer, and our planet gradually heats up.
“The electrical grid, the revolution in technology that you’re now living through,” Nanook continued, “multiply that times a million … fuck that, times a billion, and you’ll have some small sense of what we’ve done to the world in the two hundred years to come. Something called the automobile is about to be invented, a carriage with no horse, a way for humans to travel long distances much faster than by horse alone. Eventually, we will have automobiles that run on motors as powerful as hundreds of horses. A fantastic leap for our species, to be sure, but it was the beginning of the end for our Earth.
“The automobile is powered by gasoline,” Nanook said, “a fossil fuel that, when burned, releases so much carbon dioxide into the atmosphere that the Earth’s temperature is now seven degrees warmer than it was before the automobile was invented. The polar icecaps have melted as a direct consequence, the icecap over my country melted, and my mother and father were both killed in the flood.
“When the global warming apocalypse peaked, ninety-seven percent of the population of Europe and the United States of America perished,” Nanook continued. “America had already seen what happens to the non-rich during a single super storm, when Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans in the year 2005, but no one imagined that the same thing would happen again, on a world wide scale. After the waters finished rising, in 2101, and the new landscape of the world became clear, the wealthy remnants of American and European society came together, under the command of a man named Ignis Mortterra, and formed the AmEur Alliance – a military venture designed to save the elite of America and Europe. The Alliance decided to build a new home for the few that had survived, on the graveyard of what had once been my home, Greenland.
“Ignis Mortterra had been a General in the U.S. Army and, once he led the invasion of Greenland, he has been in total command of the AmEur Alliance, in command of almost the whole world, ever since. He is a dictator over the twenty thousand human beings still left alive. All of us who are still breathing in 2112 feel lucky enough to just be alive, that no one will voice opposition to Mortterra, as long as there’s still food on our plates.
“About five years ago, the scientific council of the AmEur Alliance informed Ignis Mortterra that the food supply was going to start dwindling; the crops would begin to yield less and less each season until, one year, there would be nothing. Mortterra was warned that, in the next five to seven years, total famine and the death of the last members of the human race would occur … a complete extinction event. Global warming had not just flooded the land, but had also led to the demise of the honeybee and, when the bees die, we all die. Mortterra was warned that the Earth would soon be as brown and lifeless as the smoke that had started it all.
“One of the scientists working for the AmEur Alliance, was allowed to develop Project Immortality – the grand experiment that created Afon, Jian, and I,” Nanook said. “By extension, Project Immortality also created you Harland … the present version of you, that is.”
“What exactly is Project Immortality?” Bram Stoker said.
“I think I should pass the torch to Afon now” Nanook said, “since he’s a bit more, um, shall we say intimately acquainted with the project.”
“Project Immortality is perhaps the finest example of the technology that humanity has become capable of,” Afon said, and ignored Nanook’s teasing. “Dr. Isidora Nizienko, the Countess Solovyov, as you know her, was able to build a machine that would render the humans injected with it immortal. A machine so small that its smallness can’t even really be imagined; one billionth the size of the head of a pin, the machine transforms its host into the most perfect creation to ever walk the face of the earth. At the moment of injection, the nano-machine replicates itself, sending some nanobots to the muscular structure, hardening each muscle group until it has the strength of bullet resistant armor. Other groups of nanobots head to each organ, and build them to a state of high-functioning perfection.
“Harland,” Afon continued, “your liver can now filter out, harmlessly, the most deadly of poisons, your lungs are so improved that you could hold your breath for hours, your heart only needs to beat once an hour to maintain your circulation, and your brain … have you noticed that you can almost read peoples exact thoughts now? That your vision has sharpened to the point that reading a sign a mile away would present no difficulty to you?”
“That’s why I felt so dead, but more alive than I have ever felt … so cold and still, but so vital,” Harland said.
“That’s no surprise, to most people we Immortals can take on the appearance of a corpse, if we’re not deliberately moving around,” Nanook said. “Speaking of moving around, have you tried out your legs yet?”
“What do you mean Nanook? You know that I’ve been out and about, at night at least,” Harland said, with a sad shake of his head.
“Oh my man, are you in for some fun. Let me take you for a run later,” Nanook said. “We could even make the jump to France, if you want …”
“What? Jump to France?” Harland said.
“We’re getting off subject here, gentlemen,” Afon said.
“Harland should at least get to experience some of the good things that go along with his transformation,” Nanook said, “don’t you think?”
“Don’t you think that saving the world is good enough? That seems like a pretty cool power to me,” Afon said.
“Oh come off it, Afon, you are hardly that pious,” Nanook said. “I’m sure that your second favorite power has something to do with Isi. For us single men, being able to fly is a pretty fucking fabulous power.”
“Wait just a minute chaps,” Harland said, “we can fly? Do those little machines inside of us make us grow wings?”
“Ha ha, no my friend,” Nanook said, “we do fly, but it’s not quite like that. We jump … but just a bit further, and a bit higher, than everyone else. Remember, your muscles are different now.”
“Amazing, simply amazing,” Bram Stoker said. “You all are like gods walking the earth, a kind of royalty of the undead. I’ve been writing about you, just so you know, even before meeting you both.”
Afon sat back quickly in surprise, and Nanook fixed Bram Stoker with a threatening look.
“What do you mean, Mr. Stoker? Who has read these writings of yours?” Nanook said.
“Oh, don’t be alarmed gentlemen, I mean you no harm. No one has read what I’ve written, and it’s all fiction … a novel I am calling Dracula. The main character is a Count from Transylvania, who died many years ago, but still lives by ingesting human blood. I admit, the idea came to me after Harland’s transformation, and the character is, of course, based on Harland’s description of Count Solovyov, but, given the true nature of your existence, my little story is a work of complete fiction,” Bram said. “Nothing to worry about gentlemen. I’ve got quite the imagination, but I still couldn’t come close to guessing at your real origins, so the other people of this time will probably have not the slightest clue.”
“Hopefully that’s true, Mr. Stoker,” Afon said. “We cannot afford much attention to who we really are. The more people know of our real origins, and our real purpose, the more likely we are to fail. Word spreads quickly, not only in the present, but far into the future as well. The less Ignis Mortterra knows of our plans, the better. Even something as gruesome as what Harland has been doing will be of some assistance in covering our tracks, but we can’t let it continue, obviously. Right now, London has a serial killer and you have your Count Dracula, both perfect monsters that can live in the imagination of the public, and serve as an explanation for any unusual occurrences associated with us. The more mythological we become, the more our real movements through time will be obscured. It is much easier to catch a man, than it is to catch a boogey man.”
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Isi’s carriage came to a stop in front of a small, one story brick building on Bagley Avenue. Afon and Nanook were in London, hopefully on their way home from London, with Harland Fergusson in tow. Isi had finally left Jian at home alone for the night, after multiple assurances of her safety. She was finally alone, finally had a moment of peace to come to terms with what she was about to do, but that peace was undone as soon as Henry Ford exited his workshop, and rushed toward her. He took her hand in his, delicately but firmly, and helped Isi down the stairs from the carriage car.
His hair was so much different in the sunlight, mahogany in motion, the red of the sun and the brown of the earth melded together, and Isi was swamped again with a real desire for him.
Afon wasn’t wrong to be jealous. The affair that Isi was trying to start with Henry Ford was, technically, work – one of the most crucial parts of their plan – but it had also turned out to be Isi’s dream job. The only difficult thing about this, for her, was the idea of eventually ending it.
“Countess Solovyov, so lovely to see you again,” Henry Ford said, and tucked Isi’s hand in the crook of his arm. He guided her across his small city parcel of a lawn to the back of the house, and then over to a smaller building that occupied most of his backyard.
It was a very simple outbuilding: one room, one sliding wooden door to enter the room, but inside was the busiest workshop that Isi had ever seen. Almost every available inch of floor space was occupied by a worktable, and every table was jam packed with new machines, all in various states of assembly, some working, some not, but the whole room was a physical manifestation of the brilliance of Henry Ford.
Isi stood silently for a moment, enraptured by the thought of being inside of a room where history would be made, standing next to a genius who would make that history, and knowing that it was up to her to push this great man onto a different path, so that his greatness would save the world, instead of contributing to its end … it was all too much, and she held onto Ford’s arm all the tighter.
See, it’s just an arm, like any other arm, and he is just a man, like any other man, Isi told herself.
“So, show me Mr. Ford,” Isi said, “show me what all of this is.”
“Hah,” Henry laughed, “this is perhaps a monument to my greatest folly. Clara’s father has given us forty acres to farm, but I can’t draw myself away from here, tinkering with these machines.”
Henry sighed, and wrapped his arms around himself.
“Folly, isn’t it? All of it?” Henry said. “The idea that a machine could be built that could travel faster than a horse. I mean, even if it can be done, even if I can build it, how could I possibly make enough of them, sell enough of them, to truly transform things? If only me, and a few other fellows, are driving them, it’s nothing more than a toy – a glorified version of the little train prototype that I’ve built. Bah, people will stick to horses.”
Henry shook his head and looked at Isi, “Folly, all of it, probably, but what if …”
“What if it works?” Isi said, and put her hand back on Henry’s arm. “There’s no telling what our minds can achieve. Look at your mentor, Thomas Edison – he is literally illuminating the world. Perhaps you will be the one to move the world, to help us all move ourselves from place to place more quickly. It is possible Henry … I think, sometimes, that so much more is possible in this world than we can even begin to imagine. But we must begin to imagine it …”
Isi frowned and looked down at her hands. “That’s why the liquor trade is so unsatisfying to me, I suppose. There’s no real room for innovation – vodka is vodka, after all. But you … I envy you Henry. Your life is a Geppetto’s workshop of wonder.”
Isi let go of Henry’s arm and walked around the workshop, while her eyes scanned the floor and the worktables.
“Tell me where it is,” Isi said.
“I’m sorry,” Henry smiled at her, “where is what Isidora?”
“The train, of course! Your little prototype, I have the dearest need to see something whimsical like that,” Isi said.
“There are many days when I have the need to build something whimsical like that, as well. I understand completely,” Henry said.
“Well then, where is it?” Isi said. “I don’t even see a track set up in here for it.”
“There is no track,” Henry said, his grey eyes sparkling. He quickly walked over to one of his worktables, and picked up a black, cast iron miniature locomotive. Still left on the table were a miniature bicycle, and a toy carriage missing its horse. Henry handed the locomotive to Isi, who immediately flipped it over to see how it worked.
“Hah! Wonderful!” Henry said.
“What do you mean?” Isi said, and turned her attention back to him.
“I’ve shown this little prototype to a few people, and only Thomas Edison himself had the same response as you,” Henry said.
“How do you even know what my response is, Henry? I’ve not said a word of my opinion to you,” Isi said.
“I know what you’re thinking, Isidora. I know because you did not carefully examine the outside of the prototype, just like Tom you immediately flipped it over to see how it works. And, just like Tom, you saw the wheels and tested them to see if there was resistance and a winding noise, which would have announced the presence of a kinetic mechanism, as the source of the train’s ability to run. Once you and Tom saw that there was no way to power the train conventionally, you both looked at me with the same quizzical expression,” Henry said. “Yes Isidora, I noticed all of that … you, my dear lady, are a true scientist at heart.”
“Thank you, Henry,” Isi said. “Now, do tell me how it runs.”
“Hah! Marvelous again,” Henry said. “You do realize that I just paid you a compliment, that I just might even be trying to court you, just a little bit, and all you are concerned with is how this train works,” Henry said, took the locomotive from Isi’s hands, and brushed his fingertips over her wrists as he did so.
“Look, right now the train can’t move,” Henry said, “but if I attach this, off we go.”
Henry picked up a cumbersome black box with wheels from the workbench, and hitched it to the front of the train. A light bulb on top of the black box lit dimly when Henry flipped a switch on the side of the machine. The train moved across the floor of the workshop. Henry then picked up another, smaller, wooden block and manipulated the metal pole in the middle of it. The train made a right turn, and Isi gasped.
“If you like that, watch this,” Henry said, and the train moved in a figure eight pattern.
“So, can it run infinitely, or just trace the infinity sign?” Isi said.
“Exactly! It can run as long as the power charge lasts, from that battery that Tom built. The Edison battery has to be recharged every half hour, and it needs to charge for five hours before it can be used again. Not very practical, is it? As I said, this is just a prototype Isidora.”
“How are you controlling it? That little black box in your hand clearly does something, I just can’t figure out what it is,” Isi said.
Henry laughed, “Yes, this does something. It’s really just a simple bit of telegraph communication, but I’m communicating with that box there. Tom is the one that figured out this remote control part of it. It’s not necessary for the real horseless car that I hope to build, obviously, but it does make the prototypes a fair bit more fun to play with, don’t you think?”
Isi smiled and touched Henry’s arm again. He was holding onto the remote control box with a grip so tight, that she feared he’d break it. Henry Ford had all of the excited self-assurance of any confident inventor, but his body was on edge, and he waited for Isi’s response. Her touch on him had not caused his muscles to relax – his jaw quivered, a bit, at the corner, and his lips pulled apart, but Henry stayed motionless. His frozen look followed the movement of the train around the workshop, but refused to meet Isi’s eyes.
“Oh, the remote does make this fun Henry! Now, do you just power this with the battery that Thomas Edison built,” Isi said, “or do you have an alternative? The battery is adequate but, as you said, it just doesn’t last very long. That’s fine, in this prototype, but in the real world, a lady would rather not be stranded for five hours, after traveling for a mere half-an-hour.
“Quite the case, Isidora,” Henry said. “I have developed two alternative sources of power, but they both have their drawbacks. There is, of course, the good old-fashioned steam engine, but one would need to carry a large amount of water around. The more water you carry, the heavier the horseless car becomes, which means that you need more power to make it move, which means that you need even more water – a vicious and unfortunate circle. And then there is the combustible gas-powered engine that I’ve been working on. Too many problems with it, right now, to name, and I swear Clara will have my head if I ever try to start it up in the house again, especially in the kitchen, but it has a lot more power than the steam engine, or the battery, so I’m pretty sure that I’ll be sticking with it, and focus on working out the kinks.”
Henry stopped talking when he finally looked up to meet Isi’s eyes, and saw the stricken look on her face.
“You think this is a bad idea, Isidora? Is there a different engine that you think I should use? I truly value your opinion,” Henry said, “that is why I asked you out here today, dear woman.”
Isi reached out her hand, and touched Henry’s arm.
“No, the engine sounds wonderful Henry, all of the engines, it’s just … well, it’s just that I keep letting myself forget that you have a wife, and when you say her name, when you describe her reactions to your experiments, I remember – I remember, and I know that you will never be all mine,” Isi said. “That another woman will always hear the news first, of whatever you are currently working on, that another woman will tell you where you can build your machines, that you may not use her kitchen for experimenting, because that is where she cooks you dinner. I remember that another woman will nurse you when you’re sick, wake you up in the morning for work, and lie down with you every evening. I remember all of that, and it tears away a little piece of my soul, every time I think of it, because life is supposed to be like this, like us, like what we have. A free and unselfconscious exchange of ideas, and a spark that …” Isi stopped, caught her breath, and wiped a tear from her eye, “a spark that could power any damn motor that you could build.”
Henry Ford took one step toward Isi, and reached his hands out to cup her face. He bent down to her, his lips on hers instantly, silencing them both. Henry slid his hands down Isi’s back and cupped her behind. Slapping her gently there, Henry retook her hand and guided Isi over to a horsehair mattress in the corner of his workshop.
“I am going to take you Isidora, here, in this place where I am building so many things that I have only dreamed of, I am going to let myself have one moment with the one dream that I cannot build, or control – the one dream that simply exists. Outside of reason, beyond logic, may we just have this moment, you and I?”
Isi nodded, and pulled Henry down onto the mattress beside her.
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Afon stood on the lawn and looked up at the windows of the house that he was renting with Isi – the windows with the curtains drawn tightly shut. His nostrils flared, his hands balled into fists at his side, and Nanook and Harland did not dare to approach him.
“He was just here, I can still fucking smell him,” Afon said. “Days … we were gone for only a few days, and still she …”
“Look brother,” Nanook said, “Isi was doing what she is supposed to do, what we all agreed that she should do.”
“She doesn’t need to throw it in my face like this, though,” Afon said. “Invite him over to our house … She can do her damn duty elsewhere, she doesn’t need to sully our home with it.”
“Afon, listen to yourself,” Nanook said. “Sully our home, is it? While I’m sure that mimicking current expressions will help us all to blend in better, I don’t think that we need to mimic the current attitudes toward women. I’ll say it again, Isi is just doing what she has to do, it’s no reflection on her love for you brother.”
“What is all of this trouble over anyway, chaps?” Harland said. “I’m not sure quite why we’re standing around out here, when the Countess is in there. I’ve been dying to see her again, even before I knew who you all really were. And now, well, now I just can’t wait to see her!”
“You and every other man,” Afon muttered, but he followed Harland, reluctantly, across the lawn to the house.
Upstairs, Jian Hu had heard their entire exchange. Excited as he was to see Harland, he was now more concerned with Afon.
Thankfully, Henry Ford had left the house, rather quickly, about half-an-hour before. Ford had been relaxing in the parlor with Isi, had, in fact, just been served tea and finger sandwiches by Jian, dressed again as a butler, when Isi had jumped off of the settee and stared, wide-eyed, out the window. She’d instructed Jian to draw the shades, and then she’d told Henry that she’d just realized that Count Solovyov was due home soon, and Henry had to make himself scarce.
Henry had made his exit, but not with the tail-between-the-legs shame of an adulterer. No, Henry had Isi walk him across the lawn to his horse, and he’d taken her face in his hands and boldly kissed her, for all the world to see, before he set off for his home, where his own wife was waiting for him.
The day’s dew had clung to the grass in the spot where Henry had kissed Isi, encapsulating their moment in the protective embrace of condensation, their scent sealed onto a blade of grass. Afon could still smell both of them.
Afon pulled open the front door of the house with such force that he could have easily torn it from its hinges, but Nanook caught the door halfway through its violent arc, and grabbed Afon by the shoulder.
“Calm yourself before you see her,” Nanook said. “We’ve got some great work ahead of us tonight, and this planet doesn’t have time for your jealousy right now.”
Nanook held Afon back for only a second, and then he rushed forward, running up the stairs in a blur, almost toppling over Isi on the landing. Nanook was right behind him, ready to quell any violence he was sure Afon would regret later.
Harland Fergusson was at the bottom of the stairs, oblivious to the intricacies of the situation developing above him.
“Countess, is that you up there? So wonderful to see you again,” Harland said. I do believe that you are the only one, of this here lot, to not owe me an apology. You’re not a drainer like us, are you my dear, so I’m sure that you played no part in my transition.”
Isi smiled charmingly back at him.
“Apparently, you all chose just the right time to add a new member to your little group; you’re trying to do too many things at once, you are,” Harland said. “Save the world in the past, and travel to the future to kill this dictator of yours, Mortterra, that the boys have mentioned – well, I’m glad to see you Countess, but I think it’s quite possible that you are just as glad to see me. One of those times when you truly cannot have enough help.”
Isi nodded in agreement with Harland, and avoided all eye contact with Afon.
“Yes Harland,” Isi said, “it is very good to see you. We can move ahead with the second part of our plan now, if you’re on board?”
“I must admit, I’d feel a bit more settled with all of this assassination business, if I had a better feel for how evil this man Mortterra is,” Harland said.
Isi cast a questioning look at Afon and Nanook.
“Well Harland, why don’t we all go and sit down, and discuss this together. I’m sure there are a number of questions on your mind. It’s an awful lot to take in,” Isi said, and settled down on the couch that she had been sharing with Henry Ford earlier. “But you don’t need to concern yourself with killing Ignis Mortterra, Harland. I think it’s probably for the best if you stay here with me. Afon and Nanook should be able to take care of Mortterra on their own, but he’s already sent some of his goons after us, and I’m quite sure that he’s not given up, so we really need you here, to protect me.”
“Oh … oh, I understand,” Harland said. “Of course, that would be the greatest pleasure and honor, to protect you Countess.” Harland’s face fell. “It’s just that I – well, not just me, but any one like me, I suppose, any man in my position would want, well, I don’t mean to sound the child, but …”
“Oh Jesus, Harland, spit it out man,” Nanook said.
“I would like, very much, to accompany the boys on their assassination escapade. I bear no particular ill will to the dictator you’re all after, but I would sorely love to see the future,” Harland said. “Even though the world is coming to an end in your time, still, I can’t even imagine how amazing the world must be. I mean, all we’ve come up with, in my time, is electricity, which is pretty fantastic, but you,” Harland gestured at Isi, Afon, Nanook, and Jian, “you all have made people immortal. You’ve made me immortal, and I’d like, very much, to see what else, what other miracles we’ve accomplished as a species.”
Isi nodded, “Fair enough Harland, you will go with Afon and Nanook. You’re an unknown face in the future, and that could come in very handy, but I’m afraid that you won’t see anything all that magnificent. No matter what technology we invent, no matter how we elongate our lives as a species, there’s no surviving once the earth below your feet dies. You’ll see what we’ve done Harland, but it won’t make you proud, it will make you sick.”
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After a first round of discussion sketching out their plan to assassinate Ignis Mortterra, Isi and Afon excused themselves from Harland, Nanook, and Jian, and headed upstairs. The sound of their arguing shook every pane of glass in the house. Here, a slammed door; there, a broken water pitcher – nowhere was there silence.
“Would you gentlemen care to go for a walk? A breath of the nights air could do us all some good, I think,” Jian said. He clasped his hands together, carefully composed, and directed them all outside with the turn of his body.
Harland was on his feet, and out the door, before Nanook could even respond to Jian’s suggestion. Being around the sounds of any human passion made Harland uncomfortable, whether it be the amorous noises of a loving couple, or the ominous tones of loves undoing that he could hear in the argument that shook the house above, either way, Harland wanted no part of it.
Nanook looked at Harland’s quickly departing form and said, “I guess he agrees with you Jian.”
“We had better follow him. I’m not so sure that our long lost friend there should be left to his own devices outside, unsupervised,” Jian said.
“Why? Did Harland say something to you?” Nanook said. “Afon and I had agreed that we should wait a bit, before talking to you and Isi about Harland’s activities, since last we saw him.”
“No, he’s not said a word to me, but he doesn’t have to. It’s easy enough to guess what happened. Harland must have gotten hungry, and as a consequence, I imagine that there was probably an uptick in London’s murder rate,” Jian said. “In any event, he’s operating on a primal level right now, which will make him a potently lethal asset to have with you and Afon on your mission, but it also makes him someone that we should keep a close eye on.”
“Don’t worry Jian, he’s not gone far,” Nanook said. “He’s only a few acres west of us, about to enter the tree line.”
Jian turned his head in the direction that Nanook had indicated, and inhaled the air. “Ah, so he is. Should we go and catch up to him, brother?”
“Oh that would definitely be a good welcome to the brotherhood for him,” Nanook said. “And it’s kind of fitting for him to experience what it’s like to be snuck up on in the middle of the night, since he’s certainly done that to enough women in London.”
“Remember, no judgment, Nanook,” Jian said. “Any of us in Harland’s position would’ve done something similar. We all need to eat, but no one was handing out bags of blood to Harland. Still – we should catch up to him before he starts hunting things in those woods other than deer and rabbits.”
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Bursts of goldenrod, the wandering green of a meadow, the bluesy notes of an iris carving out her own place, the gracefully lazy arms of the willow tree, dripping down to the lake and lit from behind by the setting sun – all so real that they could be touched, but there would be no dew clinging to the grass, no scent to the flowers, no wind to move the willow tree, nothing but paint on canvas, a remembered rendition of the way nature once was, painted by a man who loved nature as much as he hated and wanted to control her.
Ignis Mortterra lifted his brush from the canvas that he had been working on. Two soldiers of the AmEur Alliance had entered the room; each soldier held onto one arm of their prisoner, George Murphy.
Already skinny, George had shed twenty pounds since his incarceration, five months ago in April, the night that Isi and the Immortals had escaped. Escaped to where though? George had no idea, and no matter how Mortterra’s thugs tortured him, no matter how many bones they broke, no matter how many times he was water boarded, no matter how many teeth they pulled from him (the most gruesome torture, and one that George could never remain conscious through), George could not tell Mortterra where or, more accurately, when Isi and the Immortals were, because George didn’t know. He hadn’t wanted to know. The less he knew, the less he could reveal; the less he could reveal, the more chance Isi and the Immortals had of succeeding.
George had known that he was probably sacrificing his life on the night that he had switched the machines, but he found himself wishing now that the sacrifice would just hurry up and happen. Dragging this on, month after month, was not only physically painful, not only mentally torturous, but demoralizing all on its own, in its unending way, because of its repetition. Even torture could be boring, and plodding through this day to day abuse, knowing that it would one day kill him, and knowing that on that day, he would be one fraction of the man he had been at the beginning, broken and robbed of all dignity, denied the heroes death that he should have had … the idea of that sad waste was what had kept George’s will to live alive. He would either die a hero, or live – broken, but undefeated. He refused to be broken, and then to die. He refused to be a waste.
Mortterra turned his attention away from his painting, and faced George Murphy.
“Has there been any new activity on the DNA scanner, Mr. Murphy?”
George didn’t respond, and stared straight ahead, expressionless, and almost catatonic.
“Leave him here,” Ignis Mortterra instructed the two AmEur Alliance soldiers. “Leave the cuffs on him, but leave him here. I will send for you to retrieve him when we are done.”
The two soldiers turned on their heels, and walked from the room.
“Come now, Mr. Murphy, come have a seat,” Ignis Mortterra said. “Cushioned, or plain wood?”
George did not respond.
“Oh dear, sorry about that, cushioned, of course. You’ve been through a lot lately, Mr. Murphy, and a soft surface would probably do you some good,” Mortterra said, and turned to the desk size computer behind him, parallel to his easel. He typed in a few strings of numbers, and a recliner materialized in the air between Mortterra and George … who continued to stare into space with no response.
“What’s the matter? Fabric not good enough?” Mortterra said. “Are you more of a leather man, George?”
Ignis Mortterra typed in a new series of numbers on the computer, and the chair in front of George transformed into a supple leather recliner.
George Murphy’s eyes moved, just slightly, in the direction of the recliner. It was enough of a response to let Mortterra know that he had won.
“Go ahead, George,” Mortterra said. “You don’t have to like me in order to use the chair I’m offering you.”
George Murphy shuffled forward unsteadily, and collapsed in the recliner. He sighed as his wounded skin made contact with the cool, soft leather.
“Good boy, George,” Mortterra said. “Takes a bit of the edge off, doesn’t it?”
George nodded, and inhaled sharply in response to the pain caused by that one small movement.
“Poor boy,” Mortterra said. “Now, I’d love to let you rest for awhile, but we must get down to business. Perhaps, when we’re done for the day, I could arrange to have this chair brought back to your cell? Hmmm? Would you like that George?”
George nodded again, but kept his jaw clenched tight, so as not to let out another sound of pain and defeat.
“Okay then, I’ll see to it,” Mortterra said. “Now, just tell me, have you seen any new activity on the DNA scanner?”
George cleared his throat. “Yes, President Mortterra. A few days ago, Afon and Nanook went to London, and then they returned to Detroit yesterday, accompanied by a new set of unidentified DNA.”
“Did they travel through time, or just from place to place, George?”
“They remained in the year 1888,” George said, “and Dr. Nizienko and Mr. Hu did not leave Detroit at all.”
“Hmmm, very interesting,” Ignis Mortterra said. “Now, why do you think that they’d do that? Their reason for being in Detroit has been obvious to me from the beginning. Well, not quite from the beginning, I admit. The night that the Immortals had been scheduled for execution, I, at first, thought that they had all engineered a jailbreak, of sorts. But, if that had been the case, it made no sense for Isi to free anyone, except for her lover Afon. I knew that she was up to something when she took Jian and Nanook along with her. Once the DNA scanner found her in Detroit, in 1888, I must admit that I had myself a good, long, laugh. Couldn’t be more obvious than if she’d sent out a formal announcement of her intentions, right George?”
“I’m sorry President Mortterra,” George Murphy said, “I don’t understand.”
“Oh bullshit, George. She might be a few years early, but what the hell else is there in Detroit, except for Henry Ford?”
George gripped the arms of his chair, as a spasm of pain washed over him. Ignis Mortterra had slapped George’s leg enthusiastically, and broken it. Part of George’s femur was sticking up through his right thigh.
“Oh, so sorry about that George, sincerely, I am,” Ignis Mortterra said, and pressed a button that had a medical team there in seconds.
“Go ahead and give him something strong for the pain,” Mortterra said to one of the doctors that had responded to his summons.
“Thank you, President Mortterra,” George said, and sighed as the morphine took hold in his system.
“No problem George, I really am sorry about that, you know,” Mortterra said, pointing to George’s bandaged leg. “I just don’t seem to know my own strength these days … in any event, once I realized that Isi was in Detroit, her plan, as foolish as it is, became clear to me. Obviously, she hopes to save the world by stopping Henry Ford from developing the gas engine, just like she thought she could save the world with her little Immortality Project. Both are pipe dreams, Murphy; you know it, and I know it. Even if she stops Ford, another man will just come along and invent what she tried to prevent. Even Project Immortality has at least one fatal flaw. If you successfully inject every single human with those wonderful nanobots, what do we do, all feed on each other? If everyone lives, if everyone lives forever, we’d have to stop reproducing, or we’d quickly run out of room. And how, exactly, do you mandate worldwide sterility? Seems to me, no matter what happens, if we try to live forever, we make a dictatorship of the past, over the future,” Mortterra said. 
“Your friend, Dr. Isidora Nizienko, believes that we can stop the end of the world. Me? I’m a rational and selfish human being, George,” Mortterra said. “I don’t believe that I can singlehandedly stop the end of the world, but I know for a fact that I can stop the end of my own personal world. I can save myself, and why shouldn’t I, since saving everyone else is impossible. Right, George?”
Receiving no response, Ignis Mortterra reached over to the somnolent George Murphy, and pinched his intravenous line shut, stopping the flow of his pain medication. Mortterra then tapped on George Murphy’s broken leg with his paintbrush. George gasped awake in pain, and Mortterra let go of the I.V. line.
“I said, better to save yourself if saving everyone isn’t possible, right George?”
“Yes, President Mortterra,” George said, through painfully clenched teeth.
“Anyway, so the reason they’re in Detroit is as obvious as it is stupid, but why did they go to England? And who is the extra set of DNA?” Mortterra said.
“I’ve really no idea, Mr. President,” George said, and flinched, expecting some form of brutality in response.
“Relax, George,” Ignis Mortterra said. “What good are that beautiful chair, and those perfect drugs, if you don’t let them do their job? Relax, I was just thinking out loud. It’s easy enough for me to find out on my own.”
Mortterra turned back to his computer.
“See George, here is a file containing all of the major historical events, going all the way back to the beginning of written history. I saved this as soon as the Infinmachine was ready for it’s first test run, so that I could constantly update it, and see if any changes to the historical record had occurred. I know what gets changed, and I can go back and correct it, if I want to,” Mortterra said.
“You can go back and correct it, unless the change in the past means that you no longer exist,” George Murphy said, with the hint of a smile on his face.
“Hah! Touché, Mr. Murphy, but don’t trouble yourself too much on my behalf. All of my ancestors, going as far back as I could trace, have been put under guard. It’s difficult, of course, for my soldiers to be discreet the further they go into the past, but they’ve remained unnoticed, so far … Oh my! Would you look at that? A change in the record, how exciting!”
Mortterra swung the computer monitor so that it was facing George Murphy. The screen was filled with stories about a serial murderer in London, a murderer who had not existed in the past, until Isi and the Immortals had traveled there.
“Did one of them do this?” George said.
“I can’t be sure that it was one of them, but they certainly had something to do with it … and, look at this,” Mortterra clicked onto the second of the two alerts that had flashed onto the screen, to inform him of changes to the historical record. “Dracula? A blood sucking Immortal from Transylvania – that is obviously a novel by someone who met Afon. Transylvania … Russia … same difference, right Murphy?”
Before George could respond, Mortterra continued, still scrolling down the screen. “You know George, this Dracula thing really kept going for a long time. It spawned a whole mythology, lots of books and movies, especially about a hundred years ago. It’s so funny. We all knew that the apocalypse was coming, we all knew that we’d caused it, but there was nothing that we could do to stop it, so we clung onto a vampire image to make ourselves believe that we could live forever too.
“Isi really tapped into a pretty deep seated human desire with that Immortality Project of hers, long before she herself was even born. Even that fucking boyfriend of hers was turned into a damn fictional superhero, a hundred years ago – a superhero and some kind of god of sex too, from what I can see here. Just look at this crap, George,” Mortterra said, and enlarged the image of a poster from a vampire movie.
“Can you believe it? All of this,” Mortterra said, and gestured at the computer monitor that displayed hundreds of years of vampire lore, “all of this from one little encounter with that writer, what was his name?”
“Dracula, I think, President Mortterra,” George said.
“No, no, George, that’s the character the writer based on Afon. No, the writers name, damn it, what was it? It sounded like broom … Bram. Bram Stoker, that’s it. This old brain hasn’t failed me yet,” Ignis Mortterra said, and pretended that he had remembered the name, though he had just reopened the file containing that information. “I really need a writer like that working for me; even Caesar wasn’t Caesar until Shakespeare came along, George. You know?”
“President Mortterra, with all due respect, I’m not sure why having a written record of your accomplishments would matter. When the Earth dies, your greatness will die as well,” George said.
Mortterra’s eyes widened with surprise. 
“Oh, the Earth will die my boy,” Ignis Mortterra said, and smiled with open lips at George, “but my greatness will live for as long as I live … and I, rest assured, am going nowhere.”
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“You have the whole day free for me, Isidora?” Henry Ford said.
“All of it, and maybe even the night too, if you’re lucky,” Isi said, winking and taking Henry’s hand in hers, as they entered Ford’s workshop.
“Where is Count Solovyov off to today?” Henry asked, and pulled his hand away from hers.
“Oh Henry, you mustn’t be jealous. I am married to him, and you are married to Clara, but right now, we are with each other. Let’s just be present in this moment, okay?” Isi said.
“I’m right here, truly I am” Henry said, “I’d just like to know how long this particular moment will last.”
“We can never really know the answer to that question Henry, that’s the whole point. You’ve got to let go,” Isi said.
“Let go of what, Isidora?”
“All of it, all of your expectations, all of your fears, all of it. Forget what you think I should be, what you think Clara should be, what you think Afon should be, what you think your horseless car should be, and most of all, forget what you think you should be. Look at your horseless car and see it for what it is, not what you want it to be,” Isi said. “That’s always the answer, Henry.”
“What it is, is something that will never work. Look at it,” Henry said, and gestured at the larger test model of the car that he’d been working on. “There it sits, a monument to my vanity, as immobile as a rock – a rock that a fool such as myself once thought could be a winged chariot, freeing the human race from the constraints imposed upon us by physical distance.”
“So,” Isi said, “you are giving up then?”
“What else is there for me to do? I’m clearly delusional. The car won’t work, and this,” Henry said, “this thing between us, this won’t work either Isidora. We’ve, both of us, been fooling ourselves.”
“Henry …” Isi said.
“Oh sure, it’ll work for awhile, it works for right now, just like Edison’s battery, but you and I have no way to recharge every half-an-hour. We really only do have this moment, and it’s finite,” Henry said. “Even now, I am wondering how long we have together, before I have to return you to the arms of your husband.”
“And I have to return you to the arms of your wife,” Isi said. “Do not forget that I am in the same position as you, Henry, and this is just as difficult for me. Perhaps even more so.”
“What do you mean?”
“Count Solovyov and I have been married for ten years. I was only a girl of twenty then, and I’ve been faithful to him all along. You are my only weakness, Henry, and my emotion for you is all the more real because of its rarity. But you? You and Clara are newlyweds, married but only six months, and here you are, with me,” Isi said. “How am I to believe that I am anything more than a dalliance to you, a first year of marriage rebellion against domesticity, a trifle who will be cast aside just as quickly as I was picked up?”
Henry looked at her in silence, and sadly shook his head.
“Silly, isn’t it?” Isi said. “So silly to waste these few moments that we might have together, wondering whether we both really want to be here. We are here; we both do want to be here, with each other, right now. We should enjoy it, not question it.”
Henry moved toward Isi and embraced her, running his lips down the side of her neck.
“No, no, later Henry,” Isi said. “We have all day and night together for that. Let’s focus on your horseless carriage. If we put our minds together, that could be the lasting thing that we build out of this.”
“Isidora,” Henry murmured, and breathed in the scent of the bare skin on her neck.
“Later,” Isi said, with finality.
“Okay, okay then,” Henry said, and stood up to his full height. He patted the lapels on his jacket back into place, and smoothed one hand over his hair, taking some measure of control over his external appearance, in concert with the self-control that he was attempting to maintain internally.
“So, here’s the problem,” Henry said. “The battery just won’t do as a power source, until it can hold a longer charge. The steam engine requires a constant source of water, and the gasoline engine that I’ve been working on produces great clouds of smoke, and, on one occasion, a fire, but I could handle all of that if I could guarantee a steady supply of gasoline to potential consumers, but that’s the most impractical thing of all, so … it looks like I am going to be giving up, Isidora. No one has invented this before, because it’s not possible,” Henry cleared his throat, and coughed disdainfully. “God gave us the horse for a reason, and who am I to question Him?”
“I did not think that you were a religious man, Henry,” Isi said.
“I’m not. Quite frankly Isidora, I am a man of science, but after I roll a Sisyphean rock up a hill enough times, without success, I can admit when nature has me beaten.”
Isi sat quietly for a few minutes before she responded.
Maybe I should let him give up? Maybe this conversation is what makes him stop and not build the gasoline engine, makes him not build any kind of engine at all … but if Henry Ford doesn’t start mass production of the automobile, someone else will.
And that someone would not be under Isi’s influence.
“Okay, Henry, if you think back over what you just said, you might realize that you already know the answer,” Isi said. “You were very clear about the problems with the gasoline engine, and the issues with the battery powered carriage, but you were not so specific about what problems make the steam engine an impossibility. Your mind sees an opening there, follow it through.
“It’s a waste of time,” Henry said. “I’ve been over it, and over it, in my head. The amount of water needed to produce enough steam to power the engine would not be feasible. Steam engines power steamboats and trains, neither of which are hardly as compact as I hope my horseless carriage to be. No, Isidora, I’m afraid I need to give up, for now. If gasoline becomes more readily available in the future, I’ll come back to it. Gasoline power is how this will work – eventually.”
“But what if you trapped the steam vapor, wouldn’t the condensation turn back into water? You wouldn’t have to carry so much, if you could reuse it, right?” Isi said.
“Isidora, that’s … well, that’s just fantastic is what that is,” Henry said. “I’ve seen just that very thing before, on farm equipment. A condenser!”
Henry grabbed Isi by the shoulders proudly, and said again, “A condenser,” with a look of wonder in his eyes. “Beautiful woman, where have you been all of my life?” he said, and kissed Isi quickly, but powerfully.
Henry turned from her, and raced to the other side of his workshop. He grabbed one end of a wooden cart and pulled it over to where Isi was standing.
“Okay, so this is the beast that we have to contend with, Isidora. We need to design a condenser powerful enough to trap the steam produced by this,” Henry said, and pointed to the steam engine on the wooden cart.
“So, you believe it’s possible now, Henry?” Isi said.
“Yes, my love, yes! We just need to adapt the original plan, install a condenser, and make sure that the whole enterprise doesn’t weigh a ton. It’s still got to have some speed to it, so it can’t get too large,” Henry said, “but yes, yes Isidora, it’s possible.”
Isi chewed on her bottom lip, and worried the sleeves of her dress with her fingers. “Is it just the horseless carriage that’s possible now, Henry, or could something else work as well?”
“What do you mean, Isidora? Surely you can’t have just talked me into a steam engine, only to turn around and suggest another type of engine?” Henry said, and smiled at her. “Oh come on, lighten up, this is a wondrous day.”
“Henry, have you no idea of what you just said to me? It wasn’t just the steam powered carriage that you thought to be impossible, only a few moments ago, but now you call me your love, and you ask me where I have been all of your life, as if you hadn’t just said that we couldn’t work, that you and I being together was as impossible as your dream of a horseless carriage,” Isi said, and started toward the door to Henry’s workshop.
“Wait, Isidora, please wait,” Henry said. “Don’t you see that you have become irreplaceable to me? In a few minutes, you were able to give me a solution to a problem that’s been plaguing my work for months.”
“Glad to be of service, Henry. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Isi said, and opened the door. She had no intention of leaving, but Isi wanted Henry to chase her, to stop her from walking out the door, to choose her – at least, for this one moment, to invest enough of himself to risk looking like a fool.
“You are irreplaceable to me,” Henry almost shouted. “I cannot articulate it the way that other men might, I can’t find some sloppy metaphor in nature to compare your beauty to, I can’t tell you that your eyes are the color of the ocean in the light cast by the break of day … the specific luminous light that follows a storm at sea. I’m not that man Isidora. You are irreplaceable to me because you make me better at the one thing that was irreplaceable to me before you – you make me a better scientist. Not just the way our minds meet, the way we connect and draw out ideas from each other, ideas that would have lain dormant, without our spark. No, it is more. It’s that indescribable way that you look at me when an idea crosses my lips that had been germinating in your mind, silently. That look makes me want, more than anything in this world, to come up with idea after idea that pleases you. Everything I have ever wanted to be, every dream, every desire, is reflected in your eyes. You, Isidora Solovyov, you are irreplaceable to me.”
Isi had been standing in the doorway with her back to Henry. At his last words, she turned around to face him. Love had not been a part of her plan, but if Isi walked away now, before the steam car was up and running, it would all have been for naught.
She would be practical about this. The whole reason that she had traveled to the past was coming to fruition, right in front of her. She couldn’t let this moment pass without cementing her connection to Henry Ford, despite how awful she felt.
For the first time in her affair with Henry, Isi really felt like she was cheating on Afon. Her physical connection with Ford had been, until now, just that … physical, and nothing else. Isi had deliberately pushed and pulled at Henry Ford to make him give chase to her, to make herself into a rare thing that he could never fully have, but she had played the game far too well. Now he was in love with her, which was exactly what Isi had wanted, all along. If he loved her, she had power over him, power enough to convince him to build, and mass-produce, a clean version of the environment-destroying automobile he would have made without her intervention. But, if she began to love him too – what then?
Isi walked over to Henry, who was standing in the middle of the workshop with a stricken look. His mouth was open, and his hands trembled as he raised them to cover it, trying to somehow force back inside the reckless words that he had already spoken.
“I am so sorry, Isidora. Please forgive me. I did not mean to frighten you with my exuberance. Forgive me; I was carried away by the moment. I could not let you think that you are meaningless to me, but now, from the look on your face, it appears that I have given this, us, too much meaning.”
Isi stood in front of Henry, her look unreadable, until a spark lit in the back of her eyes, her lower lip pulled under her teeth, and, finally, a smile lifted her lips.
Henry put his hand out to cup Isi’s face, but she grabbed it in midair and brought his fingers to her lips.
“Not too much meaning, Henry. Precisely, exactly, absolutely, perfectly, enough meaning,” Isi said, and kissed each one of Henry’s long fingers on his right hand.
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“What is it chap, a bit of seasickness from the travel? Same thing will be happening to me, I take it,” Harland Fergusson said, and looked at the crouching figure of Afon, huddled over, and grabbing at his heart.
Nanook was ahead of them, about twenty feet away, moving slowly and silently through the woods surrounding the airbase, scouting out the best place for them to take their shot at Ignis Mortterra. He could still hear the chatter of his comrades though, and rushed back to see what was wrong with Afon.
“Are you okay, brother?” Nanook said, and put a hand on Afon’s shoulder.
“Something’s wrong with her, I can feel it,” Afon said, clutching at his chest like a mortal man having a heart attack. “God, it hurts – it’s like the worst muscle cramp I’ve ever had, like I used to have. I’ve not experienced pain like this in five years, not since I was made an Immortal.”
“Something’s wrong with her? With Isi?” Nanook said. “What is it Afon? Should we go back and help her? We can be there quickly, just say the word and we’ll come back for Mortterra another time.”
“No, she’s physically fine, she’s not injured. We can stay,” Afon said, curtly, and stood up, shook his head like a dog whose ears were full of water, and tried to clear the image that had entered his mind.
“Ah, I understand brother,” Nanook said. “Just try to stay present, with us, here, and your mind will let go of her, there.”
Afon nodded and said, “Can I switch positions with you, Nanook? You’re right, but I need something to focus on, other than her. Scouting out a good position for our shot could help to keep me in the here and now.”
“No, I don’t mind at all, brother. I’ll stay behind with Harland, and we’ll watch your back,” Nanook said. “Remember, we want to find a place where we can set up a good crossfire – and it has to be somewhere that we can count on Mortterra to be. We want to set up our position at least a few hours in advance.”
“Got it. See you two soon, and be safe brothers,” Afon said, deliberately including Harland in his farewell. Then he crouched down, hands stretched out in front of him like a sprinter, and leapt off of the ground and into the air, disappearing into the forest canopy.
“What’s the matter with him then? I gather it’s something to do with the Countess Solovyov, Isi, I mean, but I don’t understand how he knows anything of what she’s doing,” Harland said. “We’re a couple of hundred years ahead of her, at least so as you tell me, but all I’ve seen of the future, so far, is a bunch of trees and a big building on the other side of those trees. Not very impressive, if this is the future, not very impressive at all.”
“Afon and Isi have some way of being with each other, even when they’re not really there,” Nanook said. “It’s hard to explain, Harland. And yes, something happened just now, with her that upset him. Technically, whatever it was happened two hundred years ago, but they are so connected that Afon felt it in his heart when it happened.”
“What was it? Is the Countess okay?” 
“She is fine, whatever it was is between the two of them. Let’s just focus on what we’re here to do,” Nanook said. “You keep an eye ahead of us, on Afon, and I’ll watch behind us, okay?”
Harland nodded, and they walked together in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the crunching of their feet on the freshly fallen leaves. There was no birdsong, no twittering of squirrels taking note of the coming change in seasons, not even a silent last flight of insects, before the cold weather stilled their wings – no sound of life at all.
It’s happening, Nanook thought. We’ve only been gone for five months, but the Earth is dying here in Greenland now, too, her last spot of refuge. Isi was right. The first summer on Earth without bees has now come and gone, which means this winter …
Nanook bit his lip, coughed, and tried not to envision the painful death from starvation that would be the fate of everyone still left alive. A few hardy souls might make it through this winter, maybe a hundred human beings, at best, and those who survived this year, would not be lucky enough to live through a second one.
We don’t have much time. Fuck, we don’t have any time, Nanook thought.
Harland cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Nanook, I don’t mean to belabor the issue, and I certainly don’t want to violate the privacy of my dear friends, Afon and Isi, but I find myself compelled to ask, again, what just happened back there? I mean, are we all capable of that kind of distant communication, that telepathy?”
“God, Harland, focus,” Nanook said, “Are you still watching Afon?”
“Yes, yes, he’s fine,” Harland said, “You can’t blame me for being curious, Nanook. This is all new to me, you know.”
“Fine, Harland,” Nanook said, and scanned the forest around them once more, before he took a minute to answer him. “No, we don’t all have telepathy. If we did, you wouldn’t have to ask me the question, would you?”
“Ha ha, spot on chap,” Harland chuckled, “but if we can’t read minds, how did Afon know what was going on with Isi, when she’s so far away?”
“I’m honestly not sure, Harland, it’s just something that they do,” Nanook said. It might be her power at work, more than Afon’s – or it might be some kind of special thing that’s only between the two of them, I honestly don’t know.”
“What do you mean, her power? I thought that the Countess … Isi, I mean, I thought that she invented those little doctor robots, I had no idea that she had injected herself with them as well,” Harland said. “Unless – don’t tell me that one of you scoundrels bit her?”
“No, no, Harland, it’s nothing like that,” Nanook said. “I’m not even sure if she’s aware of it. It’s just that sometimes she’s able to do things that humans can’t normally do. In my tribe, growing up, there were revered elders that had gone through an initiation that introduced them to their helper spirits; spirits that embodied the element that the elder now had a connection with: fire, air, water, or earth. It was said that, in the beginning, the wise women of our tribe were able to control more than one element, giving them great power. But then a time of darkness came, a time when man stripped woman of all of her power, and even tried to declare themselves the owners of the Earth. They bought and sold the land, as if it was theirs, and they barred women from the initiation rites.
“From that moment, over two thousand years ago, there have been no more wise women, only men – but they were not truly wise. When my tribe was still alive, there was only one authentic shaman left, and even he did not control any of the elements. He was able to heal members of the tribe, sometimes, by laying his hands on the body of the ailing person, and calling on the spirits of our ancestors for help. He had to ask our dead, our spirits from thousands of years ago, for help, because no one has had the power to call on the elements, to call on Gaia herself, since women were barred from the shamanistic rites.
“But Isi,” Nanook continued, “I don’t know, Harland, I’ve seen her do quite a few things that would be impossible, unless she is in touch with all four of the elements. Her power is formidable, I think she may even be from the bloodline of the founders, but she has no idea of her own capabilities.”
“Oh, I just knew there was something special about the Countess. Do tell me Nanook, tell me the marvelous things that you have seen her do.”
“Perhaps some other time, Harland, I’ve talked for too long as it is. We’ve got a few more important things to focus on, right now. I shouldn’t have piqued your curiosity, I just couldn’t help commenting on what happened with Afon, but this shouldn’t be fuel for idle gossip. I’ve never spoken to Isi about it, and Afon and I have only discussed it a handful of times. He’s been trying to figure out a way to broach the subject with her, and I suspect that this will do it. Any woman that can drop a man to his knees from thousands of miles, and hundreds of years, away has some explaining to do.”
“He should really just ask her, straight out, how she is doing such things,” Harland said. “The Countess strikes me as a very direct woman, and I’m quite sure that she would respond favorably to directness from others.”
“Sure Harland, as soon as we’re done here, I’m pretty sure that talking to Isi will be the first thing on Afon’s mind,” Nanook said. “Speaking of which, he seems to have come to a stop up ahead. We should catch up to him, and see what’s going on. Do you think that you’ve got enough control over your new and improved muscles, to make a well-directed leap with me?”
During their brief time in London, Afon and Nanook had attempted to school Harland in the use of his Immortal, and newly perfected, body. It had been very rough going. Every time that Harland had tried something even as simple as opening a jar, he had over-exerted himself. Broken jars were the least of Nanook’s concerns now. He had seen Harland jump before and, while overshooting his mark had previously landed Harland hundreds of miles inside France (instead of on the banks of the English channel he had meant to leap), a badly aimed, over-exuberant jump, at this moment, could land Harland smack in the middle of Thule Airbase. Harland could wind up being taken prisoner by the AmEur Alliance or, at the very least, such a misstep could expose their mission, and put Ignis Mortterra on guard.
“I think I’ve got all the kinks worked out,” Harland said. “I’m pretty sure that I’ll land on target.”
“Pretty sure?” Nanook said. “Can you see Afon from here?”
“Yes,” Harland said.
Nanook turned and faced in the same direction as Harland.
“About how far away would you say he is?” Nanook said.
Harland squinted into the distance, “A mile and a half from us – right at the edge of the tree line.”
“And you’re confident that you can land, right next to him, as gentle as a hummingbird on the slenderest branch?”
Harland stared ahead into the forest, and his left foot twitched.
“Now that you mention it, Nanook, I’m not so sure as that I’d bet on it,” Harland said. “I mean, don’t mistake me chap, I’m sure I can get there … well, close to there, at any rate. I’m just honestly not sure exactly how quiet I will be when I land. The grace of the hummingbird still eludes me, but I might make a landing worthy of one of your elephants, brother K’eyush.”
“Oh Jesus, Harland, that again?” Nanook said. “There are no goddamn elephants in Greenland, which is where I am from, not India. Greenland is where we are right now, Harland, right below your precious little feet is my Greenland. Do you see any elephants?”
“I am quite sorry, Nanook, I sincerely meant no offense,” Harland said. “You do resemble the native people of India, and since I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting someone from Greenland before, I can’t help it if my mind naturally goes to India, as a reference point. I really do mean no harm chap, no insult at all. India is, by far, my most favorite of colonies.”
Nanook stewed and bit his lip. You can bring a man to the future, but you cannot take the past out of him.
Nanook sighed, “In any event, the point really is that you can’t catch up to Afon, without waking up the whole airbase, am I right?”
Harland nodded, and wisely kept his mouth shut.
“Okay then,” Nanook said, “we’ll get there, quietly, we’ll just have to hold hands.”
“Oh bloody hell, we will,” Harland said. “I am not a little schoolgirl who needs your help to cross the road.”
“Harland please shut up, this isn’t about you, or your pride,” Nanook said. “Afon has stopped up ahead, because he’s found a spot for us to take our shot at Mortterra, and we need to be able to get to Afon’s side, without drawing attention to him. If you go flying off without full control of your jump, you’ll be spotted. It’s nothing personal, Harland; we were all new once. You’ll get the hang of it, but today is not a day that we can afford to practice. Do you understand?”
Harland nodded, but remained silent. Like a child with wounded feelings, sometimes Harland was so overcome with self-pity that he couldn’t speak, for fear that he would cry.
“Are you ready, Harland?”
Again, Harland nodded his assent, but did not speak.
Nanook took Harland’s hand and said, “Now, you’re going to hold on tight, and follow my lead, okay? When we land, you have got to stay absolutely silent, Harland. The position that Afon is in, right at the edge of the forest, is just beyond sight of the AmEur Alliance guards; beyond eyesight, but not earshot. Land gently, in lockstep with me, and keep your mouth shut.”
Harland nodded, but wouldn’t look Nanook in they eye.
“Lockstep – with me – understand?” Nanook said, and Harland met his eyes, gulped, and nodded.
Harland and Nanook crouched in unison, pushed off from the ground, and soared over the tops of the trees.
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Nanook and Harland straightened their legs, in unison, and pointed their toes down to begin their descent. They landed quietly on a patch of soft moss that Nanook had spotted from the air.
Afon was crouched down, and had his eyes steadily locked on a place about a thousand yards away. He turned when he heard Nanook and Harland come up behind him.
“Quiet now boys,” Afon whispered, “don’t want to spook the deer.”
Nanook shook his head at the sight of Afon done up in full hunting regalia. He was covered, head to toe, in mud, and had stuck dried leaves and twigs to himself as camouflage.
“You can mock my appearance all you want Nanook, but if you don’t want to be seen, I would highly suggest that you and Harland lie down here with me,” Afon said, and gestured to the cleared forest floor next to him.
“Okay brother, relax, I’m in,” Nanook said, and crouched down on the ground.
“Oh, how exciting! An encampment,” Harland said, and lied down on the ground as well.
Nanook looked at Afon and rolled his eyes, sharing a moment’s amusement at Harland’s expense. This was not a jolly picnic that they were on.
“Have you seen him yet?” Nanook said. “I figured, since you’d come to a stop, that you had eyes on the tyrant.”
“I haven’t seen Mortterra yet,” Afon said, “but look who I did find.”
He gestured past the trees, and Harland and Nanook’s eyes followed.
A barbed wire fence enclosed all of Thule Airbase, but through the metal fencing a five man patrol was visible, executing a drill in perfect formation. Walking aside the patrol, clearly in command of it, was a tall, lanky, young, blond Captain of the AmEur Alliance.
“Fyodor!” Nanook said. “How is he even alive? I can’t believe that Mortterra has allowed Isi’s brother to live, much less left him in command of a unit.”
“Isi’s brother? The Countess has a brother, here in the future?” Harland said.
“Yes, he’s the tall one conducting the drill over there,” Afon said. “Perfect form, the boy is coming along well. His name is Fyodor Nizienko, and you’ll be meeting him soon.”
“I will?” Harland said.
“He will?” Nanook said. “Surely, you don’t intend us to … No, Afon. We can’t involve Fyodor in this. Isi would never forgive you if something went wrong.”
“What Isi will never forgive, is failure,” Afon said. “She’s made very clear what her priorities are: love, honor, and loyalty, rank far below survival to her. And not just individual survival – we’re all expendable to her, every human on this planet, as long as the planet lives, that’s all Isi cares about.”
“But we’re talking about her little brother,” Nanook said. “There’s a reason that Isi didn’t take him with us, a reason she didn’t involve him as much in our plans as she could have, she wants Fyodor to stay safe. It would be the greatest of betrayals for you to come here and put him in harms way, Afon.”
“The only reason we’re all here, the real reason Isi agreed that the assassination of Ignis Mortterra was necessary, was for the protection of Fyodor. Once Isi realized that George Murphy was being tortured to get him to produce those monsters that Mortterra sent after us, she knew that Fyodor would be next. Only then did she agree that Mortterra needed to die. But she doesn’t really care if Fyodor lives, she just doesn’t want him to be tortured. If she wanted him to live, she wouldn’t have left him here. She knows the food is running out, and this place …” Afon said, gesturing to the airbase around them, “this place has a year left, at best. If she wanted him to live, she would have taken Fyodor with us. Isi may not have told us to enlist her brother on this mission, but I am sure that’s what she meant for us to do.”
Nanook sighed, “Okay Afon, perhaps you are right; you know Isi the best, obviously. I just hope your judgment hasn’t become clouded by your current anger toward her. She doesn’t mean to hurt you, brother.”
“Just as I do not mean to hurt her by involving Fyodor in our plan, it’s just what needs to happen. He can help us get access to places, help us to get closer to Mortterra than we could on our own. And there’s really no way that we can come here, see Isi’s brother, and not try to take him back to her, with us, to Detroit,” Afon said, and looked at Nanook. “If you disagree, I won’t do it brother. Maybe you’re right, and if I’m not making a clear headed decision, I shouldn’t be the one to decide this.”
“No, I think you’re right Afon,” Nanook said. “There’s no way that we can go back to Isi and tell her that we saw him, but didn’t rescue him.”
“I agree too, not that any of you have asked,” Harland said. “We must save the brother of the Countess, and if we’re in for a penny, we’re in for a pound. If we’ve got to break the lad out of here, we might as well enlist his help with the bloodier matters that we have to attend to. He’s a soldier, after all, and I dare say that he’d be a better shot than any of us.”
Nanook and Afon exchange a knowing look – Afon had been a soldier too, once. He had served in an elite unit, Mortterra’s own version of a Praetorian guard, for six years before he signed up for Project Immortality.
Fyodor had been only a boy of eight when the waters rose, in the year 2100. Afon had grown up in the same village in Russia, and had gone to school with Isi, from Kindergarten to the end of high school. They had been childhood sweethearts, and it had been the most natural thing in the world for Afon to leave the Russian Army base, where he was stationed, and return to their village to rescue Isi and Fyodor, when the world-ending storms had begun in 2100. After he managed to link back up with the remnants of the Russian Army, Afon had secured Isi, Fyodor, and himself, spots on the ark-like super vessel that Mortterra had commandeered during the collapse of the American government. Mortterra had recruited anyone with military experience onto the ark, and into the AmEur Alliance that he was forming, Afon included.
But that was a story for another time. Harland had no need to know that Fyodor had only become a soldier because, as a boy, he had wanted nothing more than to grow up to be just like Afon. 
“So, we are all in agreement,” Afon said. “We now need to find a way to communicate with Fyodor, and split him off from his unit.”
Afon, Nanook, and Harland all stared off into the distance. Lying down, resting their weight on their elbows, their eyes all scanned the fenced area, looking at the physical layout of the base, but also taking a moment of silence together to allow inspiration a quiet space from which to emerge.
“You know boys, I do think that this is a situation that calls for a strategy of diversion,” Harland said. “If we can find a way to distract the troops with Fyodor, we might be able to spirit the lad away from them. Then we could all discuss how to get close enough to kill Mortterra. Seems to me, we should include the young man in our discussions – his knowledge of Mortterra’s routines could prove invaluable, I’d think.”
Afon nodded. “Very true, Harland, good work. Now, how do we distract the other troops, without showing our hand? If Nanook and I are recognized, or if Fyodor’s disappearance is questioned, the base will go on high alert, and we’ll have almost no chance of getting to Mortterra.”
“They wouldn’t recognize Harland,” Nanook said.
“And what of it?” Harland said. “Do you fellows suggest that I just walk up to the guards, and ask for a minute of their young Captain’s time?”
“Actually …” Afon said, “that just might be exactly what you should do. Listen, we used to have citizens show up at the airbase perimeter, all the time, begging for food, or asking for more time on grid. Each household in the AmEur Alliance is given a ration: enough rice and beans for one meal a day, and two days a week with electrical power. So, some people come to the fence to beg, others to bribe. The right amount, to the right soldier, can get you an extra day of light, or a bit more on your plate. The beggars will ask any soldier that they can get to make eye contact with them, but the bribers – the bribers always ask to speak to the officer in charge.”
“Which, in this case, is Fyodor,” Nanook said. “Alright, that could work.”
“Excuse me gentlemen,” Harland said, “are you really proposing that I just saunter up there, and ask to speak to Fyodor? You’re all absolutely mad; I would be shot before the first word was out of my mouth.”
“No one is going to shoot you brother,” Afon said. “Mortterra doesn’t like to show a heavy hand in public. If you were truly in danger, you’d be alone with him. The AmEur Alliance guards are just men, like us, doing a job in order to survive. They won’t shoot you, unless someone tells them to, and no one will tell them to. Just make sure that your first words to Fyodor are, ‘Isi sent me’, and you’ll be fine.”
“I’m really not sure that I’m comfortable with this chaps,” Harland said. “Why don’t we brainstorm on this one, a bit more? There’s got to be an alternative.”
“Sorry Harland,” Nanook said, “this is the most discrete option, and really the best one. Remember what we were talking about before … Isi’s unique qualities?”
Harland nodded.
“Well, we came back to London to find you, because Isi told us to, told us that we would need your help, after we had all decided to assassinate Ignis Mortterra. I think that she knew then that we would come to this point, and that we would need you in order to move forward. This is what you are supposed to do, Harland.”
 



 
 
 
TWENTY FIVE
 
 
“Isi sent me,” Harland said through the fence, to Isi’s shocked baby brother.
Fyodor glanced around quickly, to assure himself that none of his troops were within earshot.
“Who are you? How do you know my sister?”
“I am Harland Fergusson, and I met your sister on her travels. I gather that you know she has gone into the past to try to stop all of this dreadfulness that’s been done to our Earth?”
Fyodor nodded.
“Well, she has sent Afon, Nanook, and I here to …” Harland said.
“Afon is here? Where?” Fyodor said, loudly enough that some of the guards turned their way. Fyodor held his hand up to them and indicated that everything was fine.
“We’ve got to make this quick,” Fyodor said. “We are starting to look suspicious. You have to take me to Afon; I must speak with him directly. Meet me here, in this exact spot, in six hours, at twenty one hundred, just after nightfall. We’ll go to see Afon and Nanook together, okay?”
Harland nodded.
“Get back from here, you useless bum,” Fyodor said, his voice rising so his soldiers could hear him. “We’ve got no charity for you today. Go on, get out of here!”
Harland turned, deliberately slouched his shoulders, and shuffled away. The guards near Fyodor watched the retreating figure of the bum for a few minutes, until they were satisfied that there was nothing dangerous about him.



 
 
 
TWENTY SIX
 
 
At nine o’clock that evening, Fyodor met Harland at the fence. They walked silently across the open field surrounding the airbase, until they reached the tree line, where Afon and Nanook were waiting.
Afon wrapped his arms around Fyodor, and lifted him from the ground.
“How are you, my brother,” Afon said, and squeezed Fyodor on the shoulder.
“I am good Afon, good enough, at least. These months since you’ve been gone haven’t been easy …” Fyodor trailed off. “Have you heard about George Murphy?”
“We haven’t heard anything, but we suspected,” Afon said. “It’s a miracle that you’re still alive.”
“Not a miracle at all,” Fyodor said and laughed. “Just following my sister’s orders, as usual.”
“What do you mean Fyodor?” Afon said. “What were Isi’s instructions to you?”
“Before you all left, Isi discussed her plan, with me, to help you two avoid execution,” Fyodor said, and gestured at Afon and Nanook. “She told me that, after all of you had left, I was to tell Mortterra that I knew nothing. She wouldn’t even tell me where you all were going, so if Mortterra tortured me, there’d be no information for him to get. I wanted to go with you Afon, but Isi told me to wait here.”
“She told you to wait for what?” Afon said.
“She told me that I should stay here and wait for you – that you would come back for me, and that it was critical that I remain alive, and regain Mortterra’s trust, in the meantime,” Fyodor said. “She told me that I would need to help you do something, and that it would be the most important thing that I would ever do. I don’t really understand, but I have done all that Isi asked, and here you are.”
“I understand,” Nanook said, and glanced at Harland meaningfully. “Isi just has a way of knowing things, sometimes.”
Harland gasped. “The Countess knew of these events, months in advance? How magnificent! Do you think that she planned on me being here, as well, Nanook? And, Fyodor, did she say anything to you about me?”
Fyodor nodded, “She did tell me to listen for the plea of a stranger who would speak her name to me – and to follow him.”
Fyodor looked down at his feet, took off his Captain’s hat, and ran his fingers through his short blond hair.
“Isi has always known things, I guess, even when she was younger. If a storm was coming, and she was babysitting me, she’d somehow know that the rain was about to start, and she’d get me inside without making a big deal of it. On my tenth birthday, just days before the storms that changed the world, Isi had come home for the weekend and brought a bicycle with her; my first ten speed that I’d been begging our parents for, ever since I’d learned how to ride. We were having my party outside, and I was itching to take my new bike for a ride, but Isi made me wait. She was watching a huge black cloud, forming on the horizon, and … I don’t know … but it seemed like she was talking to it. I swear, it was like the storm and her were having a conversation and, once they were done, then I was allowed to go out and ride my bike. I remember Isi closed her eyes and said, ‘Not yet, please not yet. Just a few more days …’, and the storm cloud blew away. Four days later, most of the world ended but, for those four days, I had a heck of a time on my bike – and, believe me, I have never doubted a word out of my sister’s mouth since.”
Nanook was awestruck by Fyodor’s words. Harland, Fyodor, and Afon continued chatting for a moment, but Nanook could not hear them, lost in his head.
I had always heard rumors of her, Nanook thought, she who can control the wind, the water, the earth, and fire … she who can talk to time. But those were old myths of a woman who lived many thousands of years ago, the first daughter of the Earth. There is a prophecy that she will return again, during the end times – every religion has someone like that, someone to wait for and put your faith in, but my culture mostly covered up her existence. We had a god of the sea, a god of the land, a god of the air, a god of fire, but no one who could control all of the elements. We spoke, only in whispers, of the ancient bloodline – the descendents of the Great Mother. Too many superstitious minds, too many men concerned only with their own power and position, had heard these whispers in the past, and taken gruesome steps to erase the descendents. The lineage was said to be broken, the blood of the Great Mother spilled for the last time, but Isi …
Nanook’s reverie was interrupted by a tug on his shirt from Fyodor.
“I said, what do you think Nanook?”
Fyodor looked at him questioningly.
“I’m sorry, I must’ve dozed off for a second,” Nanook said. “What do I think of what?”
“We were just discussing the hit on Mortterra,” Afon interjected. “Fyodor’s on board, and he thinks that our best bet will come in a few hours. Every morning, at dawn, Ignis Mortterra goes outside, sits down on the ground, and stares into the distance for an hour. Then he goes back inside, when the sunrise ends. If we take a shot at him then, Fyodor thinks the early hour would mean fewer witnesses, and the sunrise should blind those few who might see us to our position. And it’s pretty much the only time we can be guaranteed that Mortterra will be in a specific place. Fyodor says he keeps on the go, is rarely out in the open, and changes his routine daily, even cancelling meetings at the last minute if he gets a bad vibe … all to avoid being an easy target for an assassin. But this one routine, he never changes. No idea why, but who cares? This morning is our opportunity, before Mortterra gets spooked and stops watching the sunrise. Sound good to you Nanook?”
“It is not only the most convenient, or easiest, time to kill him,” Nanook said, “it is also the morally right time to kill him. Given what he’s doing out there every morning, it would be my pleasure to take the shot myself.”
“What do you think he’s doing?” Afon said.
Nanook turned to Fyodor. “Let me ask you brother, does Mortterra have any expression on his face when he’s out there in the morning?”
“Yes,” Fyodor said, “yes, he usually has his brows kind of pinched together, the way you do when you’re having trouble seeing something in the distance. Then, on days when, I don’t know, days when it seems a little darker, or like it’s taking longer for the sun to rise, he smiles a bit. Not a big smile, not like he did that one morning …”
“Go on,” Nanook said.
“Well, a couple of months ago, after you all had left, I was told to deliver a report to Mortterra that his science advisors had drawn up. I pushed the report through the slot on the front of his door, but the first page fell out of the folder and landed at my feet. It was a summary of data indicating that the bee population had dropped to a low enough level that total honeybee extinction would occur in months. The hives will not bounce back after this winter,” Fyodor shook his head and swallowed. “The report was saying that the bees are done, and everybody knows that means that we’re next. Anyway, my hands were shaking as I slid the top sheet through the mail slot, hoping that Mortterra wouldn’t notice my clumsiness. He scares me even more than what I’d just read.”
“Go on, Fyodor,” Afon said, a look of concern on his face as he tried to puzzle out what it was that Nanook wanted Isi’s brother to say. What could make it the morally right time to kill Mortterra? Isn’t any time a good time to kill a dictator?
“In any event, I was assigned to Mortterra’s personal guard that morning. About half-an-hour after I’d dropped off the bee extinction report, Mortterra went outside and conducted his normal morning routine, sitting quietly, and watching the sunrise. But on that day, he didn’t remain quiet.”
“Did he say something?” Afon said.
“No, he didn’t speak, as such, it’s just that he, well, he …” Fyodor fumbled for the words. “Well, it doesn’t make any sense, but he laughed. He actually sat there and laughed to himself the whole time that the sun was coming up. By the end of it, tears were streaked all over his face, and he was happier than I’d ever seen him. But he was out there all alone, and I’m not the only soldier who thought that was some kind of madness, slipping through his mask … to laugh all alone like that, and for that long.”
“He is not mad. The word for it among my people is tornuaq – he is evil,” Nanook said. “You know why Mortterra was laughing Fyodor, you know it, deep in your heart.”
“He was laughing at the sun,” Fyodor said. “I can’t imagine a reason that anyone would do that.”
“When you were a boy,” Afon said, finally realizing Nanook’s point, “do you remember that friend of yours who trapped a hummingbird? I think you were seven, or eight. I was home from the military academy for a visit. I was upstairs with Isi when we heard you screaming from the other side of the farm. We ran to you, quick as we could. You were standing next to a tree, pointing and crying, soundlessly, with no air left in you to scream. Your friend had hit a hummingbird with his slingshot, when he had been roaming the woods earlier during recess. He’d stunned it and, while the bird was unconscious, he’d nailed its wings onto a tree. He showed you the bird, a few hours later, while you two were walking home from school. That’s when you screamed. When your sister and I got to you, the poor little guy was trying to flap his wings … still. He’d probably been at it for hours. His feet were covered in wounds, and pieces of bark, that he’d chipped away from the tree while he was struggling to hold his weight up. Isi told me later, that just hanging there was snapping all of the bones in his wings. Anyway, you were crying, and your friend was laughing. He laughed harder every time the little bird struggled, laughed when he tried to beat his wings, laughed when he tried to dig his talons in, laughed when the bird opened and closed his beak, noiselessly, no longer able to summon the energy to cry out. Why was Mortterra laughing at the sun? For the same reason that bully from your childhood laughed at the bird.”
“Mortterra was laughing at the sun …” Fyodor said.
“Mortterra was laughing at the sun, and at the report that you’d just given him,” Nanook said. “The death of the bees means that the death of all of us is inevitable. The whole human race, gone. And Mortterra will be able to watch as species after species wages a battle for survival that’s impossible to win. We will all be like that little bird, nailed to the tree. Afon is right. We will try to dig in our toes, and we’ll kick bark up the whole time, as evidence of our struggle, but the death of the bees means the death of us. And that makes people like Mortterra very happy.”
Harland had been trying to follow along, but staying quiet for too long had a way of derailing his train of thought.
“I’m sorry mates, I think I missed something,” Harland said. “What wound up happening to the little bird then? We could always make a stop in our time travels and get that bird bullying bastard, couldn’t we?”
“That we could Harland,” Nanook said. “Good to know you’ve still got a soft spot to your soul, after all you did in London.”
“Guys …” Fyodor said, and was ignored.
“I did what I had to do to survive,” Harland said. “What I did was natural, survival of the fittest, predation, the whole Darwinian pie, but killing for sport, enjoying a death because of the suffering of the dying one, that’s unnatural. We can take care of Mortterra chaps, and then let’s get rid of the bird bully as well. I cannot very well hear a story like that, and not do something about it.”
“Um, guys,” Fyodor finally spoke loud enough to make it impossible to ignore him. “Just wait a second here, the bird lived.”
“What?” Nanook and Harland exclaimed in unison.
“The hummingbird lived,” Fyodor said. “Remember Afon? Isi had you ease the nails gently out of his wings and then she caught him, and took him home with us. The little guy curled up in her lap like he belonged there; so capable of trusting a human after what another human had just done to him. A small moment of grace – not in a religious way, but the grace of nature, repairing the body and the soul at the same time, sending a human to heal the destruction wrought by another human, healing the birds body and showing him that it’s okay to still trust – that kind of grace.”
“Your sister has taught you well, Fyodor,” Nanook said.
“So, the bird lived then, did he?” Harland persisted.
“Oh yes,” Fyodor said, “he lived. He lived and followed my sister around for the next three years, right from the moment she brought him home, until he died in his sleep, in her room, the night before the great flood.”
“He followed her around, right from the moment that she brought him home?” Harland said. “But, surely the poor bird couldn’t move, after what had just happened to him.”
“Don’t worry, he could move alright,” Fyodor said. “I used to tease Isi about it, actually. One touch from her, and the little guy was up and taking water out of an eyedropper. Crazy bird whisperer of a sister, I’ve got.”
“One touch, and he was fine?” Harland asked.
“Well, one touch and he drank some water. He stayed in her lap for a few hours, I went to bed, got up the next morning, and the little guy was hopping around behind her,” Fyodor said.
“Oh my god, the Countess is …” Harland said.
“Isi is not what we should be talking about right now,” Afon said. “Dawn will be here in a few hours, and we all need to get some rest, especially you and I, Fyodor. We are the ones with military experience here, so I suggest that we be the ones to take aim at Mortterra tomorrow, while Nanook and Harland watch our backs.”
“Yes, Afon, I agree,” Fyodor said.
“Oh come on, chaps,” Harland said. “Can’t we stay up just the bit later? I am enthralled by the stories of the Countesses power.”
“Harland, not now,” Afon said with a hint of menace to his voice.
“But Afon, really now, you must be quite proud of her,” Harland said. “To be dating a witch, I can only imagine!”
Afon leapt through the air at Harland, fangs extended. Harland stepped to the side, moving faster than the speed of light, and Afon stopped his lunge just short of smacking into the tree behind where Harland had just been standing.
“I … I don’t understand,” Harland stammered, shaking with fear. His powers were the same as Afon’s, but they were new to him and, even on a level playing field, the fierceness of Afon’s desire to protect Isi would still put Harland in danger. “What did I say? I only meant to complement the Countess.”
“Let it go, Harland,” Fyodor said. “My sister does not speak of these things, has not spoken of these things in a very long time.”
“But why?” Harland said. “She is so special, I knew it from the moment I saw her.”
Afon grabbed Harland around the throat, pinned him to the tree, shut him up, and forced him to listen.
“Because, you fool, the more special she is,” Afon said, “the more people will want to kill her. If they can’t have what she has, if they can’t be what she is, they don’t want her to exist at all. Why do you think people used to hunt lions? Because we were clawless and fangless, defenseless against such a majestic predator, but we had guns, so we could make a game out of killing the jungles king, a game out of the death of something beautiful and superior to us. That’s what humans do Harland. That’s why we don’t talk about Isi. Now … go … the fuck … to sleep,” Afon said, with his hand still around Harland’s throat, and smashed Harland’s head into the tree three times, in rhythm with the cadence of his words. Then Afon released Harland, and he fell to the forest floor.
Harland brushed himself off, rolled over, and looked up at Afon.
“I am so sorry, please forgive me Afon,” Harland said. “I have the nastiest habit of sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong. Mum’s the word, from now on chap. I will not speak of the Countess again.”
Afon fixed Harland with a steely look, and didn’t respond. He walked away a few feet, and sat down with his back to a tree.
“Let’s just all get some sleep,” Nanook said. “I’ll stand guard, the rest of you, lie down and rest up for tomorrow. Anger will not help us be centered for all that we could face in the morning.”
Afon nodded, and put his head back against the tree. The bark was rough, at first, against his neck and the bare skin on the backs of his arms. But then a softness came; he felt the warmth of the sun radiating out from the core of the tree, where it had been soaking in all day. The muscles of his back leaned into the tree and found a ready hammock, weightlessly supporting him. He fell asleep thinking that tomorrow, when he took his shot at Mortterra, he would remember to picture this tree, remember this moment. He would not smile at Mortterra’s death, he would not kill for the sake of killing – he would take one life tomorrow, in the way nature intended, and in her service.



 
 
 
TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
The first rays of sun trickled over the land surrounding Thule Airbase. Ignis Mortterra was sitting on the ground, legs crossed, the cold morning dew soaking through his pants. He stared at the horizon, willing the sun to move even slower up the wall of the sky.
“Hah! There it is,” Mortterra said, and clapped his hands together. The sun had stopped its ascent briefly and quivered, hugging the horizon, shaking, and briefly dimming. The Earth’s life force was five minutes slower rising today, then yesterday.
Everything was slowing down and preparing for death. The grass was brittle and brown, uninterrupted by any splash of color. The pollinators were almost gone, and they had taken all of the color of the world with them.
Mortterra smiled; it was almost time for him to go. He’d stayed in this time period for far longer than he’d intended to, after the Immortals botched execution, but now events were beginning to force his hand. The death of the Earth was moving along at a much quicker pace then he had foreseen. He needed to get out of this doomed time while he still could.
A few days then … I’ll talk to the engineers and make sure that someone who knows how to fix the Infinmachine comes with me. Need to bring most of my computer setup as well; its functions should still work one hundred years in the past. And I’ll need George Murphy in good enough shape to travel with me. He knows the basics of Nizienko’s nano-technology, so I’ll need him around to build the nanobots I want to sell, since that damn Isi wouldn’t go along with the plan. I swear, I’m still going to track that bitch down, no matter where, or when, she is …
Almost as if he could hear Mortterra’s thoughts, Afon timed his first shot for that moment.
Boom, the sound of the rifle ricocheted across the airbase. From the other side of the base, in the tree line opposite from Afon, another explosion quickly followed, sounding like an echo of the first shot. Fyodor had fired as well.
Two red circles, half an inch apart, bloomed on Mortterra’s shirt on the left side of his chest. Two direct hits to the heart.
Mortterra fell backward onto the grass. If he could still see, he would have noticed that the sun was only half way up the sky, still slowly rising, and he would have seen a shadow crossing the low-lying sun, as Afon leapt through the air to Fyodor’s side.



 
 
 
TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
 
Fyodor was looking through a pair of binoculars, focused intently on the spot where Mortterra had gone down, when Afon landed on the ground next to him, the early fallen leaves crunching under his feet.
The forest was still dark, hiding them with her embrace, but Thule Airbase had come alive with the sound of the shots. Every light on the base was blazing, burning through precious electricity. A general alarm had sounded, and every soldier of the AmEur Alliance on base had assembled in the area that they’d been previously drilled to guard. Every inch of Thule was in lockdown.
Afon knew the drill. Now that the interior of the base was secured, troops would fan out and search the land outside of the fence – from the ground, and from the air. Searchlights already combed the sky, making sure the airspace above Thule was clear – clear enough for the AmEur Alliance heliplanes to deploy. As fast as a military jet, and able to take off, and land, without a runway, these fighter planes were what kept Thule impenetrable. And they were what made Afon want to leave as quickly as possible.
“Fyodor, what are you doing? Put those binoculars down and come with me,” Afon said. “We’ve got to get back to the other side of the tree line, meet up with Harland, and get out of here. Where’s Nanook? He is supposed to be here with you.”
“Just a minute … let me see …” Fyodor said, still cupping the binoculars to his eyes.
“Fyodor! I can see much better than those damn tubes you’ve got, but none of us can see through the bodies of the soldiers who’re encircling Mortterra. We know he’s hit, and we know we need to get out of here. Drop those glasses, grab Nanook, and let’s go,” Afon said.
Fyodor reluctantly lowered the binoculars, sighed, turned around, and whistled, “Chit-chitit,” a few times into the surrounding woods.
“What is that?” Afon said.
“Nanook and I arranged a signal. He’s guarding my shooting position from a hundred yards away, through that thicket,” Fyodor said. “It’s the call of a ruby-throated hummingbird. I figured that would be appropriate.”
“Chit-chitit. Chit-chitit,” Fyodor called again, receiving no answer from the still dark forest.
“One hundred yards away, you said?” Afon asked.
Fyodor nodded.
“In which direction?”
Fyodor pointed north.
Just then, from the direction that Fyodor had been pointing, a huge tree limb, flying as fast as a missile, whistled between Fyodor and Afon, and blasted into the earth ten feet from them.
“Take cover,” Fyodor yelled, falling back on his military instincts. He wrapped his arm around Afon’s broad shoulders, and brought him to the ground alongside him.
Afon pushed himself up, but motioned for Fyodor to stay crouched down.
“We’re not under attack, that’s Nanook’s version of a birdcall,” Afon said. “He is under attack … Fyodor, stay here and wait for me.”
“No, you can’t go after him by yourself,” Fyodor said. He picked his Captain’s hat up off of the ground, where it had fallen when he dove for cover, brushed off the leaves that were sticking to his hair, and put his cap carefully in the center of his head. “You can’t go out there alone,” Fyodor said again, and turned north to help Afon seek out Nanook.
“Brother,” Afon said and wrapped his hand around Fyodor’s arm, grabbing him just above the elbow. The skin on the top of Afon’s hand made contact with Fyodor’s side. Through the young mans stiff AmEur Alliance dress coat, Afon could feel Fyodor’s heart, pumping away mightily beneath his skin.
So mortal … still such a fragile boy.
“Brother, you must stay here. Nanook may make his way back to us. Besides, can you imagine what your sister would do to me, if I let you put yourself in danger like that?”
“I’m stronger than I look, Afon.”
“I know Fyodor, I know, but Nanook and I can’t really be harmed, no matter what happens. I’m sure we’d have a better chance with you there, but in this case, us impenetrable and less skilled tanks are what’s needed, not your precision sniping. We all contribute what we can, Fyodor. Do you understand?”
Fyodor nodded.
“Stay here, and wait for us. We’ll all transport back together, soon, okay?”
Fyodor nodded again, and looked as sad as a dog being told that his master would be home soon – soon could be an eternity.
“Listen brother, I’ve got to go. No matter what you hear,” Afon said, “stay here and wait for us. My transporter will bring anyone within a five-foot radius back with me; so if you see Nanook and I running for you, brace yourself. We might have to leave quickly. You’ll just feel a jolt, then like the world is lurching out from under your feet, and then you’ll be in Detroit, with your sister. Okay? I’ll be back soon.”
Afon bent his knees and surged into the air, soaring over the top of the forest canopy. Fyodor heard a quick burst of multiple rifle fire, blam-blam-blam, and then silence. Another quick burst, this one from a single gun, and then nothing.
In the dark of the forest, Fyodor tried to calm himself. If the shooting’s stopped, that means they’re fine, Afon and Nanook must have killed the soldiers. Or … the soldiers have stopped shooting, because there’s nothing left for them to shoot at, and Afon and Nanook are dead, or captured.
His world was now black and white – two possibilities existed, and silence filled the void of knowledge between the two. He was a good soldier, he knew that there was a reason that orders were given, and not meant to be questioned; right or wrong, commands in the field had to be followed. One unsynchronized step, even one toe in a place it’s not supposed to be, could be fatal – not just to the man who stepped out of line, but to all of his fellow soldiers who would have to rescue him.
But … still …
Fyodor found he had a ready excuse for every part of his military training that instructed him to stay put. If he could just stand up for a minute, he would be able to get some sense of things, be able to know whether it was the bad guys, or the good guys, who had won a few minutes ago. He might even be able to scan back over the grounds with his binoculars, and figure out if Mortterra was dead or alive. He wouldn’t move, Fyodor would follow orders, but he really had to get a good look at the situation, if he wanted to have half a chance of defending himself.
Decision made, Fyodor lifted himself from the forest floor. He took his hat off, trying to reduce the amount of metal on his uniform; it could catch a beam from a searchlight, and reflect back, letting any AmEur Alliance soldiers see him that were looking his way.
Fyodor raised the binoculars to his eyes and quickly scanned the area that Mortterra had been in, when he and Afon had taken their shots at him.
A puddle of blood was sinking into the dead grass, where Mortterra had been sitting when he was shot. A group of AmEur Alliance soldiers were gathered around the spot, talking to each other. One soldier gestured at the place where Afon had shot from, the other shook his head, and pointed to where Fyodor was.
They can’t see me; they’re just trying to figure out where the shots came from. They don’t look sad though, or even alarmed. I wonder …
“Freeze!”
The command came from behind him, to his left. Fyodor didn’t move, but kept looking through the binoculars, trying to gauge the distance from where he was standing, to the large boulder at the edge of the tree line. If he could make it there in one jump, he’d have cover, and be able to yell out for Afon and Nanook, if they were still unharmed.
“Freeze,” the voice said again. “Now, turn around slowly, with your hands in the air.”
It’s way too long, Fyodor thought.
“Soldier,” Fyodor said, with as much authority as he could muster, “Don’t shoot your officer. I’ll turn around, slowly, so you can see my uniform.”
Fyodor turned, hands in the air, and still clutching the binoculars.
A soldier of the AmEur Alliance was standing a few feet away, holding a pistol aimed at Fyodor’s midsection.
Fyodor started to lower his hands and said, “See, it’s all just a misunderstanding. These things happen all the time, when we go into lockdown.”
“I said freeze … Captain,” the soldier said, with a sneering emphasis on the last word. “I’m here directly on the orders of President Ignis Mortterra. I am to take you into custody, Captain Nizienko.”
“Here on Mortterra’s orders? I doubt that, Private,” Fyodor said. “The President was just shot.”
The soldier held his gun trained on Fyodor and said, “Yes, someone did just try to assassinate the President, but he is fine, and we’ve been ordered to bring all suspects to the President’s office for questioning.”
“All suspects doesn’t include your fellow soldiers, and it certainly doesn’t mean your superior officer,” Fyodor said. “Now, stand down Private.”
Speaking very slowly, as if advancing on a wild and scared animal, the soldier said, “No, Captain Nizienko, with all due respect, you will come with me. You’re not just a suspect; we have a witness who saw you take the shot. Now, slowly lower your hands and hold them out in front of you, wrist to wrist, so I can get these cuffs on.”
“There really is some mistake,” Fyodor said, stalling for time. He looked back over his shoulder, gauging the distance to the boulder again. “If you would just give me a moment to explain myself, I’m sure that this can all be worked out.”
Fyodor took a step back, away from the soldier, then another step, keeping eye contact the whole time, so as not to give away his intention.
“Freeze Nizienko,” the soldier said, noticing his movement.
Fyodor turned and leaped toward the boulder, crashing onto the ground just inches from his intended target when the bullet from the AmEur Alliance soldier hit him in the side.
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“Careful now, don’t overdo it boy,” Ignis Mortterra said. 
He was holding a cup of water to Fyodor’s lips, who was tied down to a chair in Mortterra’s office. Ankles, thighs, wrists, and shoulders were bound with thick rubber straps to a wooden high-backed chair.
Fyodor craned his neck forward, asking for more water with his body in a way that his mind would never consent to verbalize. He strained against the straps that held him in place, when Mortterra withdrew the cup from his reach.
“You’ll get what you want,” Mortterra said, “when I get what I want. Now, whom were you working with? Who were your accomplices?”
Fyodor stared straight ahead and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about sir. I heard the alarm sound, knew that we were on lockdown, and I was guarding the perimeter when a junior office assaulted me – apparently with a tranquilizer gun, given how groggy I feel. That’s all I know, Mr. President.”
“Is it really? That’s all you’ve been doing today,” Ignis Mortterra said, “just rushing to my aid, and trying to patriotically defend the AmEur Alliance?”
“I told you what I was doing sir,” Fyodor said. “This is all just a mistake. Your soldier out there claimed that there was a witness to the shooting, but I swear, whoever they are, they saw wrong.”
“Did they now? Ah, young Fyodor, you may share in your sister’s illustrious lineage, but you clearly do not share in her powers … nor do you share in mine,” Mortterra said, and laughed. “The witness that you claimed saw things wrong, is me. I saw you still holding the rifle, after you shot at me, and I saw you looking through a pair of binoculars to see how good your shot was, to see if you had hit your mark, to see if you had killed me. But here I am boy, good as new.”
Mortterra reached over and slapped Fyodor across the face, once, and then again, much harder. Fyodor held still, stoic, through the first slap, but the second one broke his nose and his blood splattered onto the row of computers next to him.
The blood ran down Fyodor’s face and onto his uniform. There was no way for him to stop it by tilting his head (the back of the chair was in his way), or holding a cloth to his nose (his hands were tied to the arms of the chair), he just had to wait for it to clot.
“How did you see the shooter, if you were down on the ground bleeding?” Fyodor said, giving up the pretense of innocence. “I saw you wounded so, come to think of it, how are you even here now?”
“I saw you shoot me, and I’m perfectly fine now, for the same reason that I can do this,” Mortterra said, and picked up the chair that Fyodor was strapped to and held it up in the air with one hand.
“You can thank your sister for this,” Mortterra said, and grinned at the horrified look on Fyodor’s face, high in the air above him.
“And you can thank her for this, too,” Mortterra said, and threw Fyodor and the chair twenty feet across the room, and into the wall on the other side.
Fyodor’s scream echoed through the whole east wing of Thule Airbase, but the soldiers of the AmEur Alliance were used to such sounds, and they knew not to respond. After the failed execution of the Immortals, and their escape, Mortterra had begun interrogating prisoners himself. The sounds that the soldiers had heard, and ignored, in the past were even worse than Fyodor’s agony.
Fyodor and his chair crashed into the wall sideways, splintering the wood, and driving hundreds of shards into his skin. His left arm and leg broke on impact and Fyodor, mercifully, lost consciousness before three of his ribs shattered when he, and the remnants of the chair, hit the floor.
Mortterra flew across the room and landed at Fyodor’s side, hoping to question him.
“Damn it,” Mortterra said, when he realized that Fyodor was unconscious. He pressed a button on the wall and spoke into a microphone. The old intercom from when Thule was a United States Air Force base still worked, so the AmEur Alliance had made use of what was there. “I need a medical team to my office, a.s.a.p. Make sure they bring a stretcher.”
“Yes Mr. Presi …”
Mortterra reached over and pressed end on the call button. The person who’d received his order would hear Mortterra hanging up, when they were halfway through his honorific title. Mortterra thought that interrupting someone’s well-practiced ass kissing routine kept them on their toes, and he needed everyone on their toes now. Fyodor had an accomplice, and until Mortterra was able to find the traitor, he wouldn’t feel safe. There are ways to kill someone who is immortal, not easy ways, but there are ways.
A knock sounded at the door, and Mortterra let the medical team in.
“This is a dangerous prisoner,” Mortterra said. “Guard him with your life, and let me know when he regains consciousness. There are some questions I’d like the answer to that only he can provide, until we find his cohort, the other shooter. Remember, he is the brother of our former scientist-turned-traitor, Dr. Isidora Nizienko – be careful with him.”
“Yes, Mr. President,” one of the members of the medical team replied. “We’ll heal him up for you, and once he’s conscious, and these fractures are set, we’ll notify you so that you can question him.”
“Why would you set his fractures? The more pain he is in, the better. This man took a shot at me, I don’t care how much fucking pain he’s in. He should die for what he did.”
“Yes Mr. President,” the AmEur Alliance doctor said. “Of course. It’s just that when you said to be careful with him, I must have misinterpreted you sir. I apologize, Mr. President.”
“I do want you to be careful of him, not with him. He is a dangerous man, a Captain of the AmEur Alliance turned traitor, just like his sister. Be careful of him, his whole bloodline is full of dangerous traitors,” Mortterra said. “Keep him in restraints and under guard, until he is awake, then contact me. Speaking of bloodlines reminds me, Doctor, did you bring a bag with you?”
“Yes Mr. President,” the doctor said, ushered his team into the hallway with the stretcher bearing Fyodor’s unconscious form, and signaled them to stay and wait for him. They put Fyodor’s stretcher on the ground in the hallway, and his broken arm fell off of it limply, and at a grotesque angle. The doctor bit his lip and winced instinctively at the pain that he knew his patient … no … his prisoner would feel if he were awake. The doctor shut the door to Ignis Mortterra’s office, and took a bag of O+ blood from his doctor’s kit bag. 
Mortterra greedily snatched the blood from the doctor’s hands, ripped the bag open, and drained the contents into his mouth, swallowing it all in one gulp.
“Thank you Doctor,” Ignis Mortterra said, and wiped the blood from his lips. He leaned back against the door, smiled, and sighed. “Ah, I needed that. The sad necessity of getting physical with some of our prisoners can be quite,” Mortterra paused for effect, “draining,” he finished with a giggle.
“Any time, Mr. President,” the doctor said, and looked toward the door that Mortterra was leaning against. The man in the hallway would die if the doctor couldn’t treat him soon. He wouldn’t set the fractures, that would be too obvious an affront to Mortterra’s instructions, but he did need to stop the tortured mans bleeding, or he wouldn’t live long enough for Mortterra to torture some more.
“You know Doctor, on second thought,” Mortterra said, having watched the doctor’s facial expressions, and perfectly interpreted them, “why don’t you leave the traitor here. Put an oxygen mask on him, or whatever you need to do, so he doesn’t die immediately, but leave him here. I only need him alive for a little while, once he wakes up. After I’ve finished questioning him, he will be of no use to me. Let him die the bloody death a traitor deserves … don’t you agree, Doctor?”
“Whatever you think is best, Mr. President,” the doctor said, his will to fight having been broken long ago. He avoided eye contact with Mortterra and walked to the door, shoulders hunched.
Mortterra held the door to his office open, and the doctor gestured to the medical team to bring Fyodor back into the room.
Fyodor groaned slightly, just on the edge of consciousness, when his stretcher was set down. The doctor bent over him, applying pressure pads where he could, to staunch the bleeding. He pulled an oxygen mask over Fyodor’s nose and mouth, and stood up.
“There’s no telling if he’ll regain consciousness, before he expires, Mr. President,” the doctor said. “He has a few hours, at best.”
“Understood, Doctor. Thank you for your assistance today,” Ignis Mortterra said, still holding the door to his office open, waiting for the doctor to leave. “The AmEur Alliance is grateful for your service,” Mortterra smiled coldly at the doctor, and he all but ran from the room.
Fyodor groaned again, and Mortterra shut the door to his office and locked it. He walked over to a table holding a number of locked containers filled with glass vials. Each one was labeled in Dr. Isidora Nizienko’s precise writing: Immortality 1, Immortality 2, etc. Isi had tried a number of different routes in her experimentation to reach the goal of a rapidly healing, self-sustaining human. The nanobot injections were her most successful experiment, and the one put through mass testing in the Immortality Project clinical trials, but earlier experiments had shown promise as well. Nothing had worked consistently though, until the nanobots.
Mortterra remembered one of Isi’s earliest experiments in immortality, before she had started her experiments with nanobots, and smiled. Isi had been looking at the bodily structure of the worlds great predators, for inspiration. She’d collected DNA samples from killer whales, lions, tigers, and wolves, looking for a marker that they all shared, something in common, some trait that glued together apex predators around the world, some gene that she could build an immortal version of homo sapiens around. In her experiments with the DNA of wolves, Isi had injected a virus, with the DNA of a grey wolf, into a mouse. It was one of the funniest things Mortterra had ever seen. The mouse did change into a wolf, briefly, but the genetic alteration was unstable, so it kept switching back and forth between the two states.
Mortterra distinctly remembered walking into Isi’s laboratory unannounced, during the days of the mouse-wolf. She was sitting in a chair in front of one of her worktables, eating her lunch, and feeding pieces of it the wolf-mouse sitting in her lap. When Mortterra had walked toward Isi, who had her back to him, the mouse had sensed a threat, jumped off of Isi’s lap, and transformed into a large grey wolf. The mouse-wolf had bared its fangs at Mortterra and lunged. Mortterra had pulled his gun from his holster and shot the cursed thing, emptying his clip into it. Isi had jumped from her chair and held the wolf’s head in her lap, as it was bleeding. She’d been screaming something at Mortterra, but he couldn’t remember what. He just remembered thinking that her experiment had failed again, since the wolf was clearly dying, and not immortal. The wolf had closed her eyes, breathed deeply, shuddered once, with her head still in Isi’s lap, and disappeared. Vanished – until Mortterra heard the skittering of tiny paws on the cold linoleum floor behind where Isi was seated. The damn thing had turned itself back into a mouse. Mortterra had lunged forward and crushed the mouse under his boot, ignoring Isi’s screams. 
That had been one of his most fun moments in years, the sound of those little bones that loved and relied on Isi, crushing under the weight of his boot. And Mortterra would give anything to see that look on her face again – that broken look, shedding tears over a fucking mouse.
“Oh, wouldn’t that be fun, Mortterra thought, and picked up the vial marked Immortality 9, twirling it between his fingers.
Ignis Mortterra grabbed a syringe from the worktable, and loaded it with the virus that contained wolf DNA. He walked over to Fyodor, still lying prone and unconscious on the stretcher, and whispered, “You can thank your sister for this too,” before he injected him with the virus.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
END OF BOOK ONE.
 
 
*The nanobots in this book are fueled by blood, but a human author (and her dog) needs to eat actual food. I work in the restaurant business, which, while good for developing characters in these stories, barely pays a living wage. So, if you liked Immortal Earth, please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon. You’ll be helping other readers to find a book they might like, and helping a stereotypically poor, struggling indie author gal. It costs nothing, but would mean the world to me. And hey, I’m a new author, so leave a bad review too. Tell me what you would change. Tell me what you want to see in the rest of the series. Tell me what you don’t want to see. Talk to me, I’m listening.
 
~ Sarah
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